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In all aspects of aviation, the key to long-term
success is simple: maintain options. Always
have an out, an alternate, a plan B or a clean

escape. As options dwindle, risks increase.

Risk management, though, does not mean you
can eliminate risk in the real world; rather, the
idea is to understand risk, reduce potential danger
to the extent possible, and mitigate against that
which cannot be avoided. Assuming increased
short-term risk is often acceptable, but first you
have to understand how the flight might deviate
from a more typical envelope of risk management.

Flying a pressurized turbine airplane certified
for FIKI, I routinely launch when icing is forecast.
The risk is not ice per se, but getting trapped with

no way out. To avoid that fate, I need to have bases
well above MEAs, tops well below my service ceiling,
a cloud layer with a small enough vertical extent
that I can easily punch through, or plenty of clear
sky within reasonable reach. When ice begins to
accumulate, I’ve got no worries and plenty of
options, all previously contemplated. 

I land with an hour of fuel on board; I avoid
thunderstorms by at least 20 miles; I eat my veg-
etables before dessert. Even with a reliable turbine
engine, I have one GPS always scrolling for the
nearest airport. I go crazy and activate my ice door
any time I’m in visible moisture at the expense of
power and range. So I am a regular Boy Scout.

But not really. 

by Jeff Schweitzer

Accepting high risks for extraordinary results

continued on page 22
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The group assembles in Bangor, Maine,
for the hop across The Pond. 

The JetProp group assembled on the ground in Iceland. Photos by Sally Look



I actually do all of the above, but
I also take risks when I believe the
anticipated benefit outweighs the
potential downside. Recently I was
departing from Austin, Texas, for
Tucson, Ariz. My home field was
down to a 100-foot ceiling in ¼-
mile visibility due to fog. When fly-
ing my piston Malibu, I would have
never taken off in those conditions
in a million years because I would
not likely get back to the runway if
the engine quit.

My confidence level in power-
plant technology little-changed
since the 1920s is not particularly
high, the reliability of a turbine
engine changes the equation now,
at least for me. So, too, did the fact
that San Antonio, 90 miles south,
was reporting 1000-foot ceilings
and three miles visibility. Yes, the
risk of taking off on a foggy day like
that is much higher than on a
bright sunny morning. To me,
though, the increased short-term
risk was worth bearing under the
circumstances. 

I can accept an increased risk as
long as I understand and clearly
acknowledge that the margin for
safety has been reduced – if I believe

there is an offsetting benefit. I
dialed in the localizer frequency
just in case. That decision would
not be right for every pilot.

In the real world of IFR flying,
we all take risks. Flying an ILS to
minimums is a relatively danger-
ous undertaking. We minimize those
risks by training, flying healthy
and keeping our equipment well
maintained. But the fact remains:
Flying blind at 120 knots 200 feet
above the ground using some 
needles on the panel is not equiva-
lent to sitting in your sofa at home.

Pushing the Limits

I belabor the point because all of
these considerations about options,
safety and risk came to bear when
I decided to fly my JetProp to
Europe. I flew with five other
JetProps under the able leadership
of John Mariani, a guru in the PA46
community. 

Just as taking off in fog reduces
safety margins, flying across the
Atlantic immediately and signifi-
cantly raises the risk factor. Forget
options. If the engine quits over
the harsh, cold ocean, chances of
survival are limited, even with
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Survival suits bring home the reality of the risk involved with the trip. Author
Jeff Schweitzer and his wife Sally Look. 

The Malibu cabin was made extra cozy by the addition of overwater survival gear. 
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appropriate survival training and
all the best gear on hand. Forget
alternate airports; forget landing
with an hour of fuel. Hope your 
de-ice and anti-ice equipment
work as advertised, because fuel
considerations mean that you can-
not descend and cannot deviate if
you encounter ice. 

Taking the trip across the pond
pushes the JetProp to performance
limits, and that means in many
cases the options are reduced to
one, with nothing else on the table.
You either accept that risk, or
don’t go. 

For me, the benefit of a unique
life experience was worth enduring
the razor thin safety cushion. I
understood the risk, accepted the
possibility of failure, and did
everything possible to mitigate
against an untimely death. We
updated our wills prior to depar-
ture. We took ditching training and
bought the latest and best survival
equipment. I studied flight plans,
calculated and recalculated fuel
flows, familiarized myself with the
approach plates of critical airports,
purchased international databases
for my KLN 90B and Garmin 430W,
bought a ridiculously expensive
trip-kit from Jeppesen just to have
access to every possible airport
along our route in Europe, and
installed a new Mode S transponder
to comply with European regula-
tions. In all, we spent about eight
months and a frightening amount
of money preparing and training
for the flight. 

NOVEMBER 2007

Author’s wife Sally Look makes a
home in the cabin.  

continued on page 24



Kangerlussuaq, Greenland

All the training in the world, however, does not give
you more options when you are low on fuel with no
alternate airport within reach. And that was the plan!
Our original itinerary took us from Goose Bay,
Labrador, Canada to Narsarsuaq, Greenland. But
Narsarsuaq, which only has an NDB approach, was
reporting low ceilings, so we decided instead to go an

additional 200 miles farther to Kangerlussuaq, which
was reporting 1000-foot ceilings with 10 miles visibility.
The forecast was for improving conditions; plus,
Kangerlussuaq has a localizer approach.

