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National Transportation Safety Board 
Aviation Accident Data Summary

Location: Marathon, FL Accident Number: MIA03LA064

Date & Time: 02/20/2003, 1220 EST Registration: N554AE

Aircraft: Cessna 402B Injuries: 1 Minor

Flight Conducted Under: Part 91: General Aviation - Positioning

Analysis 
The fuel tanks were filled the day before the accident date, and on the day of the accident, the airplane 
was flown from that airport to the Miami International Airport, where the pilot picked up 2 
passengers and flew uneventfully to Cuba.  He performed a preflight inspection of the airplane in 
Cuba and noted both auxiliary fuel tanks were more than half full and both main tanks were half full.  
The flight departed, climbed to 8,000 feet; and was normal while in Cuban airspace.  When the flight 
arrived at TADPO intersection, he smelled strong/fumes of fuel in the cabin.  The engine instruments 
were OK at that time.  The flight continued and when it was 10-12 miles from Marathon, he smelled 
something burning in the cabin like plastic material/paper; engine indications at that time were 
normal.  He declared "PAN" three times with the controller, and shortly thereafter the right engine 
began missing and surging.  He then observed fire on top of the right engine cowling near the louvers.  
He secured the right engine however the odor of fuel and fumes got worse to the point of irritating his 
eyes.  He declared an emergency with the controller, began descending at blue line airspeed, and the 
fumes/odor got worse.  Approximately 5 minutes after the right engine began missing and surging, 
the left engine began acting the same way.  He secured the left engine but the propeller did not 
completely feather.  At 400 feet he lowered full flaps and (contrary to the Pilot's Operating Handbook 
and FAA Approved Airplane Flight Manual) the landing gear in preparation for ditching.  He 
intentionally stalled the airplane when it was 5-7 feet above the water, evacuated the airplane with a 
life vest, donned then inflated it.  The airplane sank within seconds and he was rescued approximately 
20 minutes later.  The pilot first reported 4 months and 19 days after the accident that his passport 
which was in the airplane at the time of the accident had burned pages.  He was repeatedly asked for a 
signed, dated statement that explained where it was specifically located in the airplane, and that it 
was not burned before the accident flight; he did not provide a statement.  Examination of the 
airplane by FAA and NTSB revealed no evidence of an in-flight fire to any portion of the airplane, 
including the right engine or engine compartment area, or upper right engine cowling.  Examination 
of the left engine revealed no evidence of preimpact failure or malfunction.  The left magneto operated 
satisfactorily on a test bench, while the right magneto had a broken distributor block; and the 
electrode tang which fits in a hole of the distributor gear; no determination was made as to when the 
distributor block fractured or the electrode tang became bent.  The left propeller blades were in the 
feathered position.  Examination of the right engine revealed no evidence or preimpact failure or 
malfunction.  The right hand stack assembly was fractured due to overload; no fatigue or through wall 
thickness erosion was noted.  Both magnetos operated satisfactorily on a test bench.  The right 
propeller was in the feathered position.  An aluminum fuel line that was located in the cockpit that 
had been replaced the day before the accident was examined with no evidence or failure or 
malfunction; no fuel leakage was noted.

Probable Cause 
The National Transportation Safety Board determines the probable cause(s) of this accident to be:
The loss of engine power to both engines for undetermined reasons.
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Findings

Occurrence #1: LOSS OF ENGINE POWER
Phase of Operation: CRUISE - NORMAL

Findings
1. 1 ENGINE
2. (C) REASON FOR OCCURRENCE UNDETERMINED
----------

Occurrence #2: LOSS OF ENGINE POWER
Phase of Operation: DESCENT - EMERGENCY

Findings
3. 1 ENGINE
4. (C) REASON FOR OCCURRENCE UNDETERMINED
----------

Occurrence #3: FORCED LANDING
Phase of Operation: DESCENT - EMERGENCY
----------

Occurrence #4: DITCHING
Phase of Operation: EMERGENCY LANDING

Findings
5. GEAR EXTENSION - PERFORMED - PILOT IN COMMAND
6. CHECKLIST - NOT FOLLOWED - PILOT IN COMMAND
7. (C) STALL - INTENTIONAL - PILOT IN COMMAND

Pilot Information

Certificate: Airline Transport; Commercial Age: 47

Airplane Rating(s): Multi-engine Land; Single-engine Land Instrument Rating(s): Airplane

Other Aircraft Rating(s): None Instructor Rating(s): None

Flight Time: 4000 hours (Total, all aircraft), 817 hours (Total, this make and model), 3049 hours (Pilot In Command, 
all aircraft), 371 hours (Last 90 days, all aircraft), 3 hours (Last 24 hours, all aircraft)

Aircraft and Owner/Operator Information

Aircraft Manufacturer: Cessna Registration: N554AE

Model/Series: 402B Engines: 2 Reciprocating

Operator: Bel Air Transport Engine Manufacturer: Teledyne Continental

Air Carrier Operating 
Certificate:

On-demand Air Taxi (135) Engine Model/Series: TSIO-520-E

Flight Conducted Under: Part 91: General Aviation - Positioning
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Meteorological Information and Flight Plan

Conditions at Accident Site: Visual Conditions Condition of Light: Day

Observation Facility, Elevation: KMTH, 7 ft msl Weather Information Source: Weather Observation Facility

Lowest Ceiling: None Wind Speed/Gusts, Direction: 8 knots, 80°

Temperature: 28°C Visibility 10 Miles

Precipitation and Obscuration:

Departure Point: Havana (MUHA) Destination: Miami, FL (KMIA)

Wreckage and Impact Information

Crew Injuries: 1 Minor Aircraft Damage: Substantial

Passenger Injuries: N/A Aircraft Fire: None

Ground Injuries: N/A Aircraft Explosion: None

Latitude, Longitude: 24.616667, -81.158333

Administrative Information

Investigator In Charge (IIC): Timothy W Monville Adopted Date: 09/01/2004

Investigation Docket: NTSB accident and incident dockets serve as permanent archival information for the NTSB’s investigations. 
Dockets released prior to June 1, 2009 are publicly available from the NTSB’s Record Management Division 
at pubinq@ntsb.gov, or at 800-877-6799. Dockets released after this date are available at 
http://dms.ntsb.gov/pubdms/. 
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The National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB), established in 1967, is an independent federal agency mandated by Congress 
through the Independent Safety Board Act of 1974 to investigate transportation accidents, determine the probable causes of the 
accidents, issue safety recommendations, study transportation safety issues, and evaluate the safety effectiveness of government 
agencies involved in transportation. The NTSB makes public its actions and decisions through accident reports, safety studies, special 
investigation reports, safety recommendations, and statistical reviews. 

The Independent Safety Board Act, as codified at 49 U.S.C. Section 1154(b), precludes the admission into evidence or use of any part of 
an NTSB report related to an incident or accident in a civil action for damages resulting from a matter mentioned in the report.
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