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Enclosed is my account of the activities that took place at the time of a fatal balloon accident 
as part of the 2008 Albuquerque . International Balloon Fiesta. 

Date: October IO, 2008 
Time: 725  - 7:55 am. 

I My Aircraft: N16701 F 
Balloon Fiesta Registration: 822 

The balloon fiesta was conducting a mass ascension of Special Shape balloons as a part of 
the balloon fiesta. The balloon fiesta held a pilot briefing on this date at approximately 
6: 15am. In this briefing housekeeping items were discussed, then a detailed weather briefing. 
Data locations were: Albuquerque International Airport, Double Eagle, observed weather from 
Balloon Fiesta Park. Surface winds were below 1 Okts. Winds aloft were expected to increase 
during the day. 

~ 

Since I am there as a contract balloon, I felt an obligation to put the balloon into the air as part 
of the program. Prior to my flight, discussion with my ground crew was that I would plan to 
make a very short flight and terminate in the reservation to the north of balloon fiesta park. I 
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left the ground at approximately 7:25 am. Once off the ground my flight path was taking me 
over the propane distribution point and beyond this was populated areas. My .Flight was not 
taking me to the desired location. I radioed my ground crew to let them know that would take a 
flight which would take me north and across the Rio Grande River. 

My flight was over Rio Rancho an adjoining community to Albuquerque. During my flight I 
looked for the fastest layer of wind so that I could get to a suitable landing site before the 
surface winds came up. My flight altitude was approximately 6800'. My flight direction was 
north and west approximately heading 340-350. While flying over the community I saw other 
balloons (ride operations) landing within Rio Rancho. I could see that they were doing drag 
landings of approximately 20-30'. At this time, I briefed my passenger that it would likely be 
that our balloon flight would end in a drag landing. I prepared her for the worst. During this 
time I saw other balloons landing. All were dragging to a stop. The surface winds looked to be 
at a 80-90 degree heading. 

As I was making some decisions on where to land, In front of me I noted a ride balloon 
approximately a mile away setting on the ground not affected by the high surface winds. I 
pointed this balloon out to my passenger and said that I would work to make that landing site. 

My flight profile was staying high to obtain the north winds and once I was close to the other 
balloon, I would go into a steep decent making the right handed turn in the winds to come into 
the landing field. The location of this landing was located between the Santa Ana Casino and 
Jackalope which is located on highway 550 in Bernalillo, NM. This location was within a mile 
of the fatal accident. 

I I secured my balloon on the ground and almost immediately I started hearing sirens. This put 
a sick feeling into my stomach as I have heard sirens before racing to crash scenes. I told my 
passenger that I hoped that this was not an accident. After being on the ground for 3-5 
minutes, I received a radio call from my wife. She in a very sad voice told me that she was a 
witness to a balloon crashing into power lines. She told me that she was stopped by the police 
and that she did not know when she would be able to move to recover my balloon. 

It was at this point I saw black smoke risirlg into the air. Shortly thereafter I observed the 
Wings of Wind balloon shooting skyward enveloped in smoke and fire. The balloon tracked 
north and started descending making a turn to the east. I thought that it would come into the 
field that I was located in. At this point there was another explosion which caused the balloon 
to rise higher and it floated off to the north. It was approximately 7:45 - 7:50am. 

Once the special shape balloons had left balloon fiesta park the competition would began at 
approximately 8:OO am, this was for the other 600+ registered balloons. I could not believe 
that the balloon fiesta officials had not cancelled their competition. The surface winds that 
would be encountered during the landing phase of the flight were obviously in excess of the 
FAA waiver. 

It is my opinion that the officials of the balloon fiesta acted in a reckless manner in knowingly 
allowing balloons to fly when the surface winds were at a dangerous speed within the landing 
areas. It is further my opinion that the balloon fiesta officials knowingly caused the destruction 
of property and life. I am making these statements knowing that I am likely not going to be 
invited back to participate in the 2009 event. 

Just one year ago there was a loss of life in an accident. Again, it is my opinion that the 
surface winds were predicted to increase during the hours of flight operations. At that time, I 
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was prepared to fly when the winds started thrashing my equipment on ,the ground. I made a 
decision to terminate my planned flight. 

There seriously needs to be increased oversight and overhaul of the operations for the balloon 
fiesta. Pilots were issued aircraft radios programmed to listen to surface wind information. 
These sites were often down or incorrect information. I understand that this year the FAA 
mandated balloon tie off systems for participating balloons. I thought that this has always been 
in effect for ground operations at the balloon fiesta. Once a balloon leaves the ground, there 
needs to be a clear understanding of what the predicted wind conditions are upon the landing 
phase of the flight. The catch all statement made by balloon fiesta officials is that the pilot in 
command makes that decision. Full well knowing that with that statement it lets the balloon 
fiesta off the hook. 

