
Blast from the past.  

Thought a revisit of this article [POPA Winter 2008] would be in order considering all the 

crazy weather that has been happening currently in 2019. 

I have removed all data that was included with the original but will add some updated info 

and a chart at the end of this revisit.  For reference you can find the original article at the 

POPA website. 
 

 

Murphy hops a ride or can I (you) fly the PC-12 without some 

of our “goodies”.     By John Morris  
 

 On a late November flight out of Central Florida to the heart of Texas I discover that the 

RDR 2000 has decided to take the remainder of this mission and the rest of its life apparently, off. 

Not a problem, since the pre-flight weather brief indicated a mostly clear, uneventful flight 

westbound plus I had the Nexrad/Metars information on the MFD. At least, I thought I did until 

after pushing lots of buttons I discovered that the previous owner had canceled the service 

without informing yours truly. So Murphy is on board. 

 The next day, a Friday, I was to head to Bermuda Dunes - Palm Springs, CA to pick up a 

passenger and return to Texas the following day. Friday morning was spent trying to find a 

replacement RDR 2000. If successful in locating one within 4 states that could replace the unit by 

the end of day, I was there and would proceed to California the next day. NOT! I can feel 

Murphy chuckling. At least I was able to renew the XM service for the aircraft.  

Oh, did I mention the weather forecast for Palm Springs? Just about the only weather in the 

country was going to be along my route of flight with the first significant Low of the young 

winter season developing, of all places, to the south-southwest of Palm Springs traveling 

northeast, eventually crossing the entire country (see snapshot of day). Since I spent the entire 

morning trying to find a replacement RDR unit I would be not be departing until around 1:30pm 

(CDT). Even at this late date of the year flying along the southern part of the US, in the 

afternoon, you have to expect the possibility of build-ups and isolated T-Storms. Normally, the 

rainfall in southern California is minimal for this time of year, but the forecast called for the 

possibility of heavy rain showers throughout the entire southern California region. At least this 

was not a “tight” low, meaning at the lower levels winds were not going to be a big factor and 

there was not a great expectation for T-storms. Yeah, right (I think Murphy just booked an aisle 

seat-second row). 

Westbound I “fired” up the Nexrad/Metars to monitor the weather along my route and 

destination. I am observing the sit map (MFD) for my trip when the Nexrad display completely 

clears. What the? About 5 minutes later the display returns, indicates for about 1.5 – 2 minutes, 

and then completely clears again! Murphy just moved to the aft facing seats. This would continue 

for the remainder of this flight and the next until I figured it out. Of course since I am heading 

westbound I have about a 45kt headwind so my planned time is just over 4 hours, which means I 

will be arriving at Palm Springs around 4:30pm (PDT). Also, since I was without my on-board 



radar I stayed in the clear as much as I could and wouldn’t you know it, the cloud cover and 

occasional light turbulence had me climbing to FL280 and staying IMC for most of the enroute 

until beginning the STAR into Palm Springs. 

The good news is that the Nexrad / Metars did work as an informational tool, long range 

tactical, like it should so I was able to see that the weather was somewhat deteriorating, meaning 

the rain was more frequent and as expected due to the time of day, starting to get heavier as I 

started the arrival. Still no signs of T-storm’s and the winds at the surface were around 10mph. 

Also, ATC was not reporting anything unusual towards the west and no complaints from the 

other drivers on frequency. The kind-of bad news is that now I am descending into a sea level 

airport surrounded by some nice, mid-size mountains. Desert airport, last day of November, 

what’s up with this? 

The STAR issued – SBONO ONE –DECAS transition, was nothing new (see plate). As I 

was descending to 11000’ I broke out for about 8000’, long enough to see the very gray, heavy 

cloud up ahead. Been there. So again, I review the Nexrad (when it displayed). Since this area is 

also a major corridor for inbounds to all of the major Southern California airports, asking to 

remain clear at a higher altitude is not going to happen. Passing 12000’ for 11000’ I was back in 

the soup.  

Approaching DECAS, I was handed of to SoCal approach. Part of the reason I elected to 

fly this mission was that when I arrived in the terminal area I would have some help with the 

weather picture since all (most?) of the approach radar sites are tied into the Nexrad system. Once 

I checked in, and when there was a break on freq. (busy area), I asked about maybe proceeding 

towards the Thermal VOR, about 10 miles east-southeast of my destination, to wait out a large, 

heavy rain (red) area that had showed on the MFD (the last display-update) over Dunes. The 

response was not what I had expected, but Murphy was asking to hop in the right seat. The 

controller said she has no weather display for this area. Swell. 

