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by Rick Wheldon

MU-2 FUEL SYSTEM SNAFU’S
It Goes Without Saying That One Should Never Run Out of Fuel

Rick Wheldon has over twenty-four years of aviation experience.  He was the former 

manager of the demo fleet for Mitsubishi and an airline pilot with international experience 

flying with Braniff and Pan American.  Rick holds an ATP and has accumulated over 7500 

hours of flying time.

I recently heard an anecdotal 
story - a training pilot was about to 
fly with a new MU-2 owner. The 
airplane was recently purchased 
and had been delivered by the 
seller to the new owner’s airport. 
The fuel truck pulled up. When 
fueling was complete, 150 gallons 
had been added to the main tank. 
Nothing went into either the out-
ers or the tips, which were already 
full. It doesn’t take a math major 
to realize that, with 154 gallons of 
usable fuel in the main tank, this 
was almost another fuel starva-
tion accident. Four useable gallons 
remained in the main tank, which, 
at a typical fuel flow of 90 gallons 
an hour, equates to a little over 2 
minutes before flameout. WOW!

Either the fuel transfer system 
failed, or the pilot never turned 
on the fuel transfer switches. In 
addition, he must have flown for 
nearly two hours and never looked 
at the main fuel quantity gage. 
Moreover, when the Master Cau-
tion light came on, associated with 
a Fuel Low Level annunciator, the 
pilot must have elected to continue 
on to destination (he was close!) 
rather than land ASAP. Finally, 

even with the Fuel Low Level light 
illuminated, he still didn’t turn on 
the fuel transfer switches to recover 
all the fuel that was still available 
in the outers and the tips. What 
was he thinking?

I know of two other similar 
incidents in the last 5 years. In 
2003, a charter MU-2 “J” model 
crashed short of the runway in 
the Caribbean. It was not a fatal 
accident, but the airplane was 
destroyed. There was no fuel in 
the airplane. Sometime thereafter, 
another MU-2 was ferried to Texas 
by a seller. When the airplane was 
subsequently ground run by the 
new purchaser, the first engine 
spooled down midway through the 
start due to fuel starvation. This 
pilot landed on fumes. Although 
the fuel gage read 30 gallons re-
maining, it was out of calibration. 
The MU-2 in question carried 
364 gallons when full. A look at 
the fuel totalizer from the previous 
flight revealed that 364 gallons had 
been consumed since the totalizer 
was reset, presumably at preflight. 
This begs the question, why bother 
to reset the totalizer if you’re not 
going to use it?

Here, we have one accident 
and two close calls in the last few 
years due to fuel mismanagement. 
Fortunately, no fatalities occurred, 
but that is just plain luck.

It goes without stating that one 
should never run out of fuel. Fuel 
management is not difficult, but 
it requires discipline. Here are a 
few tricks that you might put into 
your flight bag. (Some of these 
practices require converting gallons 
to pounds, or vice versa, using 6.7 
pounds per gallon.)

Check your refueling ticket 
and find the fuel added amount. 
Note, as well, the fuel remaining 
at the end of the previous flight 
(you might want to keep a record 
of this.) Total the two. Now, check 
that total against the fuel quantity 
gages. The fuel quantity gages 
should match with your calcu-
lated total, within a few pounds or 
gallons. You have now confirmed 
the departure fuel quantity in 
two ways, using the gallons added 
calculation and the gages them-
selves. Note that the Maintenance 
Requirements Manual contains 
a line item to calibrate the fuel 
quantity gages on an annual basis. 
That is certainly a worthwhile 
practice. However, why would you 
only check your gage calibration 
annually when you can check it on 
every flight using this procedure?

Your in-flight fuel status can 
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also be determined in two ways. 
The first way is to simply total 
your fuel gages. The second is to 
note your starting fuel, then calcu-
late fuel remaining by taking your 
starting fuel and subtracting the 
burn on the totalizer. The fuel re-
maining should match using both 
methods, and any discrepancy 

should be investigated. For those 
of you without outer tank gages, 
you’ll have a period when the 
outer pumps are running where 
you won’t be able to compute the 
total on the gages, but you should 
still have a fair idea of how much 
fuel remains.  Once the outers are 
empty, you will have a good read-

out of the total fuel remaining in 
the main tank.

In-flight, keep your flight log 
on a clipboard (see Fig. 1). I use 
Flightsoft for my flight planning, 
but the flight planning program 
doesn’t matter. What matters is that 
you have a column on the flight log 
for total elapsed time and a column 
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for total burn or fuel remaining. 
When passing over, or abeam, a 
checkpoint, write down the total 
elapsed time and the fuel burn 
from the totalizer, as seen on the 
right side of Fig. 1. Compare those 
numbers to the flight plan num-
bers, as seen on the left bottom of 
Fig. 1. You will find out quickly 
how you are progressing in relation 
to your time and fuel burn pre-
flight calculations. In the example, 
passing Abilene (ABI), I was one 
minute early and 25 pounds under 
the projected fuel burn. Passing 
Midland (MAF), I was two min-
utes early and 45 pounds under 
the projected fuel burn. Note any 
trends. Are you falling further 
behind with each passing way-
point? If so, you should recalculate 

your arrival fuel to ensure that you 
remain safe, comfortable and legal. 
Note that the legal fuel reserve re-
quirement, 45 minutes in cruise for 
IFR flight, might not be enough to 
make you feel comfortable.

Most of us are using GPS navi-
gation systems, and nearly all GPS 
units have a fuel calculation page. 
I recommend pulling up that page 
early in cruise, entering the data to 
determine fuel usage to your desti-
nation, and updating the fuel page 
throughout your flight. This can 
be another means to double-check 
your flight plan.

Let’s talk about the Fuel Low 
Level warning. For most airplanes, 
it is illuminated when either a 
switch in the main tank or a switch 
in the fuel gage itself trips. For 

most airplanes, the trip point for 
both switches is set at about 30 
gallons. On some early airplanes, 
the trip point is 20 gallons. Either 
way, it’s not much fuel - maybe 
20 minutes of flight time, maybe 
less. If this light illuminates, punch 
the nearest airport button on your 
GPS and go straight there. You’re 
about to land, whether you have 
fuel or not. It’s a time to act, not 
troubleshoot. 

Let’s go back to the incident in 
the first paragraph. Few would dis-
pute the pilot’s negligence. Tech-
niques and good practices could 
prevent this from ever happening 
again. Unfortunately, with three 
incidents in five years, history leads 
me to conclude that it will again 
occur. Will it be you?




