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REASONS 

[1] Mr Williamson faces one charge under the Civil Aviation Act 1990 of driving 

his Cessna aircraft carelessly.  He has pleaded guilty by letter and is not present for 

his sentencing today by agreement. 

[2] He owns a station near Omarama.  He decided on this particular morning to 

fly from Omarama to Timaru.  He understood that there were foggy conditions.  The 

sum total of his pre-flight weather checks was to ring a friend of his who lived six 

miles from Timaru Airport.  That friend, however, was an experienced pilot himself.  

He reported to Mr Williamson that there were foggy conditions, but it was patchy.  

That there were clear skies to the north.  Mr Williamson considered that that was 

enough information for him to fly to, and then consider attempting a landing at, 

Timaru. 

[3] Upon arriving at Timaru he could see that the usual grass strip that he used 

was obscured by fog.  After initially considering landing on the airstrip, he 

abandoned such designs.  He turned his attention to the possibility of a landing on 

the sealed airstrip.  This was also partly obscured by fog.  The end of the runway that 

was obscured was also at the terminal end. 

[4] After making at least one approach and circling back to make another, 

Mr Williamson considered that there was enough clear air.  The runway itself was 

only half obscured by fog.  There was 600 odd metres of it that was in clear air. 

[5] It is common ground that he landed his plane.  That he did so by avoiding the 

part of the tarmac that was obscured by fog.  Nevertheless, he accepts that, in 

carrying out that manoeuvre, he has acted carelessly.  He did not have 1500 metres 

of clear visibility or, if he did, that he still acted below the standard of care expected 

of a prudent pilot in landing at the airport, on that day, in those conditions in any 

event. 

[6] As part of the particulars alleged against him, it is also said that he failed to 

communicate with the airport in the way that he was required to under the Rules.  



 

 

That exacerbates his culpability, but it does not add materially to the level of care 

that he has fallen short of. 

[7] The Authority considers that he failed to meet the requisite standard of care in 

conducting the limited pre-flight checks that he did.  It accepts that it is 

understandable why someone in his position would make a call to another 

experienced pilot to ascertain the weather conditions at a destination.  However what 

he did not do is have recourse to readily available, easily accessible, and highly 

informative means to fully satisfy himself as to the weather conditions. 

[8] Having said that, he departed with a full tank of fuel which allowed him 

sufficient capability to return to Omarama if necessary or to continue on a flight path 

north where he knew there was clear air. 

[9] He has fallen short of the standard of the duty of care required in terms of his 

pre-flight checks.  But, again, that is not something that has materially affected his 

culpability here.  That culpability lies, as his counsel accepts, in attempting and then 

carrying out a landing at Timaru in any event, given the fog conditions that were 

present.  The risks, of course, speak for themselves. 

[10] Having said that, the Authority accepts that he did not land in the fog.  The 

authority that the Civil Aviation Authority has tendered in support of sentencing 

today can be distinguished on that basis.  That involved a defendant who quite 

deliberately took off in the fog in a clearly careless and cavalier manner.  A fine of 

$2000 was imposed. 

[11] Mr Williamson’s culpability does not rise to that level.  I take a starting point 

of half of that fine to reflect that.  I give him credit for his guilty plea.  I recognise 

his absence of previous convictions.  I fine him $700, together with Court costs of 

$130.  He is also formally convicted. 

 
 
 
 
E M Thomas 
District Court Judge 
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