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January 12, 2022 

Docket Operations, M-30; U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) 
1200 New Jersey Avenue, SE, Room W12-140, West Building Ground Floor 
Washington, DC 20590-0001. 

Re: 14 CFR Parts 61 and 68 [Docket No.: FAA-2021-1040; Notice No. 22-02] RlN 
2120-ALSl Medical Certification Standards for Commercial Balloon Operations 

Gentlemen and Gentlewomen, 

My interest in hot air ballooning started in 1966 when I was a freshman in high 
school.learned my Commercial Pilot Lighter-Than-Air Free Balloon certificate in 
1973. I have worked as professional balloonist. However, most ofmy activity has 
been sport ballooning. I have built and certified four experimental hot-air balloons. 
I've earned a FAA repairman's certificate for balloons. I was awarded the Balloon 
Federation of America's Ed Yost Master Pilot Award. This award is given in 
recognition of 40 consecutive years of exceptionally safe balloon flying. I have also 
earned the Wright Brothers Master Pilot award. This award is given by the Federal 
Aviation Administration "In recognition of your 50 years of exemplary aviation 
flight experience, distinguished professionalism, and steadfast commitment to 
aviation safety." 
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The hot air balloon I first trained on had a volume of 21,000 cubic. At that time the 
typical hot air balloon size was 56,000 cubic. The maximum size hot air balloon then 
had a displacement of 105,000 cubic feet, and it could carry five people at most. 

During the last SO-plus years, the typical size and maximum size of hot air balloons 
have changed. The maximum size of hot air balloons has grown to 2.6 million cubic 
feet. The typical size depends on the application. 

Most sport balloons today have a volume of 56,000 - 90,000 cubic feet. There has 
been a gradual shift towards the larger end of that interval. Typically they are flown 
solo or with 2-3 passengers. The relatively small mass of a balloon in this size range 
makes them agile and fun to fly. 

Some record-setting hot air balloons have been extremely large. The Atlantic Flyer, 
the only hot air balloon to cross the Atlantic Ocean, had a volume of 2.3 million cubic 
feet. The Pacific Flyer, the only hot air balloon to cross the Pacific Ocean, had a 
volume of 2.6 million cubic feet. 

Over the years, the equipment used by companies that specialize in selling hot air 
balloon rides has changed. The size of their hot air balloons (and the number of 
passengers carried in a single balloon) has increased dramatically. Most hot air 
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balloons that are 120,000 feet up to 750,000 cubic feet are used only for balloon 
ride businesses. Balloons in this size range can carry from 6 up to 32 passengers 
with only one pilot. This allows balloon ride businesses the opportunity to generate 
a large profit with a single balloon ride. 

This NPRM is motivated by the dramatic increase in the passenger-carrying capacity 
of ride hot air balloons and commensurate increase in responsibility. This is where 
there is the potential for a large loss of life in a single accident. An example of this 
increase in, and dereliction of, responsibility is the July 30, 2016 Lockhart, Texas 
balloon accident. All 15 passengers and pilot, Alfred "Skip" Nichols, were killed 
when the balloon stuck power lines. The NTSB investigation concluded that Mr. 
Nichols made a poor decision to take off under that morning's weather conditions. 
Other balloonists present decided not to take off because of the low visibility and 
low clouds. The NTSB also found evidence that Mr. Nichols had taken inappropriate 
medications prior to flight. 

I agree that large commercial passenger balloons need more oversight as opposed 
to a sport balloon pilot with a commercial license who flies as an avocation and may 
occasionally carry a few passengers for hire. 

Your rulemaking need not conflate the responsibilities and risks of a large-scale 
commercial hot air balloon ride business with those of light commercial ballooning 
that involve few passengers. You can target precisely what needs fixing. I would 
suggest that the rule focus directly on the number of passengers carried. The rule 
could be phrased as follows: 

Commercial balloonists conducting operations for hire that involve carrying three or 
more passengers must hold a second-class medical certificate. 

This language would align balloon regulations with glider regulations. On page 21-
22 of the NPRM it is noted that, "While the medical certificate requirements in 
Sections 61.3(c)(2) and 61.23(b} do not apply to both balloons and gliders, the FM is 
not proposing to extend the second-class medical certification requirement described 
in this NPRM to commercial glider operations at this time. Due to the limited 
passenger carrying capacity of gliders, 37 the FAA has not identified a safety risk basis 
for imposing similar medical certification requirements on glider operations." 
Footnote 37 provides further guidance on the carrying capacity of gliders: "37G/iders 
are typically limited to a capacity of 1-2 passengers in addition to the pilot in 
command." 

It is clear from this discussion that the concern is the number of passengers who 
may be at risk. Although balloons can be scaled up more easily than gliders, there 
are many small balloons that can only carry a few passengers. Using my suggested 
language, you can aim precisely at that concern without collaterally affecting 
operations that involve: 1-2 passengers, advertising flights, or flight instruction. 
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Finally, I would suggest allowing a minimum period of one year from adoption of the 
new rule to its implementation. Six months' lead-time may be insufficient to adapt to 
a substantial rule change. 

Sincerely, 

� S)j, 
David G. Robinson 
Pilot Certificate Number: 2212313 
Repairman Certificate Number: 3731797 
659 Potter Avenue 
Half Moon Bay, CA 94019 