Why no [weather] radar? I will answer in the analysis. I’m busy right now! So it’s back to 

the really good old days! In the soup, over the mountains, scattered-heavy rain showers and 

besides vectors, the eyes have it. As I am approaching CLOWD, the MFD shows a large heavy 

(red) rain area over Thermal, just before the controller asks if I want to proceed to Thermal as 

requested. The previous red area from over Dunes is now possibly approaching CLOWD, and 

Dunes is still questionable. I am almost to the point of considering leaving the scene, except that I 

am in an area that you do not just leave. And again, no T-storms and significant winds reported. 

Not crazy about holding in possible heavy rain, but have several options for that as well - 

CLOWD, PSP, or the IAF - BIRGE. But really, Murphy does not get to come up and play. From 

listening to ATC and traffic, pre-brief of the weather systems/patterns, and some help (not 

needed) from the MFD [Terrain-EGPWS] I still have options. Fuel, ATC help and in this case as 

I was arriving at SBONO, about 15nm NE of Dunes, an inbound Learjet to Palm Springs Intl 

reported visual with Dunes at 2500’ (he was listening and helped out), so the controller cleared 

me direct to Dunes airport, and approved lower altitude nearer to Dunes because of terrain (in 

contact with terminal radar until 1500’ but no weather support). Made contact with the airport 

about 2 miles and 2000’ in light rain, landing uneventful. Next day, of course, was sunny, windy 



and cool. Note: The area received about 1/3 of their annual rainfall that afternoon and evening. It 

caused some local flooding and a 2 hour power outage. 

 

Analysis of this flight: 
 

Should I have gone? As a long time Instrument Instructor I have always told students 

that the best IFR pilot is the one that chooses to wait when in doubt. No flight is THAT important. 

I will not risk my life just because I am alone so any passengers on board should not make a 

difference but I will always discuss what’s ahead and if any concerns, cancel. For this flight the 

lack of the onboard radar, to me, was not a no-go decision based on the weather pre-brief 

(personal and professional) and my comfort with and knowledge of the capabilities of the PC-12. 

Weather Avoidance equipment is not an FAR issue in this case since the operation is Part 91 and 

not an MEL/MMEL requirement. 

Nexrad not working correctly, should I abort?  Datalink is a great tool. Having the 

Nexrad/Metars is very helpful. However, the Nexrad system, not the service providers, takes at 

least 4.5-5 minutes when the weather area intensifies, otherwise up to 10 minutes to send out a 

new display from its sites, then the time it takes to link to the MFD is the up to providers system 

and the time displayed on the MFD is from the provider, not the Nexrad system. That means that 

the “picture” we receive in the aircraft is several minutes old. The system has almost 100% 

coverage of the United States at 10,000’ Not very useful (and should not be considered that 

reliable) when you get up close and personal i.e. the Terminal Approach environment. I was 

receiving updates every 5 minutes so the system was in fact functioning; it just would not hold 

the picture for very long. Also, since I was descending into a “hole” inside a mountainous region 

the Nexrad information was not going to be that accurate at lower levels due to the mountains and 

radar site locations. I never intended, or expected, to use the MFD as my primary means of 

weather avoidance once I was in the descent/terminal phase of the flight. 

Why no weather radar support in the Terminal Approach area? ATC controllers 1
st
 

priority is traffic separation and additional services are on a workload basis. I incorrectly assumed 

that the approach controller would provide weather services. That is because I reside out of 

Central Florida and I have to admit to being spoiled by some additional radar services available in 

my home area. That service is the TDWR (Terminal Doppler Weather Radar), which is available 

at 45 major airports across the US (see map). As the name implies, this system is tied to the 

terminal area of that airport, takes a much greater slice of the immediate weather and supplies 

updates to the controllers every minute. From personal experiences I can attest to their “seeing” 

weather (gaps) that I cannot pick-up with the onboard radar. Of course we still have to use our 

judgment before committing to any recommendations, but this greatly helps. Note: If you 

attended the POPA conference you would have heard Bruce Landsberg, AOPA Air Safety 

Foundation, speak about the on-line courses at www.asf.org. This is where I got some of this 

info. Weather or not you attended (pun intended) you should visit this site for this and other info 

related to air safety. 

