National Aviation Policy Green Paper
Response

“Australia’s aviation industry is essential to the development of the nation’s economy.” “Addressing the shortage of pilots, aircraft engineers …”
“Ensuring that a vibrant general aviation industry is able to prosper as the nurturing ground for future commercial pilots and aviation workers.”
“The Green Paper outlines the Government’s proposals to deliver against these objectives”.
These key statement taken from the Executive Summary give rise to an expectation that at last there is going to be a change in the relationship between the aviation industry and the Government of the day.  They give rise to an expectation that Green Paper might be the beginnings of the deliverance of General Aviation (GA) from the malaise into which it has slipped in the last twenty plus years.  Regrettably such is not the case.  The Green Paper recommendations tinker at the edges failing to take that crucial step forward to engage fully with the industry in a fashion that is sustainable without being stifling.  Yes, there are good points but too often there is only repetition and rhetoric with little substance or progress.
My particular concern lies in the flight training sector, however many of the following comments apply equally to the training of engineers and air traffic controllers.
To quote again from the Paper: “The general aviation industry also plays an important support role for the wider industry through the training of commercial pilots ...”
The training role of GA goes beyond that of being merely important.  Without the pilot training provided through GA there would not be an aviation industry in this country.  We do not have the military to airline progression that is present elsewhere, nor do we have the level of ‘professional pilot training’ that exists in some other regions.  For Australia the training of pilots both private and professional is resident in the GA sector and unless there is a concerted move to either introduce some other training option or support the existing system we will inevitably arrive at the point where there are simply insufficient pilots to meet the need.  The reality of this was clearly apparent during the recent global shortage of pilots as airlines, charter companies and a range of related operators within Australia sought to source qualified pilots from anywhere – including, in some instances, taking flying instructors from those Flight Training Operator’s (FTO’s) responsible for the training of the airlines own cadets.
The depth of the shortage was evident from the number of FTO’s seeking flight instructors from outside the country as the airlines lured an increasing number of the local instructors away from the training sector – it was not just the airlines that were making use of the 437 Visa.  Anecdotal evidence indicates that during that time a number of flying training operators ceased to function and numerous larger operators experienced training delays that were unprecedented all due to a lack of instructional staff.  Larger operators undertook measures not previously experienced on a wide scale including:
· The provision of scholarships to encourage aspirants to undertake instructor training with the lure of an airline placement after a set period of instructional duties (instructing the sponsoring airlines cadet pilots);

· Airlines returning ‘line pilots’ to instructional duties with selected flying training operators (again directed to training the airlines cadet pilots);

· Rigorous recruitment campaigns particularly in New Zealand and South Africa (with some rumoured to have gone as far afield as Eastern Europe);
· Regional airlines recruiting pilots with bare commercial licences, instrument rating not required although desirable; and

· Regional airlines taking pilots over 60 years of age.

In many respects these measures could be seen as being positives and indicative of a reasonable and growing future for GA – but that is not the case as much of the benefit has not and will not flow to the local industry as the main focus for these measures, other than those for regional airlines, were directed towards the provision of training for international cadet pilots.  Whilst this is a valuable source of foreign exchange and an important export initiative there is minimal flow on to locally directed training.  Indeed there is a case for the view that a focus on training for foreign airlines has a detrimental effect as it attracts locally trained instructors away domestic training. 
If GA is to provide flight training sufficient to meet even the basic long term needs of the industry in Australia, and sustain the current levels of foreign training, there are two factors which must be addressed:
1. The financial burden of flight training; and

2. The recurrent shortfall in flight instructor numbers.

As noted in the Green Paper continued reliance on the willingness of individuals, and their parents, to meet the high cost of training is neither strategic nor is it sustainable in a tightening economic climate.  Failure to address the financial burden will inevitably lead to a shrinking, and aging, work force with the associated reduction in the delivery of air services in particular to rural and remote communities which are already facing significant loss of amenity.  To use the current economic situation as an excuse to avoid addressing long term work force issues would be both poor politics and equally poor strategic planning.  
Although an improvement in the responsiveness of CASA and improved planning arrangements at airports will benefit GA neither of these measures presented as Government priorities in the Green Paper will have a major or lasting impact on the viability of GA.  Equally, Government handouts, whilst welcomed and undoubtedly heartening, will not act to develop any real long term benefit for the industry.
There are however, measures which would have both an immediate and a long term impact on GA.  A measured, and more readily available, extension of the extant FEE-Help system would have double benefit as it would provide direct financial support to pilot trainees thus increasing trainee numbers and consequently providing a much needed financial stimulus to the training sector.  The FEE-Help available to the training sector currently through the VET system is not satisfactory as there are few if any flying training operators who have been successfully in obtaining access.  Clearly such a funding scheme requires entry control and ongoing monitoring if it is to avoid the issues faced by New Zealand when they introduced a similar scheme.  Monitoring (through surveillance and audit) can be provided by the existent VET system in conjunction with CASA, however entry control should be provided by the industry.
A functional means of entry control could be achieved through the use of ‘selection procedures’ akin to those employed by the airlines, or the implementation of ‘selection/screening’ scheme similar to that provided in the UK by the Guild of Air Pilots and Air Navigators (GAPAN).  An extension of this type of approach involving the airlines could also provide a measure of career progression and be utilized to encourage newly qualified pilots to become flight instructors for designated periods of time with participating flight training operators.  The appeal of such an approach is that there are benefits for all parties:

· The Government as their financial support is ‘protected’ by way of the entry control;
· A secondary benefit should also flow from a greater level of stability in the training sector;

· The industry through a better level of stability and the opportunity for the application of greater levels of standardization utilizing the already existing CASA Flight Training and Testing scheme;

· The provision of a steady supply of flight instructors will ensure that the industry remains viable;

· Trainee pilots benefit through the provision of financial support for their training; and

· The industry would not be relying on Government handouts as continued success is still dependent on the delivery of quality training at a reasonable cost.

Perhaps the most significant aspect of such an approach is that all the elements, and the necessary participants, are readily available as is the industry expertise required to develop and manage the process.

Finally, there are some areas of the ‘Industry Skills and Productivity’ chapter which give rise to some concern.
In the area of Defence and civil qualifications there would seem to be little need for more than is already in place as this excerpt from the CASA website shows:
“The Civil Aviation Regulations (CAR) provide for Australian Defence Force (ADF) flight crew to be exempt from certain specific requirements for a licence such as exams and flight tests if they hold or have held a pilot qualification which is deemed to be at least equivalent to the licence sought.”  
The Aviation Training Package announced in early 2008 introduced nothing that was new as CASA licensing requirements have been aligned with the national training/qualification framework for a number of years.  In addition there has, to date, been little if any evidence of any flow through to aviation of the dollars or ‘placements’ presented under the umbrella of the Productivity Places Program.
The provision of funding to a single ‘Aviation High School’ in Brisbane will have a minimal effect across the other states.  At the secondary education level there is already a viable option in place in Western Australia – Aviation Studies have been available at a number of Secondary Schools in that state since the 1970’s.
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