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GROUND HANDLING WHEELS NOT REMOVED 
 
The purpose of the Dutch Safety Board’s work is to prevent future accidents and incidents or to 

limit their consequences. It is no part of the Board’s remit to try to establish the blame, 

responsibility or liability attaching to any party. Information gathered during the course of an 

investigation – including statements given to the Board, information that the Board has compiled, 

results of technical research and analyses and drafted documents (including the published report) – 

cannot be used as evidence in criminal, disciplinary or civil law proceedings. 

 

 

GENERAL INFORMATION 
 
Identification number:   2010060 

Classification:    Accident 

Date, time1 of occurrence:   14 August 2010, approximately 12.30 hours 

Location of occurrence:   Stroe 

Aircraft registration:  D-HNOC 

Aircraft model:   Robinson R44 

Type of aircraft:   Helicopter 

Type of flight:  Positioning 

Phase of operation:    Landing 

Damage to aircraft:  Severely damaged 

Cockpit crew:  One 

Number of Passengers:  None 

Injuries:  None 

Other damage:    None 

Lighting conditions: Daylight 

 

 

SUMMARY 
 
During a positioning flight, both ground handling wheels were left attached to the helicopter. While 

hover taxiing before landing, the left ground handling wheel fell from the aircraft. The right ground 

handling wheel, however, was still attached to the right skid with its lifting handle pointing 

downwards. When the lifting handle hit the ground, the helicopter pivoted over to the left, the tail 

hit the ground and the tail, including the tail rotor, broke off. The helicopter became uncontrollable 

and came to a standstill lying on its side. The pilot suffered no injuries. The helicopter was 

damaged beyond repair. 

 

 

This report is published in the Dutch and English languages. In the event of conflict in interpretation, the Dutch 

text will be deemed binding. 

                                                           
1 All times given in this report are local unless stated otherwise. 
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FACTUAL INFORMATION 
 

The flight 

On 14 August 2010, a Robinson R44 helicopter, registration D-HNOC, was scheduled for Air 

Transport category flights to various locations. The first flight of the day was from its home base 

Kootwijkerbroek to Stroe to pick up passengers. Approximately one hour before departure the pilot 

arrived in Kootwijkerbroek to prepare for the flight. He put the helicopter on its wheels, pulled it 

out of the hangar and performed a pre-flight inspection. The Robinson R44 helicopter is equipped 

with two landing skids (left and right) as undercarriage. To move the helicopter on the ground a 

removable ground handling wheel with a lifting handle is fitted to each skid (see figure 1). The 

lifting handles are approximately one metre long. After fitting the ground handling wheels, the 

skids can be raised by the lifting handles and the helicopter moved on its wheels. Part of the daily 

or pre-flight checks in the aircraft flight manual is to verify that the ground handling wheels are 

removed before departure. 

 

 
Figure 1: ground handling wheel with lifting handle mounted on left skid   

 

The pilot was the only occupant on the five minute flight from Kootwijkerbroek to Stroe and he was 

familiar with the landing location. During the flight, both ground handling wheels remained 

attached to the skids with their lifting handles hanging downwards (see figure 2). Before landing, 

the pilot hover-taxied to the landing spot. During taxiing, both lifting handles momentarily touched 

the ground, causing the left ground handling wheel and its handle to fall from the helicopter (see 

figures 3 & 4). As it descended for landing, and approximately thirty metres away from the waiting 

passengers, the right lifting handle hit the ground. The helicopter pivoted around the handle until 

the left skid touched the ground (see figure 5). Then the sequence of events occurred rapidly. The 

helicopter turned ninety degrees left around the top axis before the tail struck the ground (see 

figure 6). The tail and the tail rotor broke off, the helicopter pitched forwards and rolled to the left 

where it came to rest on its side (see figure 7). During the accident the left fuel tank was 

damaged, resulting in a fuel leak (see figure 8). The helicopter was severely damaged. The pilot 

suffered no injuries. 
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Figure 2: both lifting handles attached Figure 3: both lifting handles touch the ground 

 

 

  
Figure 4: left lifting handle detached Figure 5: helicopter pivots on right lifting handle 

 

 

  
Figure 6: tail strike Figure 7: D-HNOC after the accident 
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Figure 8: holes in left fuel tank 

 
The crew 

The pilot possessed a valid Commercial Pilot Licence (CPL(H)) to operate the flight. 