When I took off from Goose Bay to Kangerlussuaq, I
was definitely landing at Kangerlussuaq. My other
option was the Atlantic Ocean. Unfortunately, we had
no help with headwinds, so our anticipated fuel on
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The moving map tells the tale as the JetProp moves out over
really cold open water. Topping off with Canadian Jet-A for the next step across the

North Atlantic.

Short final to the field in Kangerlussuaq, Greenland.
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board upon arrival was about 30 gallons. To put that in per-
spective, I typically land with 40 gallons in all other 
circumstances. But that might as well have been 10 gallons,
because I was landing at the intended destination, period,
even if conditions deteriorated to below minimums. I 
simply had no choice once past the point of no return.

Interestingly, past the half-way point across the water,
we received word that the conditions in fact were deterio-
rating rather than improving. As my fuel gauges read 25
gallons, I broke out right at minimums in heavy rain and
two-mile visibility. Forget options. I was pleased to see 
that runway.
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The beautifully stark Greenland terrain leaves a lasting
impression.

continued on page 26

Preflight planning from Kangerlussuaq to Iceland was a group affair.
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Sally Look saddles up for the 
departure from Greenland.



Narsarsuaq, Greenland

As happy as we were to be on the ground, I was
deeply disappointed we were not able to fly to
Narsarsuaq. For me, flying up the fjord to that airport
is an aviation milestone. I was buoyed by the hope that
we would have an opportunity on the trip home.
Fortunately, we did. Much happened in between, but I
want to continue the focus on safety margins, which
this approach brings out in high relief.

Now a veteran of four legs over water, I was ready to
tackle Narsarsuaq from Reykjavik, a relatively short
distance of 600 miles or so. As an aside, my autopilot
failed shortly after my departure from Iceland, so I
would be hand-flying across the Atlantic from this
point forward. 

The airport at Narsarsuaq sits on a slope at the far
end of a deep gash in the mountains, just past a left
dogleg in the fjord that sets you up for a quick right
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Did we mention the water down there was pretty cold?

The approach into Narsarsuaq, Greenland, forces you to fly
up a winding fjord, staying low over the cold water, below
an icy overcast, with mountains on both sides into a one-way
airstrip where a go-around is not likely. And the traffic takes
off straight at you. 

Departing Narsarsuaq, the weather was decidely 
more pleasant. 

P
ho

to
s 

b
y 

S
al

ly
 L

oo
k

continued on page 28





downwind. The runway slopes up
enough such that you land on Rwy
7 and depart on Rwy 25. Nobody I
know flies the NDB approach over
the mountains; you only come
here if you can stay VFR up the
fjord under the clouds. Before our
departure from Iceland, the weather
was reported as 1000-foot ceilings
and 10 miles visibility below the
bases. Good enough to launch.

The routine is to fly at 5000 feet
over the glaciers and mountains to
an NDB at the opening of fjord,
then spiral down around the fix
through the clouds until you break
out. I broke out at 700 feet and started
up the narrow passage of the fjord,
well below the peaks on each side.
I was now fully committed to stay-
ing VFR below the clouds, no matter
how low I had to go. Complicating
matters is a power line about mid-
way up the passage, strung across
the fjord, reaching 200 ft AGL on

the south side and 1500 feet on the
north. Once again, the forecast
turned out to be optimistic. I
found myself at 500 feet just at the
ragged bottoms of the clouds; so I
stuck wingtip close to the south
side until I passed the wires. I then
dipped to 300 feet to stay VFR in a
lowering ceiling as I advanced up
the fjord. Just before hitting the
dog leg, though, the clouds parted,
and I was under a ceiling of some-
thing more like 1500 feet.

Just consider the circumstances:
flying 300 feet over water, through

an inlet defined by high mountains
on both sides and ice floats below,
in deteriorating weather, toward a
dead-end in the fjord, requiring a
sharp turn to the left, after which
you hope to see the airport on the
right. Yes, extraordinarily high
risk, with no margin for error, and
perhaps a bit crazy. But I must say
that our flight down the fjord to
Narsarsuaq is the highlight of my
aviation career. Nothing else even
comes close. Magical, majestic, awe-
inspiring, jaw-dropping, desolate
beauty that can only be experienced
by taking those risks. 

Close Encounters

But the excitement did not end
there. Nope. The field at Narsarsuaq
is, as expected, not covered by
radar. A few commercial flights are
scheduled daily, including some
large Boeings. The field has a
tower, but the personnel there can
only give advisories. Just as I was
preparing to turn final, the “con-
troller” called and informed me I
might “wish to stay south of the
centerline” – the one I was now
turning final onto – because a
Boeing was about to depart.
Remember that departures are
opposite arrivals, so I was about to
get close and personal with a 737.
The Boeing pilot had never
announced his intentions.

