
N INTEGRAL PART OF A heli-
port’s function must be the enhance-
ment of safety. In this regard, an old
saying used by designers—”form

follows function”—applies to helicopter infra-
structure as well. 

Heliport safety is related directly to the
design and planning of a heliport. The FAA,
Helicopter Association International (HAI) and
the American Helicopter Society (AHS)
worked together to develop the FAA Advisory
Circular (AC) 150/5390-2A, “Heliport
Design,” in 1994. Although it describes the
minimum, not optimum, design standards, it is
an excellent safety guideline. Unfortunately,
many established heliport facilities do not meet
the minimums outlined in the AC. 

The AC is not mandatory in the eyes of the
FAA, unless federal funding is involved. Also,
you may prefer a certified GPS instrument
approach. Nonetheless, about half of the states,
many local jurisdictions and the U.S. Courts
have adopted the AC as the undisputed stan-

dard. In all cases, it is highly recommended
that heliports follow this publication, regard-
less of legal requirements, for safety’s sake. 

There are easily identified hazards in the
basic design or operations at heliports that
could facilitate an accident under the right set
of circumstances. The most common deficien-
cies fall into six categories: insufficient space;
poor surface; inadequate approach/departure
paths; wind and turbulence effects; lack of
security; and poor training and emergency
planning. 

Insufficient space
The FAA guidelines, on which most other

state and local regulations are based, call for
an obstacle-free area, called a Final Approach
and Takeoff Area (FATO) of 1.5 times the
overall length (OL), plus a safety area one-
third the rotor diameter (RD) on each side. 

As an example, the area would be just less
than 110 feet for an S-76. If the OL is 53 feet,
then (OL) x 1.5 = 79.5 feet. RD is 44 feet, so

RD divided by three = 14.66 feet. This works
out to be 79.5 feet (OL) + 29.32 feet (14.66
feet on both sides) for a total of 108.82 feet.
This provides sufficient maneuvering room,
free of obstacles that could be struck by the
rotors, tail boom, landing gear, and so on. 

The most common obstacles found in this
area are perimeter lights, fences, floodlights,
fire protection and fueling equipment, wind-
socks, and light poles. All of these objects
have been struck by helicopters at one time or
another.

Poor surface
A number of dynamic rollover accidents

occur due to soft asphalt that can catch a skid
or wheel. Irregular heliport touchdown sur-
faces also have been blamed for such acci-
dents. In order of preference, the best materials
are: concrete, concrete pavers, metal surfaces,
and stabilized turf. 

The key to a safe touchdown area is a rela-
tively smooth and flat area without any irregu-
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