 

Number of hours total Approximately 300 

Number of hours on type Approximately 150 

On type last three months Approximately 50 

Table 1: flying experience pilot 

 

The weather 

At the time of the accident, VMC (Visual Meteorological Conditions) prevailed. Visibility was more 

than 10 kilometres and there was no precipitation. The wind direction was variable and the wind 

speed 3 knots.  

 
 
INVESTIGATION AND ANALYSIS 
 

The accident was recorded on video by one of the bystanders. These video recordings were used 

for the investigation. 

  

Pre-flight inspection 

The pilot’s initial plan was to depart with the passengers from his home base but during the pre-

flight inspection he received a telephone call asking him to pick up the passengers at a heli spot in 

Stroe. The pilot stated that he was not in a hurry and the time schedule was not tight. However, 

the telephone call interrupted his pre-flight inspection and the change of plans did, in fact, make 

his schedule more critical.  

According to the flight manual, part of the daily or preflight checks is to verify that the ground 

handling wheels are removed before departure. On the Robinson R44 II Operating Limitations and 

Pilot’s Checklist (see Appendix A) provided by the manufacturer and used by the pilot, there is no 

reference to the ground handling wheels or a preflight check in general. However, according to the 

manufacturer, this checklist is used by the pilot for Start-up/Shut-down procedures only and is not 

intended to remind the pilot of any other  actions. The pilot could not recall why he did not remove 

the ground handling wheels. 
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Flight and landing 

The flight from Kootwijkerbroek to Stroe was uneventful. While descending for landing, the right 

lifting handle hit the ground causing the helicopter to pivot until the left skid touched the ground. 

Because of this sudden and unexpected pivoting movement, the pilot was unable to retain control 

of the helicopter. Although fuel was spilled during the impact, there was no fire because it did not 

come into contact with hot engine parts or any other ignition source. 

 

Safety actions 

According to the helicopter manufacturer it was not the first time ground handling wheels were not 

removed before flight. To prevent further accidents the helicopter manufacturer has released 

Service Letter SL-41 (see Appendix B) on 7 September 2011. Production of the old type R44 

ground handling wheels has been discontinued and an improved version, as used on the latest 

model (R66), has replaced them. In this version the ground handling wheels slide into a bracket 

from the inside and the handle is angled across the skid so that it cannot rotate downwards if left 

connected. The existing wheels can be modified. 

 

D-HNOC was equipped with a single-walled aluminum fuel tank. This tank has proved to be 

vulnerable to post-accident fuel leaks and fires in other R44 accidents. To improve the R44 fuel 

system’s resistance to a post-accident fuel leak and possible fire, the helicopter manufacturer 

issued R44 Service Bulletin SB-78 (see Appendix C) on 20 December 2010. This bulletin requires 

R44 and R44 II helicopters with single-walled aluminum fuel tanks to be retrofitted with bladder-

type tanks. With this modification the tank consists of a metal outer tank and a rubber inner tank 

which makes it double-walled and less vulnerable to fuel leaks and fire in the event of disruption of  

the outer tank. The SB states that compliance should be “as soon as practical but no later than 31 

December 2014.” 

 

 
CONCLUSIONS 
 

The ground handling wheels of the helicopter were not removed before departure. The helicopter 

crashed because one of the ground handling wheel handles touched the ground shortly before 

touchdown. The helicopter manufacturer has announced that an improved type of wheels will be 

fitted to new helicopters and a modification has been developed for existing helicopters. These 

changes will ensure that the ground handling wheels stay connected to the helicopter if the wheels 

are not removed before departure. 

 

A single-walled fuel tank provides little protection against fuel leaks in the event of an accident. A 

leaking fuel tank after an accident is a fire risk. 
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APPENDIX A: R44 II OPERATING LIMITATIONS AND PILOT’S CHECKLIST 
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APPENDIX B: R44 SERVICE LETTER SL-41 
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APPENDIX C: R44 SERVICE BULLETIN SB-78 

 
 

 


