Attachment to CAA letter to BHAB dated 27/7/2007

Vanguard Helipad, Isle of Dogs, London – Commercial Air Transport Operations

Vanguard Helipad is an unlicensed privately owned helipad on the North bank of the River Thames on the Isle of Dogs. It is generally made available to operators on a prior permission required basis. The Touch Down and Lift Off Area (TLOF) however, is defined by non-frangible obstacles on all four sides, making it non-compliant with the design requirements of Annex 14 Volume 2 (chapter 3).  

Having regard to the tidal flow of the River Thames, the helipad is elevated for the majority of the time i.e. the water level is greater than 3m below the helipad level. At low water for instance, the drop is of the order of 10m. The pad itself is rectangular, being 34.3m wide and 31.4m deep. High walls define the two sides at right angles to the river and the Vanguard building defines the inboard edge parallel to the river. The only practical entry/exit path therefore is via the river and the forward edge of the helipad has a wall 0.9m high. NB: In accordance with the airspace design requirements specified in chapter 4 of Annex 14 Volume 2, an elevated heliport shall have at-least two take-off climb and approach surfaces separated by not less than 150 degrees. As the site itself is non- compliant with Annex 14 Volume 2 it may only be suitable to conduct Commercial Air Transport (CAT) operations on the basis of performance rules governing the helicopter operation.

The principle of that part of a Performance Class 1 take-off landing before Take-off Decision Point or after Landing Decision Point, is that the helicopter will at all times be able to carry out a Category A single engine landing i.e. with no damage to helicopter or occupants. This is not a ‘forced landing’ as referred to in Performance Class 2 and 3 operating rules but the end result of an approved Category A procedure which will have been practiced during recurrent checking of the pilot. Whereas the basic dimensions of the helipad itself will be able to accommodate most ‘minimum helipad size’ requirements promulgated in Flight Manuals e.g. 25m for the AS355, the obstacle environment at Vanguard make it unsuitable for Category A Helipad procedures directly to the pad (because of the obstacle environment). The alternative of using the Helipad procedure to an aiming point adjacent to the pad but over the river, is also not acceptable under Performance Class 1 operating rules. The reason being that an engine failure would require a ‘forced landing’ onto the river. Even when fitted with flotation equipment, this is not acceptable under Performance Class 1.

The only way the intent of Performance Class 1 rules can be achieved at Vanguard is for the take-off or landing to be performed at a weight that would allow the helicopter to Hover Outside Ground Effect (HOGE) with One Engine Inoperative (OEI). During a landing, the Helipad procedure could be used when aiming for a point in space over the river. Following an engine failure at any point, it should still be possible to position over the riverside perimeter wall and land safely on the pad. During take-off, the HOGE OEI capability would once again give zero exposure to risk during the transition to the river. Emergency Flotation Equipment would not therefore be required.

Operations at Vanguard other than as described above would involve ‘Operations Without an Assured Safe Forced Landing Capability’ as defined by JAR-OPS 3 at Amendment 5. JAR-OPS now permits such operations under Performance Class 2 or 3 operating rules but requires an approval in accordance with Appendix 1 to JAR-OPS 3.517(a). No UK onshore operator currently has such an approval. 

