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Aviation Investigation Final Report 

 
 

Location: St. Louis, Michigan Accident Number: CEN21FA220 

Date & Time: May 17, 2021, 13:08 Local  Registration: N2430X 

Aircraft: Cessna 182 Aircraft Damage: Destroyed 

Defining Event: Collision with terr/obj (non-CFIT) Injuries: 1 Fatal 

Flight Conducted Under: Part 91: General aviation - Aerial observation 

Analysis  

 
The pilot was conducting a low-altitude pipeline patrol flight in day visual meteorological 
conditions when the airplane collided with a radio tower guy wire. According to radar data, 
during the final 4.5 minutes of the flight, the airplane’s altitude was between 475 and 800 ft 
above ground level (agl). The airplane’s ground track was offset to the right of the pipeline until 
about the final minute of the flight, at which point the airplane crossed over the pipeline and 
continued about 1,000 to 1,250 ft to the left of the pipeline. The operator reported that the 
airplane should be flown to the right of the pipeline to ensure that the pilot, who is seated in the 
left cockpit seat, can maintain an unobstructed view of the pipeline during the patrol flight. 
 
The airplane continued northwest toward the radio tower. About 15 seconds before the 
accident, the airplane was about 0.65 miles southeast of the tower in a shallow right turn when 
it entered a climb from 475 ft agl. At the final radar return, about 600 ft east-southeast of the 
tower, the airplane’s altitude, calibrated airspeed, and climb rate were about 1,370 ft msl, 104 
knots, and 1,575 ft per minute, respectively. The airplane’s final altitude was 370 ft below the 
top of the radio tower and its ground track was toward the guy wires located on the northeast 
side of the radio tower. Based on the airplane’s ground track and rapidly increasing climb rate, 
the pilot was likely trying to avoid the tower guy wires during the final moments of the flight. 
 
The airplane’s left wing separated from the fuselage at the wing root when it collided with a 
support guy wire attached to the northeast side of the radio tower. The airplane then impacted 
a dirt field about 0.3 mile northwest of the radio tower where a postimpact fire destroyed most 
of the airplane. Postaccident examination of the airplane wreckage did not reveal any evidence 
of a mechanical malfunction or failure that would have prevented normal operation of the 
airplane before it collided with the tower guy wire. 
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Two individuals reported that the pilot posted a Snapchat video shortly before the accident. 
The Snapchat video reportedly depicted the terrain ahead of the airplane while it was 5 to 10 
miles southeast of the accident site. Although the video was automatically deleted from the 
Snapchat platform 24 hours after the accident, it reportedly did not include the final moments 
of the flight. One of the individuals provided a screenshot of the Snapchat application’s map 
that showed the approximate location of where the pilot posted the video. When compared to 
the airplane’s recorded radar ground track, the location of the pilot’s Snapchat post was about 
1.5 miles southeast of the radio tower, and likely was posted about 35 seconds before the 
accident. The airplane’s ground track was already left of the pipeline when the pilot posted the 
Snapchat video. Based on the known information, it is likely the pilot was distracted while he 
used his mobile device in the minutes before the accident and did not maintain an adequate 
visual lookout to ensure a safe flight path to avoid the radio tower and its guy wires. 

 

Probable Cause and Findings 

The National Transportation Safety Board determines the probable cause(s) of this accident to be: 
 

The pilot’s failure to maintain adequate visual lookout to ensure clearance from the radio 
tower and its guy wires. Contributing to the accident was the pilot’s unnecessary use of his 
mobile device during the flight, which diminished his attention/monitoring of the airplane’s 
flight path. 

 

 

Findings 

Personnel issues Attention - Pilot 

Personnel issues Monitoring environment - Pilot 
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Factual Information 

 

History of Flight 

Enroute-cruise Collision with terr/obj (non-CFIT)  (Defining event) 

 

 

On May 17, 2021, about 1308 eastern daylight time, a Cessna 182H airplane, N2430X, was 
destroyed when it was involved in an accident near St. Louis, Michigan. The pilot was fatally 
injured. The airplane was operated as a Title 14 Code of Federal Regulations Part 91 pipeline 
patrol flight. 
 
