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Most, but of course not all, pilots try to keep their airplanes and themselves legal. We will define “legal” as meeting 

applicable federal regulations for our purposes here. If an accident occurs and the airplane and/or the pilot is 

determined to be not-legal in some way, the door is opened to much greater liability, the possibility of the insurance 

company denying a claim, as well as certification action and possible fines from the FAA. While having an accident is bad 

enough, adding the potential fallout from something not being legal can be devastating. 

But having an accident, even if the airplane and the pilot meet the standard of being legal, can still be devastating. So, 

let’s look at whether being “legal” is good enough. 

We will start with the airplane. Considering an airplane used only for personal flying, the FAA requires that we have an 

annual inspection. Any inspection is only as good as the person conducting the inspection. Most inspectors are 

conscientious and maintain standards. But some pilots seek out the local IA with the reputation of not looking too hard 

as opposed to a thorough IA or to the local repair station that might find more discrepancies. A signed off annual 

inspection makes the airplane legal in regard to the regulation. But what about those items that were glossed over? 

What about something that was worn but could be addressed later? If the standards can be stretched to let something 

barely pass, will it hold up until the next annual inspection? 

The annual inspection must include a review of applicable Airworthiness Directives. The ADs are often critical matters 

that must be addressed, and in most cases, they are. But what about service bulletins? SBs are not regulatory but are 

important enough to be issued by the manufacturer. Since there is no regulatory requirement to comply with service 

bulletins, many go by the wayside. Then there are recommended life limits or recommended time between overhauls. 

Though these are recommendations and not required under the regs for personal use airplanes, they are not frivolous 

and should not be ignored. It might be acceptable to stretch the TBO on some items. The key here is to set a personal 

limit and then stick to it. I used to stretch my engine TBOs by 10%. If everything was looking good as TBO approached, I 

would add 10% to the TBO and continue on. But I considered the increased number to be a hard limit, regardless of how 

good the engine seemed when it was reached. * 

Frequently, component manufacturers place a time limit on parts. For example, hoses may have recommended 

replacement after a certain number of years. Yet again, these are recommendations and not regulatory requirements 

for personal use airplanes. 

And now let’s think about the pilot. Like it or not, we are the weakest link in flying safely so our own maintenance is at 

least as important as the maintenance on our airplanes. Once we are issued a certificate or rating, it is ours for life 

unless we do some egregious act and the FAA takes it away. We are required to complete a flight review or a phase of 

the Wings program every two years. My apologies to the Feds and to the alphabet organizations who vehemently 

oppose tightening that ridiculously lax requirement. On the surface, the requirement sounds like it might be sufficient. 

But like most regulations, the devil is in the details. Regarding the flight review, a pilot can be rated in airplanes (single 

and multiengine) , helicopters, gliders, airships, and balloons. Flight review time is approaching so the pilot can find a 

friendly flight instructor who will fly around the pattern a few times in a Cessna 150 and endorse a flight review. That 

will count for all categories and classes for which the pilot is rated. How long has it been since the pilot had any 

recurrent training in engine-out procedures for the Cessna 310 that is owned by the family, or autorotations in the 

Robinson R-22 owned by the company? Yet, the pilot is now legal to act as pilot-in-command in all categories and classes 

for the next two years. The same shortcut exists in the Wings program. The pilot can set the profile to indicate single-

engine land. All activities will then apply to that class and again, only the Cessna 150 is needed. The pilot is again legal to 

act as pilot-in-command in all categories and classes for the next two years. 



And then there is the whole spectrum of being fit-to-fly. Complying with Basic Med or having a medical certificate in our 

pocket makes us legal. There are some caveats in the regs that tell us not to fly under certain circumstances, but any 

indications we may have that point to us not being fit are frequently undocumented and we are legal, at least on paper. 

We all need to take a breath and a step back to look at our airplanes and ourselves. Are those little squawks about the 

airplane adding up and waiting for better financial circumstances to be addressed? Is the engine or other components 

seriously beyond the manufacturer’s recommendations? Was the last annual inspection thorough or was it more of a 

preflight inspection that earned a signature at the end? It might be legal, but is it safe? 

As pilots, are we really proficient in the aircraft we are flying today? Have we had any training or practice that applies to 

what we are flying and the conditions in which we are flying it? Are we prepared for any emergencies that are specific to 

this aircraft? Are we really fit-to-fly or have we taken some OTC allergy medication containing diphenhydramine in the 

previous couple of days? Did we forget to tell the AME about that intermittent chest tightness we have been 

experiencing? We might be legal, but are we safe? 

In the Accident analysis section, we will look at two accidents in which legal and safe were clearly not synonymous. 

*There are some truly knowledgeable people who disagree and say that I am too conservative in my engine overhaul 

plan. They say that if you (or your mechanic) know what to look for, you can take an engine well-beyond TBO. While that 

may be true, I like to move decisions from the subjective to the objective whenever possible. By setting a hard, fixed limit, 

I make the decision to do the overhaul based on a predetermined number and not on the balance in my checking 

account. Also, if an accident occurred due to engine failure, I do not want to find myself on the witness stand trying to 

explain how I thought I knew more about when the engine should be overhauled than the folks who built it. 


