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To its credit the aviation green paper alludes to greater involvement of the community in situations where aviation might impact on safety or amenity.  In future this involvement is said to be derived through dialogue and greater involvement of local councils.  However there is no specific scope or outcome attached to what is essentially a vague notion of community consultation.
The green paper suggests that there should not be undue regulatory impediments on aviation which is a clear go signal for the proliferation of aviation.  In contrast there are no stop signals for aviation proliferation, particularly where it might impact on issues of safety and amenity.  The later might be considered an unfortunate consequence of “the greater good of the community” for facilities which provide essential services like Melbourne and Sydney airports.  There are however general aviation facilities which are not greater good operations and it would make sense for the dynamics to be different.  
General aviation facilities can be responsible for significant aircraft movements like the Moorabbin Airport (operated by the Moorabbin Airport Corporation: MAC). It was remarkable that the green paper made references to other general aviation airports but did not once mention Moorabbin which can be one of the busiest in Australia and the Southern Hemisphere.
There are a number of general aviation facilities like Moorabbin which exist largely because of recreational and training flights and they are only marginally viable from an aviation perspective.  These businesses are now revelling in property development and lease revenue from such things as clothing stores and supermarkets adjoining the runways.  MAC brick-walls its aviation lease by putting more aircraft into the skies but it has stated that it has no particular imperative for the amenity or safety of the surrounding community. 

The operators of general aviation facilities like Moorabbin Airport leased access to very large tracts of valuable land with full realisation that they would have to be part of a community.  They understood that the facilities supported only marginal aviation activities and they were not given reason to become enthused by the possibility of unbridled land development.  The original lease prices for the sites reflected these realities.
The Moorabbin airport is about to release a revised Master Plan which will talk about almost doubling aircraft movements at the airport.  Under the green paper, and in practical terms, how will the outcome of community consultation be improved and what role will Councils assume in reviewing such plans?  If the green paper can be specific enough to recognise such things as continuous descent flight paths as a method of protecting the environment then should there not also be mention of specific indices of sustainable management, goals for community partnerships, guidelines for social responsibility and genuine backstop protection for the minimum interests of the community as an important stake holder.
There is no shortage of space in the sky! Give the space between 1000 feet and 40,000 feet to the aircraft.  Then give a greater say to the community in relation to what happens between 0 and 1000 feet.  Recognise that homes do not have mobility like planes.  That section of the flight which occurs when an aircraft is in airspace between 0 and 1000 feet is of short duration for any given flight.  In contrast the same section of flight can be a continuous daily experience for homes under flight paths or near the airports.  
Presently there is nothing to be gained by MAC, Air Services Australia or CASA listening to specific community perspectives.  For example the inconvenience of closing one of the seven approach routes to Moorabbin airport would have minimal impact on any given aircraft movement but it would immediately and profoundly raise the amenity of a prized coastal corridor.  The departure and approach paths of the aircraft currently involve much circling and backtracking in all flying conditions so there is no pragmatic requirement for seven approaches.  In addition there are logical industrial and green corridors far better suited than the coastal corridor to such dense aircraft activity.  It is not clear how the green paper proposes to practically make a difference to these sorts of community observations and suggestions.  At the moment communities directly affected by airports feel that they are a part of aviation rather than aviation being part of the community. 
By way of another example, if I wanted to buy some small out of service fighter jets for joy rides along the coastline adjoining the Moorabbin airport I am pretty certain that MAC would not deny me permission to set up business at the aerodrome. MAC has made no secret of its ongoing attempts to serenade just about any commercial operator who might consider using the facility.  As the proposed operator of the jet joy rides I don’t have to worry about speaking to the community, Council, State Government or even Federal Government because my commercial freedoms are already implicit in the Airport Master Plan. It seems that the only change to this situation under the green paper might be a little nonspecific community dialogue.  There is no suggestion that the dialogue would impinge in any way on my aviation interests or that the exercise would require me to facilitate alignment of the interests of the various stakeholders.

In this joy riding example, it would cost me less than a thousand dollars per year to park each jet at the aerodrome and only a couple of dollars to take off and land.  I could fly the jets at only a few hundred feet over homes between the airport and the bay because it is in a controlled zone and there are no altitude regulations.  Once the jet reached the beach I could turn left and fly for a few more kilometres over the sand at just a couple of hundred feet until I reached the edge of the control zone,  then I could nudge the plane seaward 300 metres and continue my flight along the coast.  My return journey would be similar. I could have several dozen flights per day over the roof tops of the same homes because MAC has made provision for more than 12,000 jet movements per year in its current Master Plan and will surely increase this in its revised plan.  I could even fly two or three jets in formation over Kingston homes.  I could conduct the whole sightseeing exercise at 500 feet or less without breaking any regulations and with no accountability to the community.  In this example CASA would have no reason to intervene and neither would Air Services Australia.  The local Council couldn’t do anything and EPA regulations wouldn’t apply and of course MAC would explain that it was only concerned about the jets when they were on the ground at the aerodrome.  It might be said that this example is extreme and unlikely to happen, yet it is exactly the activity model being employed by current helicopter operators at the Moorabbin Airport.
What other commercial enterprise is provided with such irrational business freedoms?  If in the above example if I wanted to do mock battle dives with my jets over the homes in the area I would simply increase my altitude to 5000 feet and even this would be a voluntary fly neighbourly gesture.  All the while I would be less than a kilometre from hundreds of square kilometres of virtually uninhabited Port Phillip Bay over which I would have almost no impact on residential amenity – but of course it wouldn’t be quite as interesting for my paying customers. 

Not even the impact on noise amenity would constrain my jet joy rides.  There are no noise measuring  devices anywhere near Moorabbin airport and in any case the MAC noise forecasts are based on projections of aircraft type and movements over many years and have nothing to do with acute residential noise exposure.
Acceptable levels of safe general aviation can coexist with the community but there has to be authentic and outcomes based consultation, greater transparency of information and better checks and balances on aircraft movements.  At the moment it is not mandatory for aircraft to use their transponders which makes a mockery of the recently launched Air Services Australia Webtrak and it can make it virtually impossible for the public to identify an aircraft which is breaching civil aviation regulations and then compile a complaint which CASA is prepared to investigate.
General aviation is no more lucrative or worthy of special consideration than the recreational boating industry.  Yet in stark contrast the community has far more sensible checks and balances on what is acceptable for noisy, powerful or potentially dangerous marine craft and operators.  Meanwhile the jet plane rides, helicopter sightseeing and formation flying over the homes of thousands of City of Kingston residents can continue unconstrained and with the potential of significant increases and with no practical recourse for residents.  Shouldn’t the green paper deal with this commercial aberration at least from the point of view of including some practical measures which will protect the safety and amenity of local communities?
There is no point giving communities the opportunity to ineffectually talk about aviation problems while the activity continues to increase with no changes to operating parameters and no guidelines for the recognition of social responsibilities and the protection of community amenity.  These issues should have been priorities and better articulated in the green paper, particularly for the non-essential general aviation airports.
Sincerely
Craig Williams
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