According to the operator’s fleet monitoring data, about 0828, the airplane departed Clare 
Municipal Airport (48D), Clare, Michigan, and completed a pipeline patrol flight to the 
southeast. About 1128, the airplane landed at Romeo State Airport (D98), Romeo, Michigan. 
According to fueling records, the pilot purchased 48.19 gallons of 100 low-lead aviation fuel 
before he departed D98 about 1206. The accident occurred during a pipeline patrol flight that 
tracked northwest toward Kalkaska, Michigan. 
 
A review of Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) radar data revealed that, during the final 4.5 
minutes of the flight, the airplane’s altitude was between 450 ft and 800 ft above ground level 
(agl) as it followed the intended pipeline. The airplane’s ground track was offset to the right of 
the pipeline until about 1307:35, at which point it crossed over the pipeline and continued 
northwest about 1,000 to1,250 ft to the left of the pipeline, as shown in figure 1. The operator 
reported that the airplane should be flown to the right of the pipeline to ensure that the pilot, 
who is seated in the left cockpit seat, can maintain an unobstructed view of the pipeline during 
the patrol flight. 
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Figure 1 – Radar track data 
 
Two individuals reported that the pilot posted a Snapchat video shortly before the accident. 
The Snapchat video reportedly depicted the terrain ahead of the airplane’s position and 
showed the wind turbines and cornfields located about 5 to 10 miles southeast of the accident 
site. Although the video was automatically deleted from the Snapchat platform 24 hours after 
the accident, it reportedly did not include the final moments of the flight. One of the individuals 
provided a screenshot of the Snapchat application’s map that showed the approximate 
location of the pilot’s location when he posted the video. When compared to the airplane’s 
recorded radar ground track, the pilot’s Snapchat post was about 1.5 miles southeast of a 
1,049-ft-tall radio tower, as shown in figure 2. According to a visual flight rules (VFR) sectional 
chart, the top of the radio tower was at 1,739 ft mean sea level (msl), as shown in figure 3. 
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Figure 2 – Radar track data and approximate location of pilot’s snapchat post 
 

 
Figure 3 – VFR sectional chart with location of the radio tower (red circle) 
 
According to radar data, the airplane continued northwest toward the radio tower. At 1308:18, 
the airplane was 0.65 miles southeast of the tower in a shallow right turn when it entered a 
climb from 475 ft agl. The final radar return, at 1308:33, was about 600 ft east-southeast of the 
tower, at which point the airplane’s altitude, calibrated airspeed, and climb rate were about 
1,370 ft msl, 104 knots, and 1,575 ft per minute, respectively, as shown in figure 4. The 
airplane’s final altitude was 370 ft below the top of the radio tower and its ground track was 
toward the guy wires located on the northeast side of the radio tower. 
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Figure 4 – Airplane altitude, speed, and vertical speed 
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Figure 5 – Airplane ground track, roll angle, and flight path angle 
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Pilot Information  

Certificate:  Commercial; Flight instructor Age: 23,Male 

Airplane Rating(s): Single-engine land; Multi-engine 
land 

Seat Occupied: Left 

Other Aircraft Rating(s):  None Restraint Used:  Unknown 

Instrument Rating(s): Airplane Second Pilot Present: No 

Instructor Rating(s):  Airplane single-engine Toxicology Performed:  Yes 

Medical Certification: Class 1 Waiver time limited 
special 

Last FAA Medical Exam: April 27, 2021 

Occupational Pilot: Yes Last Flight Review or Equivalent: May 15, 2021 

Flight Time: 617 hours (Total, all aircraft), 569 hours (Pilot In Command, all aircraft) 
 

 
 

Aircraft and Owner/Operator Information  

Aircraft Make: Cessna Registration: N2430X 

Model/Series: 182 H Aircraft Category: Airplane 

Year of Manufacture: 1965 Amateur Built:  

