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ATC
Where there is smoke…. Aircraft Wheel Fires

What are Smoky 
Wheels?
Most pilots will almost certainly 
have observed or experienced 
smoky aircraft wheels. While the 
first signs of trouble may be smoke 
emanating from the aircraft 
wheels or undercarriage region, 
it is quite possible a pilot may not 
be aware of the potential problem 
until an undercarriage fire or heat 
indicator is activated.

When an Aircraft 
Wheel Ignites 
Generally occurring in aircraft 
that have had new brake linings 
fitted, smoky wheels can be caused 
by overheating brakes, hydraulic 
fluid leaking onto heated brake 
and wheel areas, burst tyre/s and 
mechanical/hydraulic failure. 
Left unmonitored, a smoky wheel 
has the potential to unexpectedly 
escalate into a wheel fire.
An unattended wheel fire can 
rapidly spread into the fuselage 
and main-plane while the 
structural integrity of the aircraft 
can be threatened if the wheel 

assembly or undercarriage 
collapses. Furthermore, with 
aircraft fuel tanks located in close 
proximity, and the potential for 
overheated wheel assemblies 
to explode and propel shrapnel 
significant distances away from 
an aircraft, the danger a smoky 
wheel or wheel fire can present to 
passengers, ground staff and other 
aircraft and facilities, is great.

The Role of ARFF
Airservices Australia’s Aviation 
Rescue and Fire Fighting (ARFF) 
Services aviation fire fighters are 
highly trained to respond to a 
full range of aircraft incidents. 
Following the observation of 
wheel smoke, or when advised of 
a potential wheel fire, in line with 
Standard Operating Procedures 
(SOP), they utilise specialised 
equipment to ensure any potential 
or actual fire, is isolated and 
suppressed as quickly as possible.
Communication with the pilot 
is maintained throughout an 
incident via dedicated emergency 
frequency 131.0 MHz to provide a 
situation report of visual external 
conditions, and allow the pilot to 
provide temperature indications 
and other critical information 
to our aviation fire fighters. 
ARFF only stand-down from the 
incident when the wheel assembly 
area has cooled sufficiently, and 
they are sure there is no chance of 
escalation of the incident.

How You Can Help Us 
ARFF Services treat every smoky wheel incident as a potential wheel fire 
and early intervention is paramount. If your aircraft has an overheated 
smoky wheel or you suspect a wheel fire, advise the control tower and 
request contact with ARFF Services directly on our dedicated emergency 
frequency, 131.0 MHz.
Effective communication can enable both parties to assess an incident and 
potentially avoid the unnecessary evacuation of an aircraft.

Airservices Australia’s Aviation Rescue and Fire Fighting (ARFF) Services aviation 
fire fighters are highly trained to respond to a full range of aircraft incidents. 

Violations of controlled airspace
In April this year we featured 
an article in Flight Safety 
Australia on Violations of 
Controlled Airspace (VCA). It is 
now time to return in order to 
provide increased awareness 
and the latest information to 
help reduced this significant 
aviation safety threat.

For the period 1 September 2005 to 31 
August 2006 there were 1297 VCAs 
reported in Australia. Over the same 

period ending 31 August 2007, 1302 VCAs were 
received. This equates to 108 occurrences per 
month or 3.56 violations per day! 

What are we doing? 
Airservices Australia undertook a review of 

all VCAs in order to identify areas where the 
violations were occurring. This review identi-
fied an increase in VCAs in military airspace 
and regional locations. In an attempt to combat 
the military airspace trends, consultation with 
the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) has 
commenced with an aim to include key military 
locations (e.g. Richmond) on the Airservices 
Flying Around website. 

Cairns 
Cairns ATC has reviewed their VTC initiat-

ing changes to the published VFR route. The 
updated route now forms a direct line between 
two prominent shopping centres. Since intro-
duction the simplified route has resulted in the 
reduction of VCAs in the area. 

Sydney 
Sydney ATC has developed a new product for 

pilots called a General Flying Guide. This prod-
uct, which is in final draft stage, will provide a 
clear guide with photographs, to assist pilots 
navigate in the Sydney Basin. 

The Flying Around website had been en-
hanced to include a virtual fly through Victor 1 
with commentary and photographs. 

Processes have commenced to change the 
boundaries of the Richmond restricted area. 
The RAAF have also indicated that they will 
make the Richmond ATIS available on VHF. 

Safety Liaison 
Airservices Safety Management Group has 

established Safety Letters of Agreement with 
three major General Aviation organisations and 
will be expanding this program to other GA 
groups. These agreements allow timely and ef-
fective exchange of safety information between 
Airservices and GA groups. 

VCA Task Force 
Airservices continues to work within the 

VCA Task Force. This Task Force has a mandate 
to reduce the number of VCAs in Australia. Led 
by Airservices Australia and including repre-
sentation form CASA and the RAAF, the task 
force continues to: 

Enhance existing controls, 
Examine why VCAs occur, and 
Provide recommendations to reduce the 
opportunity of reoccurrence. 

VCA Survey 
To improve our understanding as to why a 

VCA occurs, the VCA Task Force developed a 
survey to be completed by pilots involved in an 
incident. The survey has been distributed to pi-
lots since January 2007. 

These surveys are sent direct to the aircraft 
operator within three working days of an event 
occurring allowing GA organisations to estab-
lish who was flying the aircraft at the time of the 
occurrence. This has also allowed the affected 
pilots to be able to respond whilst their recol-
lection of the flight details are still clear. The 
response rate from pilots has been very positive 
with 78% of all surveys returned. 

Returned Surveys 
A de-identified copy of every returned sur-

vey is sent to a CASA Field Safety Advisor. The 

CASA officer analyses each return and learn-
ing outcomes are incorporated into CASA pilot 
education programs. 

A copy of each returned survey is also provid-
ed to the appropriate Air Traffic Control Service 
Delivery Line Manager for review. 

Factors causing VCA’s 
The analysis of the first 103 returned surveys 

indicated that the factors most often impacting 
flight operations and leading to a VCA incident 
lie mainly in the cockpit of the aircraft. Specifi-
cally, pilot inattention, distraction and work-
load are implicated in airspace violations. The 
other pilot-related factor of significance is the 
misreading of the VTC chart however, in the 
majority of cases the VTC chart is reported as 
being accurate. Of lesser frequency is distrac-
tion by on-board systems and weather condi-
tions impacting on safe airspace operation. 

Reported VCA’s this year 
The number of reported VCAs for the period 

1/1/07–31/8/07 has been 853. This represents 
a reduction of 31 incidents when compared to 
the corresponding period last year. This reduc-
tion represents a 3.5% decrease - a step in the 
right direction. 

For your consideration 
Avoid distractions when flying an aircraft 
Flight plan thoroughly and ensure that you 
are aware about the status of any Restricted 
Airspace. 
Avoid changing your flight plan details 
airborne 
If VFR and using GPS ensure that you are 
still visually cross checking your track 
If you are unsure of your position – ask 
for assistance.

The first attempt at an effective Air Traffic Control service was in New Jersey, »
USA in the 1920s.  
A number of major airlines grouped together to coordinate their flights across »
the country, meeting beforehand to agree on reporting points and altitudes. 
Radio position reports were recorded on a large chart spread across a table and »
flight details were entered on a large blackboard. A woman was the first person 
to take charge of this control situation.

Did you know?
Quick Facts 
ARFF Services primary accountability is to ensure the 
safety of aircraft occupants in the event of an incident/
accident; We observe every aircraft take-off and landing 
during our published hours of operation; We respond to 
aircraft incidents on the movement area within 3 minutes.

Potential shrapnel coverage
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