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TSB’s Synopsis

The Air Canada Boeing 767

–333 (registration C–

GHLQ, serial number 

30846) was operating as 

flight ACA878 from 

Toronto, Ontario, to Zurich, 

Switzerland.

Approximately halfway 

across the Atlantic, during 

the hours of darkness, the 

aircraft experienced a 46–

second pitch excursion. 

This resulted in an altitude 

deviation of minus 400 feet 

to plus 400 feet from the 

assigned altitude of 35 000 

feet above sea level.

Air Canada pilot fatigue to blame for dipping incident that left 
16 injured
By Bradley Bouzane and Sarah Schmidt, Postmedia News   Apr 17, 2012 – 10:48 AM ET 

A fatigued, napping Air Canada co-pilot who awoke, wrongly believed his flight was on a 

collision course and pushed the plane sharply downward, is to blame for a January 2011 

incident that left 16 injured, the Transportation Safety Board reported Monday.

Pilot fatigue, listed as the cause of the incident involving an overnight flight from Toronto to 

Zurich, has dogged Transport Canada for years, and safety advocates seized on the report to 

press Canada to update its “significantly deficient” flight and duty times regulations that take 

into account people’s circadian rhythm and address time-of-day sensitivities.

“We know and we understand the human condition. We cannot change that, but we can change 

the conditions that pilots work under,” Barry Wiszniowski, head of technical and safety division 

of the Air Canada Pilots Association said Monday. “It’s our strong belief that safety trumps 

politics, safety trumps commerce, and safety trumps competition.”

Unlike past reports, the TSB does not make any recommendation to Transport Canada, but Jon 

Lee, the lead investigator, acknowledged that “this occurrence underscores the challenge of 

managing fatigue on the flight deck.”

The report also notes that the airline’s “controlled rest” procedures were not followed on this 

flight. The report also discussed an elevated risk on Europe-bound overnight flights.

“North American-based pilots flying eastbound at night towards Europe are at increased risk of 

fatigue-related performance decrements,” the report concluded, following a year-long 

investigation.
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A napping Air Canada co-pilot pushed a Boeing 767 plane, on route from Toronto to Zurich, into a dive after wrongly believing the flight was on a collision course.
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Fourteen passengers and 2 

flight attendants were 

injured. The seatbelt sign 

had been selected “on” 

approximately 40 minutes 

prior to the pitch excursion. 

The flight continued to 

destination whereupon 7 

passengers were sent to 

hospital and were later 

released.

The incident, initially thought to be related to turbulence, was triggered by a misconception of a 

pending collision with another aircraft passing in the opposite direction roughly 1,000 feet 

under the plane by the Air Canada first officer. He had just woken from a nap or “controlled rest 

period.” This resulted in the sudden dip in altitude over the North Atlantic.

“The captain, who was the pilot in control of the aircraft, had visual contact with the oncoming 

aircraft. Under the effects of significant sleep inertia (when performance and situational 

awareness are degraded immediately after waking up), the first officer perceived the oncoming 

aircraft as being on a collision course and began a descent to avoid it,” the report said.

The sudden dip injured 14 passengers and two crew members who were not wearing seatbelts at 

the time of the incident.

The fatigue level of the first officer, who napped for 75 minutes despite Air Canada’s policy 

stating naps not exceed 40 minutes, was “magnified by prior fatigue,” the report stated.

“Also contributing to the significant sleep inertia was napping during a period of the night that made deep sleep more likely, and 

napping longer than allowed by the company’s controlled rest procedure. The investigation also found that crews did not fully 

understand the risks associated with fatigue or the procedures for conducting controlled rest.”

The report said since the incident, both Air Canada and its pilots union “have taken measures to enhance flight and cabin crew 

awareness of the controlled rest procedures and to better understand the levels of fatigue experienced by crews flying overnight 

flights from North America to Europe.”

In a statement released Monday, the airline said an enhanced system to track fatigue issues will be in place in the summer of 2012. 

Air Canada’s rules respecting duty days and rest periods are more conservative than what Transport Canada requires, the company 

said.

Wiszniowski of thepilots association said the solution to solving the “significant safety issue of fatigue” for passengers in Canada 

requires updated flight and duty times regulations covering all air operators.

Unlike the Federal Aviation Administration in the U.S., Transport Canada has not incorporated the scientific knowledge about flying 

and the circadian rhythm into its air-safety regulations.

That means unlike in the U.S., Canadian airlines are not required to have a third pilot on all Europe-bound flights.

“The fact that you can sleep in the flight deck is really a Band-Aid solution to having proper fight and duty regulations.It is a lot safer 

to have a third pilot,” said Wiszniowski.

The pilot association has been pressing Transport Canada about pilot fatigue for years.

In 2009, it started tracking incidents related to pilot fatigue to provide the regulatory with empirical data.

Later that year, new requirements of the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO), the Montreal-based United Nations civil 

aviation agency, came into effect. The new standards specified how to define flight time, fatigue and rest periods. Member states, 

including Canada, were also told their air-safety regulation should be based on scientific principles “where available.”

Transport Canada has consistently said that Canada’s regulations on flight and duty times are “compliant with the principles” and 

“consistent with the intent” of the UN civil aviation standards.

But theAir Canada Pilots Association disagrees, and union representatives told parliamentarians in 2010 that Canada was in 

violation of new international standards to combat pilot fatigue in the cockpit because it doesn’t take into account the latest research 

on why flying overnight is harder on the body than day-time flying.

“Our regulations were written before seatbelts were made mandatory in automobiles. They haven’t changed much since the 1960s,” 

said Wiszniowski, who “optimistically” estimates that passengers in Canada will have to wait another four to five years before 

Transport Canada updates the regulations.

In September 2010, the Canadian Aviation Regulation Advisory Council formed a Flight Crew Fatigue Management Working Group 

to draft new rules on the flight time and duty time limitations and rest period regulations based on the science behind fatigue risk 

management systems.

TSB’s newly released report says the co–chairs have begun the process of writing the report of the working group.

“One area of consensus was the effect of circadian rhythms on the length of the flight duty period. The longest duration flight duty 

period available would start from between 0700 and 1200 (p.m.), and the shortest duration flight duty period available would start 

from between 2300 and 0430 a.m. — accounting for the window of circadian low and the generally reduced performance during this 

period,” the TSB report states.
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