Airworthiness Certificate: Normal Serial Number: 18256330 

Landing Gear Type:  Tricycle Seats:  4 

Date/Type of Last Inspection: March 30, 2021 Annual Certified Max Gross Wt.: 2800 lbs 

Time Since Last Inspection:  Engines: 1 Reciprocating 

Airframe Total Time: 6744.29 Hrs as of last 
inspection 

Engine Manufacturer: Continental 

ELT: Installed, not activated Engine Model/Series: O-470-R 

Registered Owner: Gateway Air Service, Inc. Rated Power: 230 Horsepower 

Operator: Gateway Air Service, Inc. Operating Certificate(s) 
Held: 

None 
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Meteorological Information and Flight Plan 

Conditions at Accident Site: Visual (VMC) Condition of Light: Day 

Observation Facility, Elevation: KMOP,755 ft msl Distance from Accident Site: 10.5 Nautical Miles 

Observation Time: 13:15 Local Direction from Accident Site: 307° 

Lowest Cloud Condition: Scattered / 5500 ft AGL Visibility 10 miles 

Lowest Ceiling: None Visibility (RVR):  

Wind Speed/Gusts:  5 knots / None Turbulence Type 
Forecast/Actual: 

None / None 

Wind Direction: 210° Turbulence Severity 
Forecast/Actual: 

N/A / N/A 

Altimeter Setting: 30.21 inches Hg Temperature/Dew Point: 24°C / 8°C 

Precipitation and Obscuration: No Obscuration; No Precipitation 

Departure Point:  Romeo, MI (D98) Type of Flight Plan Filed: Company VFR 

Destination:  Clare, MI (48D) Type of Clearance: None 

Departure Time: 12:06 Local Type of Airspace:  Class G 
 

Wreckage and Impact Information  

Crew Injuries: 1 Fatal Aircraft Damage: Destroyed 

Passenger Injuries:  Aircraft Fire: On-ground 

Ground Injuries:  Aircraft Explosion: Unknown 

Total Injuries: 1 Fatal Latitude, Longitude: 43.51798,-84.55103 

 

 

The wreckage debris path began in the vicinity of the radio tower. The left wing, left horizontal 
stabilizer, left elevator, and left cabin door were found near the radio tower and within the 
support guy wire perimeter, as depicted in figure 6. 
 
Postaccident examination revealed that the airplane’s left wing collided with a support guy 
wire attached to the northeast side of the radio tower. The left wing separated from the 
fuselage at the wing root. Most of the left-wing leading edge separated from the main wing 
structure along a lateral rivet line and exhibited damage consistent with a guy wire impact. The 
fresh air inlet tube located in the leading edge of the left wing exhibited a U-shape 
compression that was consistent with the diameter of the outermost tower guy wires. The left-
wing lift strut and front spar were severed in two portions about 4 ft from the wing attach 
point. The damage to the left-wing lift strut exhibited a U-shape compression that was 
consistent with the diameter of the outermost tower guy wires. The left horizontal stabilizer 
and left elevator separated the aft fuselage during the impact sequence, and the leading edge 
of the left horizontal stabilizer exhibited damage consistent with the left wing impacting the 
surface. 
 



 
 
 
 

 
Page 10 of 12 CEN21FA220 
 

 

The main wreckage was located in a dirt field about 0.3 mile northwest of the radio tower. All 
major airframe structural components and flight control surfaces were identified along the 
wreckage debris path. Most of the airplane fuselage, cabin, and cockpit were destroyed by the 
postaccident fire.  
 
Postaccident examination of the airplane wreckage did not reveal any evidence of a 
mechanical malfunction or failure that would have prevented normal operation of the airplane 
before it collided with the radio tower guy wire. All physical damage to the airframe, flight 
controls, engine, and propeller was consistent with impact with a tower guy wire, impact with 
the ground, or the postaccident fire. 
 

