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Yesterday’s MU-2 Accident Rate vs. Today’s MU-2 Safety Record

Since I have been flying the MU-2, Jay Hopkins’ first experience with the MU-2 (“Dangerous Airplanes or Dangerous Pilots?”, Flying, May 2008) is similar to others related by those pilots with the prerequisite skills and experience who have approached the MU-2 with an open mind and a commitment to master the aircraft.  Like Fred George (“What’s Wrong with the MU-2?”, B&CA, February 2006), Jay has strong credentials in high-performance aircraft and the ability and forum to communicate his findings.

Jay’s comment that the MU-2 “does have (emphasis added) a higher than average accident rate” is also similar to comments I have heard from some in our MU-2 community.  This comment seems to be offered as conventional wisdom even as Jay and such others obviously love the airplane.  It is the use of the present tense that concerns me.  Pilots who speak of the early Learjets as having had a high accident rate do not continue to speak of the Lear as having a high accident rate.

Jay bases his statement on Bob Breiling’s compilation of total accidents for an aircraft type compared to total number of aircraft delivered.  Since no MU-2s have been delivered since 1985, this sort of “accident rate” can only get worse with each accident, regardless of cause or frequency or anything else.  So long as King Airs don’t have accidents at least matching the production of new King Airs, their “accident rate” can only get better.  

How does one find the real and useful truth about which aircraft to own, ride in or insure?  One could follow Dean Ryder’s example (“Used Turbine Review – Mitsubishi MU-2s”, AOPA Pilot, October 1994):


This may sound funny, but I bought the MU-2 for its safety record.  I looked


at the accident statistics very closely and found that very few accidents were


caused by component failures.  That leaves the pilot responsible for most 


problems.  So I do everything I can to minimize risk.

If you don’t have the time to analyze “the accident statistics very closely” then I offer some information for you to consider personally and in your conversations with others.

The December 2005 MU-2B Series Airplane Safety Evaluation Report (“FSB Report”) states on page 9 “The number of (MU-2B) accidents and fatal accidents increased from 1977 through 1983.  Overall accidents in the United States for the MU-2B series airplane fleet is decreasing, but the long-term trend for fatal accidents is stable at about two per year with a recent increase to four in 2004 and three in 2005.”

25 years have passed since 1983.  “MU-2 Facts” (available on the MU-2 websites, or you may contact me) in fact shows the MU-2 series to have had the least number of accidents and fatalities among comparable aircraft since January 1, 1997.  I compiled “MU-2 Facts” as a response to those who were offering raw MU-2 accident totals since 1968 and saying “Look at all of those MU-2 accidents!” in an effort to ground our fleet.  While “MU-2 Facts” includes cabin-class piston twins and the Cessna Caravan as comparables, that is because the same number of lives can be at risk aboard such aircraft and such aircraft fly the same cargo missions as alternatives to the MU-2.

Consider the 24/7 all-weather world of FAR 135 air cargo, where the demands can be the greatest and in fact the resources required to be provided to the pilot can be the least.  Paying passengers are entitled to more protection than non-paying passengers (autopilot OR two-pilot crew, and other even more basic equipment is required for FAR 135 passenger IMC) and all turbine aircraft with six or more seats are required to have TAWS.  Exceptions to these requirements exist for cargo carriers.  In my market, insurance underwriters have for several years required the passenger 135 King Airs with higher liability limits to carry two pilots even on King Airs with all of the passenger 135 required enhancements and autopilot.  They have required all passenger carriers to have formal outside training, while bending such requirements for cargo-only operations.  Nevertheless, as the MU-2 fleet has not had an accident since September 2006, domestic cargo MU-2s have not had an accident since September 2005 (a requirement for TAWS should have prevented one of those 2005 accidents).  There is another little-noticed presentation worth mentioning.

Pages 7-8 of the FSB Report contain a table showing “the rate (I have no idea how derived) of part 135 fatal accidents for twin turboprop aircraft compared to total U.S. registered aircraft of each type (as of 8/15/05).”

Beech King Air


.002

Piper Cheyenne


.006

Cessna Conquest


.009

Beech 1900



.015

MU-2B



.031

Swearingen SA 226/227

.038

Beech 99



.058

Embraer 110



.075

(Turbo Commander not mentioned)

From my experience, I will assert that in recent years (with perhaps an exception) the aircraft ranking above the MU-2B on the list are used in passenger 135 and the MU-2B (I know of two exceptions for the MU-2B) and those below it on the list are used in cargo 135.  In addition to our MU-2 cargo operators’ fine record since September 2005, it looks like they were on top of the other freight operators in this respect as well.

By the way, this table put the FAA in the position of having to consider a safety evaluation of the aircraft ranking below the MU-2B.  See the FAA MU-2B FOIA Reading Library online for the brief report of why such aircraft did not require such an evaluation.  While the FAA used fleet size (repeatedly saying that fleet hours would be a better measure but were not available) to show a high accident rate for the MU-2B to justify its evaluation, they came up with fleet hours from the old days (when the lower ranking aircraft were commuter airliners and the MU-2B was a corporate transport) to excuse such lower ranking aircraft.  How many hours does a 4-5 night per week, 2-3 trip per night check-hauling MU-2 accumulate versus a Metroliner that has a morning leg from the UPS hub to the spoke and an evening leg back to the hub?

Respect the MU-2 as a high-performance aircraft at the same level you should respect any high-performance aircraft.  If the MU-2 record and your perception of it make you a safer pilot, don’t change your own style.  But keep things in perspective.    