Each year I attend many other events. At the events a full weather briefings is conducted and 
with the good sense of the Balloonmeister (one who conducts the balloon operations) decides 
to cancel ,flying events with the knowledge of weather or wind being in excess of the FAA 
waiver. 

Enclosed is raw video that I saw on YouTube which was being taped at the time of the 
accident. In the video you can see the ground speed of ,the balloons attempting landings. 
C I i c k he re to view : Mip ://www. vo ut u be. comlwa t c h7 v=2 mv M 9AVc i-Vw 

Please help us in making balloon flights safer for the pilots, public and passengers. Two 
deaths within the past two years are not acceptable. 

If you should have any questions I would be happy to help you with your investigation. 

Thank you. 

Max C. Mitchell 
FAA Certificate: - - 
Cham ai n, Illinois 61822 
Pg 
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Personal Statement 
Of 

Hot Air Balloon Accident in 
Rio Rancho, New Mexico - Highway 528 

October 10,2008 

BY 
Betsy D. Mitchell 

At approximately 7 5 0  a.m., I was driving our hot air balloon recovery vehicle north on 
Highway 528. In addition to me, there were three crew members in our van. We were 
chasing our hot air balloon, Felix the Cat, to assist with his landing. 

We were observing that many of the balloons were moving faster and that their flight 
direction had changed from northwest to the east as they descended. Clearly the wind 
speed had increased substantially from when we had launched our balloon just 30 
minutes earlier at 7:OOam from Balloon Fiesta Park. 

A police car came around me quickly with his lights and siren on. We all thought there 
had been a car accident at the bottom of the hill until we looked to our left where we all 
saw the tetrahedron balloon basket tangled in the power lines. Another police car came 
and traffic was halted. We were stopped on the highway only a few about 80 feet from 
the accident. 

I did not see the balloon go into the power lines. When I first noticed the balloon, it was 
already in the power lines. The envelope, still full of hot air, was trying to continue its 
flight and break loose the basket from the power lines. This factor and the increased 
winds caused the basket to be thrashed about, up and down, and sideways. 

In addition to all of this, a detached propane line was releasing liquid propane all through 
the air like an angry snake. No people could be seen on board the balloon at this point. 
Small arcs could be seen around the basket. Then a few seconds later, there was a small 
explosion on-board. Flames appeared in the basket. After a few more seconds, large 
flames completely engulfed the inside of the basket all the way up to the burner area. 
The envelope was not on fire. 

I took a moment to radio to my husband, the pilot of Felix the Cat. I needed to relay to 
him that I was in traffic being halted due to a serious balloon accident about 80 feet from 
our chase vehicle. He informed me that he had landed safely in Bernalillo. At this point 
I also noticed that one of our crew members was snapping photographs from inside our 
van with her professional camera. 



It was only a few more seconds after the flames had engulfed the entire basket when a 
charred body seemed to fling from the raging basket as it continued to be thrashed about 
in the wind, power lines, and the envelope trying to fly. This was a very, very gruesome 
scene. It did not appear that the person jumped from the basket. The body seemed 
unconscious or lifeless as it dropped from the basket. 

The balloon basket then broke free from the power lines and began to fly. At first the 
balloon flew east just a few feet where it hovered for a moment over Highway 528. 
Burning debris and tanks fell from what remained of the burning basket. At this point, I 
was concerned for our crew’s safety and that of the others who were halted in traffic 
under the burning balloon that was now flying without a pilot. Debris continued to fall 
from the balloon as it gained altitude and began drifting north. 

North bound traffic was allowed.to make a U-turn into the South bound lanes. Knowing 
there was nothing we could do at the scene of the accident we turned around. We 
proceeded to find another way to Bernalillo,so we could recover our balloon. Our crew 
was badly shaken from this horrific accident. 

Everyone in our van was an experienced crew member. All had at least 10 or more years 
of crewing experience. Two crew members were from Albuquerque. Since 1980, I have 
crewed for private and professional balloon teams. We are from Champaign, Illinois and 
have participated in all but two Fiestas since 1980 as well as many other events 
throughout North America. Ballooning is a big part of our lives as a family sport. 

I was profoundly saddened by this tragic accident today. Throughout witnessing this 
tragedy, all I wanted to do was help but there was nothing any of us could do. 
Balloonists are trained to not touch a balloon when it is in power lines and leave it to the 
experts. As a longtime balloonist, it was very difficult to witness this dreadful moment. 