 
Figure 6 – Wreckage Debris Path at Accident Site 

  

 

Medical and Pathological Information 
 

 
An autopsy of the pilot was authorized by the Midland County Coroner’s Office, Midland, 
Michigan, and completed at McLaren Bay Region Hospital, Bay City, Michigan. According to the 
autopsy report, the cause of death was blunt force injuries and thermal burns, and the manner 
of death was an accident. 
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Toxicological testing completed by the Federal Aviation Administration’s Forensic Sciences 
Laboratory identified amlodipine in the pilot’s blood and liver. Amlodipine is a calcium channel 
blocker used to treat high blood pressure and coronary artery disease. The pilot reported the 
use of amlodipine to his FAA medical examiner who authorized its use and issued him a 1st 
class medical. The remaining toxicological testing did not detect any additional medications, 
ethanol, drugs of abuse, or carboxyhemoglobin. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Preventing Similar Accidents 
 

Avoid Non-Operational PED Use During Flight (SA-025) 

The Problem 

Nonoperational use of PEDs by pilots (including cell phones, smart phones, tablets, and laptop 
computers) can divert attention from activities necessary for safe operations, both in the air 
and on the ground. PED-related distraction has played a role, or at least been present, in 
accidents involving improper fuel management, loss of positional awareness, loss of 
automation mode awareness, collision with obstacles, and loss of control. 

What can you do? 

• Recognize the potential for distraction arising from nonoperational use of PEDs. 
• Avoid nonoperational use of PEDs during preflight planning and preparation to focus 

your attention on these critical tasks. 
• Turn PEDs off before engine start if they have no operational purpose during the flight. 

Ensure that PEDs that are used in flight are not used for purposes other than those 
intended to support the flight. 

• Establish your own sterile cockpit procedures to reduce distractions. Avoid the 
nonoperational use of PEDs when the sterile cockpit applies. 

See https://www.ntsb.gov/Advocacy/safety-alerts/Documents/SA-025.pdf for additional 
resources. 

The NTSB presents this information to prevent recurrence of similar accidents. Note that this 

https://www.ntsb.gov/Advocacy/safety-alerts/Documents/SA-025.pdf
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should not be considered guidance from the regulator, nor does this supersede existing FAA 
Regulations (FARs).  
 
 
Administrative Information 

Investigator In Charge (IIC): Fox, Andrew   

Additional Participating 
Persons: 

Ryan D. Johnson; Federal Aviation Administration - Grand Rapids FSDO; Grand Rapids, MI 
Ricardo J. Asensio; Textron Aviation; Wichita, KS 

Original Publish Date: August 16, 2023 

Last Revision Date:  

Investigation Class: Class 3 

Note:  

Investigation Docket: https://data.ntsb.gov/Docket?ProjectID=103091 

 

 

The National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) is an independent federal agency charged by Congress with 
investigating every civil aviation accident in the United States and significant events in other modes of transportation—
railroad, transit, highway, marine, pipeline, and commercial space. We determine the probable causes of the accidents 
and events we investigate, and issue safety recommendations aimed at preventing future occurrences. In addition, we 
conduct transportation safety research studies and offer information and other assistance to family members and 
survivors for each accident or event we investigate. We also serve as the appellate authority for enforcement actions 
involving aviation and mariner certificates issued by the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) and US Coast Guard, and 
we adjudicate appeals of civil penalty actions taken by the FAA.

The NTSB does not assign fault or blame for an accident or incident; rather, as specified by NTSB regulation, 
“accident/incident investigations are fact-finding proceedings with no formal issues and no adverse parties … and are 
not conducted for the purpose of determining the rights or liabilities of any person” (Title 49 Code of Federal Regulations 
section 831.4). Assignment of fault or legal liability is not relevant to the NTSB’s statutory mission to improve 
transportation safety by investigating accidents and incidents and issuing safety recommendations. In addition, 
statutory language prohibits the admission into evidence or use of any part of an NTSB report related to an accident in a 
civil action for damages resulting from a matter mentioned in the report (Title 49 United States Code section 1154(b)). A 
factual report that may be admissible under 49 United States Code section 1154(b) is available here.

https://www.ntsb.gov/about/organization/AS/Pages/aviation-classification.aspx
http://data.ntsb.gov/carol-repgen/api/Aviation/ReportMain/GenerateFactualReport/103091/pdf