I was 200 feet above the water,
slow and dirty, with gear down,
flaps fully extended, ready to land.
Since I was turning right to short
final, the only way I could stay
south of the centerline was to 
continue the right turn. Unfor-
tunately, the airspace immediately
to my right was shared by moun-
tains. Thankfully, a turbine engine
has excess power. I used that power
to execute a steep 60-degree
climbing right turn while cleaning
up the airplane, a maneuver I 
simply could not pull off in a piston. 

Anything less than a 60-degree
turn would have resulted in metal
meeting mountain. Steep turns are
maneuvers that I practice yearly at
my annual recurrency sessions,
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All the training in the 
world, however, does 

not give you more options
when you are low on fuel
with no alternate airport
within reach. And that 

was the plan!

continued on page 30
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CANCER PATIENTS FLY FREE
ON THE WINGS OF ANGELS.  

tel. 914.328.1313   • www.corpangelnetwork.org

Corporate Angel Network, a not-for-profit organization, has flown more than 9,700 cancer patients through the generous cooperation and assistance of over 500 corporations.

Call the Corporate Angel Network, Inc., to learn how CAN may help you travel free for 

recognized cancer treatment. In comfort. In dignity. To find out how to become a corporate angel 

so that you may give a lift to a cancer patient at no cost to the corporation, please call today.
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and that helped avoid the stall-spin accident that could have 
easily resulted without proper training. My instructor also insists
on lots of hand-flying, practice that came in handy (what?) with
my broken autopilot. I ended up flying by hand for almost 35
hours, many of those over the Atlantic. 

I mention the steep turn and hand-flying to emphasize the
other variable in the equation of risk management, and that is
training. We in the Malibu community do not believe that annual
training is sufficient, and most of us now attend supplemental
flight training every six months. I could see the benefits of that in
the skill demonstrated by the other five pilots in our group, all of
whom would make any professional proud.
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Iceland provided some unexpectedly 
spectacular scenery.

Preparing to leave Iceland for the overwater 
leg to Scotland. 

Arriving in Keflavik, Iceland.
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VLJFX is an international aircraft 
marketing, sales and acquisition firm
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European Aviation

Anybody contemplating support
for user fees in the United States
should take just one GA flight any-
where in Europe. Your support
would crumble immediately. The
system there is, simply put, bro-
ken. At one stop we devoted three
hours just to get a flight plan
approved. All flight plans are 
submitted by fax to Brussels,
which then accepts or rejects the
plan, with no explanation. Filing a
flight plan is like playing a cruel
game of 20 questions with Lucifer. 

On our trip from France to Italy,
we were told by an Italian con-
troller that we must divert to Urbe,
near Rome, to clear Customs. The
problem: Urbe’s taxiway and ramp
were being resurfaced, so only one
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A wing’s as good as a desk in Preswick, Scotland.
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Fuel stop at St. Denis, outside of Paris.



airplane could land at a time. Urbe was in fact our 
original destination in early planning, but for obvious
reasons we chose to go elsewhere. In addition, we had
already arranged to have Customs meet us at our 
destination in Terni. Eventually, we simply refused the
controller’s instructions, telling him we were going to
our planned destination, and would be happy to deal
with the authorities there. We had no further problems,
in the air or on the ground.

On our flight from Rome to Sardinia the controller
kept us at 5,000 feet, even though we filed for FL210
and were told to expect the higher altitude 10 minutes
after departure. Fortunately, we had plenty of fuel, so
we stayed low, sucking many gallons of gas while
enjoying a close-up view of the Mediterranean. 

In the end, the problem is safety. The system in
Europe encourages pilots to scud run, fly VFR into
IMC and shoot visual approaches when instrument
approaches are more appropriate. Every landing,
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every approach, every interaction with ATC comes
with a cost. Understandably, pilots try to avoid those
charges, many times compromising safety in doing so.
User fees would be an unmitigated disaster in the
United States. Flying outside our borders brings into
bright focus how good our system is here.

Take Risks Wisely

The trip across the pond brought me face to face
with the concept of risk management in a real and
immediate fashion unlike anything else in my years of
flying. For me, the enhanced danger of flying the fjord
to Narsarsuaq, for example, was more than offset by
having the experience of a lifetime. The risk was 
commensurate with the reward, which to me is the
gold standard of risk management. 

Here is my advice, for better or worse: For any 
contemplated activity, study, evaluate and understand
the risk. Determine if the potential risk is worth the
anticipated reward. If yes, do everything possible to
minimize the risk. But let us never confuse risk 
management with risk avoidance; two entirely different
approaches to aviation – and to life. 
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Jeff Schweitzer is the founder and editor of MMOPA
Magazine, and the author of more than 100 articles 
in an eclectic range of fields, including neurobiology,
international development, science policy and aviation.
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The risk was commensurate 
with the reward, which to 
me is the gold standard 

of risk management.

Author Jeff Schweitzer in Bracciano, Italy.

On the ground in Bracciano, Italy.

On a long trip like this
one, well, things don’t
always go perfectly. 


