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Biologists for hire sell opinions
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Guilty plea in 2008 fatal Weaverville copter crash

Steven Dubois
THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

PORTLAND, Ore. — An
Oregon man has pleaded
guilty to fraud in connection
with the deadliest helicopter
crash involving working fire-
fighters in U.S. history.

Levi Phillips, 46, of Grants
Pass faces up to 20 years in
prison when he is sentenced in

April. As part of a plea deal, he

tion was given to pilots who
had to calculate the maximum
payload capacity during fire-
fighting operations.

The Aug. 5, 2008, crash near
Weaverville, Calif,, killed the
pilot, a Forest Service safety
inspector and seven firefight-
ers with Grayback Forestry of
Merlin. The co-pilot and three
firefighters were hurt. Wit-
nesses said the helicopter took
off more slowly than normal

agreed to testify against anoth- - before clipping trees and then
er man, 42-year-old Steven - crashing into a hillside.
Metheny of Central Point. A National Transportation

Phillips was the director of *

maintenance for Carson Heli-
copters Inc., reporting directly
to Metheny, a former vice
president.

Prosecutors say that when
the U.S. Ferest Service solicited
bids for helicopters to*be used
in firefighting operations,

Metheny submitted proposals .

with  altered - performance
charts and falsified weight-and
balance records. Then, after

| winning the $20 million con-

tract, the incorrect informa-

Safety Board investigation
showed the Sikorsky S-61N
helicopter weighed more than

19,000 pounds when pilots

tried to take off from a moun-

" taintop - clearing during the

Iron 44 wildfire in Shasta-
Trinity National Forest. If For-
est Service guidelines had
been .followed, investigators
said, the weight shouldn’t have
exceeded 15,840 pounds.

Phillips pleaded guilty
Monday guilty in US. Dis-
trict Court in Medford to a

single charge of defrauding
the Forest Service.

Metheny remains charged
with 22 counts of mail and
wire fraud, making false state-
ments to the Forest Service,
endangering the safety of air-
craft in flight, and theft from
an interstate shipment.

A Portland jury ruled last
year that a problem with an
engine was responsible for the
crash. Jurors reached their
verdict after the pilot who sur-
vived and the widow of the
one who was killed sued Gen-
eral Electric for $177 million,
alleging the company knew
the engines it made for the
Sikorsky S-61N helicopter had
a design flaw.

Metheny’s trial is scheduled
to start March 4, His attorney,
Steven L. Myers, said Tuesday
they will “aggressively defend
the case” © .

The attorney said he’s going
through thousands of pages of
discovery in a case made more
complex by the length of
time between the crash and

the criminal charges.

Myers said he was aware
that Phillips has agreed to tes-
tify against his client.

“It’'s going to be interesting
to see exactly what he says,
given that we have a plethora
of depositions where he’s
denied the allegations that
sort of comprise the charges
against him,” Myers said. “He’s
been under oath before, and
I'm not sure what he’s going to
say now.” .

Relatives of the victims were
glad to see someone accept
responsibility.

Nina Charlson’s 25-year old
son, Scott Charlson, was one
of the firefighters killed.
Charlson told the Mail Tri-
bune she is grateful that
Phillips, who created the false
charts, admitted his part in
the scheme.

“Our one big hope is that
this changes things,” Charlson
said. “We don’t want history to
repeat itself — the mess that
greed has caused.”