What other options were available? 1
st
: Fuel. Having the ability to divert 2 plus hours 

away is a major pre-requisite before committing to this type of flight, with or without the RDR. 

http://www.asf.org/


2
nd

: Even though it turned out that I was not to receive any weather radar support from the 

terminal controller, I still have the controller’s knowledge of the environment based on Pireps 

since the three airports are in the valley and most of the traffic is going to Palm Springs Intl via 

basically over-flying the other two airports on their approach. Notice that the controller did not 

set me up for the RNAV 28 initially but had me fly the entire arrival to SBONO intersection. 

That implies some possible local knowledge about current weather conditions more favorable to 

my destination. Dunes, by the way, has no weather reporting, but Jacqueline Cochran Regional 

(TRM-Thermal VOR) 9SE and Palm Springs Intl (PSP) 15NW do. 3
rd

: The PC-12. If I have to 

drive through some rain, maybe heavy, I am in a very good platform. Use the autopilot-no 

altitude hold, keep the airspeed below Vo, and Open the Separator, Ignition-ON and watch for 

altitude deviations-DOWN. I am IFR but if I have an altitude excursion, let it ride if up, but over 

the mountains and maybe only two thousand feet above (see CLOWD and SBONO), down is not 

good. But again, the weather reports were in my favor as to having severe downdrafts/updrafts, 

but take nothing for granted! ATC will see the altitude excursions.    

 

Present day:  

We now have much more available weather information then I had back in 07’.  

Beginning with improvements to the Nexrad system. Started in 2012 and called Dual 

Polarization, I simplified for this article; it has improved the forecasting associated with more 

severe weather events.  

Another very interesting “upgrade” to the National system is called Multi Radar Multi Sensor 

(MRMS). I think the name speaks for itself but you should go to this website 

https://mrms.nssl.noaa.gov/qvs/product_viewer to see/use this site. This is now part of my 

weather toolbox! 

Of course with the advent of mobile devices, such as the iPad, and apps such as Foreflight and 

Garmin Pilot plus the available ads-b portables we now have more redundant weather 

information within reach while airborne. I firmly believe all should (and I do) carry a portable 

ads-b when flying any long range missions when weather may be a factor. Stuff can happen to 

panel mounted equipment so be prepared.  

However, as I wrote in this article, as well as other weather related articles, all of the above 

weather information should be treated as long-range planning and the on-board weather radar is 

for up close and personal. 

 

What about improvements to the on-board radar? Offered for PC12’s the past two years is an 

upgraded version (Honeywell –for NG’s only) and a new Radar from Garmin. The only 

significant detail I believe mentioning is the ability to automatically remove ground clutter and 

auto-tilt. Very important if you care to be up close and personal with “fun” weather!! 

 

One last item: As I am submitting this article an airborne weather event had just recently occurred 

involving a Citation, at FL240, encountering turbulence during a cross-country flight. The pilot 

was aware of the turbulence possibility and briefed the passengers for seat belts. Upon 

approaching a squall line using his radar he requested a deviation. ATC was unable to comply, 

https://mrms.nssl.noaa.gov/qvs/product_viewer


even with several “urgent” requests. Subsequently the aircraft entered several bursts of severe 

turbulence causing a deviation/landing due to multiple broken bones to one of the passengers who 

had un-buckled their seat belt to assist another.  

Pilot did “some” proper weather steps but ultimately, my opinion, failed to take the most 

important step, turning away from the weather when ATC could not comply with request! 

Declare if necessary, deviate to another airport because of fuel state, but the PIC has the final say, 

not ATC!! As I teach, No such phrase as “NEED TO GET THERE”  

 

“A Safe Pilot is Always Learning” 

 

John Morris 

ACFT Services 

www.acftservices.com  

 
 Final notes: If anyone cares – the issue with the datalink [XM] weather from the Nov. 07’ 

flight was resolved when two days later, with clear weather, I discovered a timing error 

from the satellite to the receiver of a couple of seconds! Manually corrected it and yea! 

Manufacturer corrected the fault, for all possibly affected units, a few months later. 

 I have been carrying a copy of the TDWR radar sites chart with me since writing the 

original article, just in case  
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