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Separation issue between a Kavanagh 
Balloons E-300, VH-LPG, and freight 
train 4K26 
What happened 
Early on the morning of 11 November 2015, a Watco freight train, 4K26, was travelling southbound on 
the Frenches to East Northam rail line in Western Australia. The train was travelling at about 60 km/hr 
along a section of track as it approached a left corner, approximately 3 km north of Northam (Figure 1). 
As the train rounded the corner, the driver saw a hot air balloon in close proximity to the rail tracks. The 
driver observed that the balloon was low to the ground and inside the rail corridor,1 to the left side of the 
track (Figure 2). 

Figure 1: Location of incident with rail line (white) showing direction of travel of the train, the 
approximate width of the rail corridor (yellow), the direction of travel of the hot air balloon 
(orange dashed line) and the approximate position of the hot-air balloon (red mark) 

 

Source: Google maps. Modified by ATSB 

 
1  Rail corridor: The rail corridor is defined ‘fence line to fence line’ either side of the rail tracks. Where there is no fence line, the 

corridor may be defined as a specified distance either side of the outside rail of the rail track. Any person/vehicle inside the rail 
corridor is considered to be in close proximity to the rail tracks 
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Figure 2: View from train driver’s cabin as the train rounded the corner with the approximate 
position of the fences (yellow) either side of the rail line marking the rail corridor 

 

Source: Watco driver’s video, modified by ATSB 

The driver estimated that the balloon was approximately 200–300 m in front of the train and applied full 
service brakes. However, the driver realised there would be insufficient distance for the train to come to a 
complete stop before passing the balloon. At the same time as applying the brakes, the driver also 
sounded the train’s horn to warn the balloon that the train was approaching. The driver slowed the train 
to about 20 km/hr as it passed the balloon. 

Figure 3: Picture from the train driver’s cabin just before the train passed the balloon’s position 
with the approximate position of the fence on the left side (yellow) 

 

Source: Watco driver’s video, modified by ATSB 
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The Kavanagh Balloons E-300, registered VH-LPG, had taken off east of Northam earlier in the morning 
for a scenic flight, with the pilot and 16 passengers on board. The pilot’s initial intention was to land in a 
paddock to the west of the rail line. However, the prevailing wind meant that this was not an option. 
Instead, they elected to land in the paddock east of the railway line, as the pilot judged it to be the most 
suitable location in the area. Also, flying to an alternative landing site may have unnecessarily impinged 
on fuel reserves with the prevailing winds and weather conditions on the morning. 

The pilot crossed the rail line from the south-west to the north-east at a height of approximately 50–60 ft, 
and then descended to around fence top height. The pilot’s intention was to land inside the paddock, just 
after the fence line at the edge of the rail corridor. As the train came around the corner, the hot air 
balloon was on descent to the paddock. When the train passed the balloon, the pilot reported the basket 
was just above fence height and moving away from the rail tracks. The balloon crossed over the fence 
and landed in the paddock without incident. 

Pilot comments 
The pilot of the balloon made the following comments in relation to the event: 

• Crops in the centre of the paddock and a powerline limited the available landing space, which meant 
the pilot was landing close to the fence. 

• The pilot had landed in the same paddock on many occasions without problems. 
• The pilot did not recall hearing the train horn or brakes until the train passed the balloon. 

Train driver and observer comments 
The train driver and observer made the following additional comments: 

• The driver and observer saw the balloon in the distance, however due to the winding track it was not 
possible to see the location of the balloon relative to the track, until the train came around the bend. 

• They were unable to discern the direction of travel of the balloon. 
• When they saw the balloon, they believed a collision was likely. 
• They suggested that an awareness of the train schedule by balloon operators may avoid a similar 

event. 

Proactive safety action 
Whether or not the ATSB identifies safety issues in the course of an investigation, relevant organisations 
may proactively initiate safety action in order to reduce their safety risk. The ATSB has been advised of 
the following proactive safety action in response to this occurrence. 

Balloon operator 
The balloon operator is amending the Low Flying Operations section of their Operations Manual to 
include the following: 
• A minimum height of 50 feet shall be maintained when the flight path of the balloon will cause it to 

cross over a road reserve or rail corridor. 

Safety message 
Rail corridors are areas where access is strictly controlled as the presence of non-authorised or 
unexpected personnel and/or vehicles may pose a danger to the safety of rail operations and personnel. 
Trains require significant distance to come to a complete stop and may not be able to avoid colliding with 
an obstruction that is on, or near, the tracks. 

Operators of balloons or other aircraft that may fly at low-level in the vicinity of rail tracks should consider 
and minimise risks when operating in these environments. 
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General details 
Occurrence details 

Date and time: 11 November 2015 06:05 WST 

Occurrence category: Serious incident 

Primary occurrence type: Separation issue 

Location: Northam (ALA), 358° M 2.9Km WA 

 Latitude:  31° 36' 01.6” S Longitude:  116° 41' 07.0” E 

Aircraft details  
Manufacturer and model: Kavanagh Balloons 

Registration: VH-LPG 

Serial number: E300-361 

Type of operation: Ballooning - other 

Train details  
Train Operator: WATCO 

Registration: 4K26 

Type of operation: Freight 

About the ATSB 
The Australian Transport Safety Bureau (ATSB) is an independent Commonwealth Government 
statutory agency. The ATSB is governed by a Commission and is entirely separate from transport 
regulators, policy makers and service providers. The ATSB's function is to improve safety and public 
confidence in the aviation, marine and rail modes of transport through excellence in: independent 
investigation of transport accidents and other safety occurrences; safety data recording, analysis and 
research; and fostering safety awareness, knowledge and action. 

The ATSB is responsible for investigating accidents and other transport safety matters involving civil 
aviation, marine and rail operations in Australia that fall within Commonwealth jurisdiction, as well as 
participating in overseas investigations involving Australian registered aircraft and ships. A primary 
concern is the safety of commercial transport, with particular regard to operations involving the travelling 
public.  

The ATSB performs its functions in accordance with the provisions of the Transport Safety Investigation 
Act 2003 and Regulations and, where applicable, relevant international agreements. 

The object of a safety investigation is to identify and reduce safety-related risk. ATSB investigations 
determine and communicate the safety factors related to the transport safety matter being investigated. 

It is not a function of the ATSB to apportion blame or determine liability. At the same time, an 
investigation report must include factual material of sufficient weight to support the analysis and findings. 
At all times the ATSB endeavours to balance the use of material that could imply adverse comment with 
the need to properly explain what happened, and why, in a fair and unbiased manner. 

About this report 
Decisions regarding whether to conduct an investigation, and the scope of an investigation, are based on 
many factors, including the level of safety benefit likely to be obtained from an investigation. For this 
occurrence, a limited-scope, fact-gathering investigation was conducted in order to produce a short 
summary report, and allow for greater industry awareness of potential safety issues and possible safety 
actions.  
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