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09. February 2012
OPINION

The poor are allowed to die
In recent months headlines have been full of major accident reports involving buses, school buses and mini-buses taxis where at times in one accident twenty or more people died. Those vehicles and their drivers would all fall into the category of Commercial Passenger Road Transport (CPRT). 
I have been a private pilot for 47 years with thousands of accident-free flying hours to my credit. The circumstances detailed above, made me reflect on the situation around private and recreational pilots. The environment they operate in is so controlled and regulated by the state that one would believe, compared to CPRT private pilots operate on a different planet.
Whenever the state gets involved in activities of citizens, one should expect “balance” or “even-handedness” and in terms of measures imposed “proportionality”. The SA Civil Aviation Authority has its own department in the ministry of transport. I fail to see a similar department, dealing with CPRT in the same ministry.
Let’s start with the medical examination. A private pilot has to undergo annually (bi-annually for younger pilots) a medical examination. What purpose does it serve? Why would a bus or taxi driver involved in CPRT not requested to do the same? Where is the balance? A pilot suffering a heart attack with three passengers on board will certainly condemn them to death. Two vehicles with two occupants each approaching each other at 120km/h and one of the drivers suffering a heart attack, causing a head-on collision will have the same effect. Four people are dead. What is the difference?

Where is the proportionality? How many pilots caused accidents due to a heart attack or that they did not see the other plane in the air? Why not to leave it to the individual to see to his own health, in the same way as this is done in relation to private drivers of cars and all the drivers involved in CPRT? One can almost not understand that this major difference in approach is housed in the same ministry.
In case of an aircraft accident, the CAA is quick to investigate and try to establish the cause, in order to make recommendations so that such an accident may be avoided in the future. What happens in the case of a bus accident where twenty pupils are killed at one time? What rules and regulations are then put in place? 
Yes, I hear my fellow pilots arguing that aviation should not lower their standards because another part of the transport sector is not regulated. This comes down to the question “who is against peace” or “who is for global warming”, which justifies every action in the name of safety. This is not the point. The issue is the involvement of the 
state, which seems to have singled out a small group of mostly above average educated and - as a result of their training more safety conscious individuals - who require “controlling”. It is all about balance in a society. In all my years as a pilot I have never seen a drunken pilot entering a plane. Can we say the same for bus and taxi drivers?

I maintain that – unless someone with the statistical facts proves me wrong – in one year more people are killed in CPRT accidents in South Africa than in Private Aviation (excluding the airlines and commercial charter operators) in the last one hundred years of its existence. If in the corporate world an executive concentrated on 2% of his company’s problems and neglected the other 98%, he would be fired by the board in no time. Now in relation to all kinds of transport, what does this say about the competence of the minister and his staff?

Let’s move on to the bi-annual license renewal and the check flight which goes with it. A few years ago a requirement was introduced for a renewal check flight to be preceded by an oral examination of sort. Again it begs the question; how does this compare with the drivers involved in CPRT? Apart from numerous bogus drivers’ licenses, no similar examination to that which the private pilot is subjected to applies there. This is tantamount to harassing a small group of individuals. If the state gets involved, surely we can ask for balance.  
Let’s look at the Mandatory Periodic Inspection (MPI) of privately owned aircraft. If the compulsory 100 hours are exceeded by only one hour, the poor pilot has to beg the CAA for forgiveness cap in hand. How does this compare with the treatment of taxis and buses (in particular school buses) involved in CPRT? Which department in the ministry of transport regularly checks the roadworthiness of vehicles involved in CPRT or private vehicles for that matter? We even have the ridiculous system in this country that private vehicles never have to go through a roadworthiness check, if never sold to another owner. Why then private aircraft?
On my aeroplane, because it falls into the category of certificated aircraft, I am not even allowed to change a defective tyre myself! If there is such a problem and it occurs in a remote location, I have to get a certified engineer to fly in at great cost to do it for me. How does this compare to taxis and buses? Why can’t the airworthiness of aeroplanes not be left to be regulated between pilots and their insurance companies? Surely, if the state involves itself, private pilots can ask for balance.

The argument is, that the CAA operates on the basis of regulations and laws. Comparisons to international practices will even be cited. Why then do such regulations and laws not exist for everyone involved in CPRT? And when it comes to international best practices, I am aware how stiff the rules and regulations are for taxis and buses in for example, Germany. So, why not to copy these as examples of best practice? However, who would dare taking on the taxi industry in South Africa? It is much easier to single out a small minority of private pilots. We use the lame excuse, that many things cannot be implemented for political reasons. Private pilots do not accept this. Political meaning:= it does not make sense otherwise.
The government does not miss an opportunity to point out that it is pro-poor. Strangely enough, the poor of this country (and not the private pilots) are using CPRT on a daily basis – and die on a daily basis. It appears that the poor are allowed to die under the eyes of the ministry of transport, while one of the departments is too busy harassing a small and safety conscious minority under the banner of safety. The “drive alive” campaign for the general public is a joke and a waste of taxpayer’s money, if not backed by stiff regulations and, in particular, law enforcement for CPRT. 

When an airline pilot was appointed as head of the CAA, we all sighed with relief. At last somebody who understood aviation. In my opinion, it was the worst thing which could have happened to general aviation. The head of the CAA came from an airline, which for good reasons, is a highly regulated environment. To create many new regulations was not alien to him and with the increasing number of staff the CAA became more and more bureaucratic. No wonder that in his farewell address he pointed out that so much more should be done by more people. A person coming from a highly regulated environment also lacks the feeling to determine the juncture at which over-regulation begins.

The poor people of South Africa would be far better off if the staff of the CAA were halved and the other half used to establish a controlling body for CPRT. Sufficient bureaucratic experience is already available.

I mentioned the tightened measures during license renewal. My aeroplane requires a minor check and an oil change every 50 hours. For decades this was left to the pilot to perform. Not so long ago it has become mandatory that this be done by an Aircraft Maintenance Organisation (AMO). In the eyes of the CAA all private pilots must be regarded as technically illiterate. To add insult to injury: I have moved to the coast to a location where there is no AMO. It now takes me 9 flying hours there and back to have my 50h inspection done at an unreasonably high cost. I might as well stop flying. How does this compare to all which is done, or better not done, in the environment of CPRT?

I recently got a letter from the CAA, stating that an “exterior ramp inspection” did not lead to any “findings”. Do now CAA inspectors sniff around parked planes to find out whether a wing has broken off, or a propeller blade is missing? How does this compare to vehicles in CPRT? Who is sniffing around taxi ranks and is from the outside inspecting the roadworthiness of buses and taxis? Where is the balance?
Over the years I have seen my AMO increasingly being visited by inspectors of the CAA, tying qualified engineers to the desk to fill out reams and reams of paper for various inspection purposes. This contrasts with the declining number of qualified staff our AMO’s are able to find in this country. All pilots know that the probability of a problem is the highest, when the aircraft is returned to the pilot after an MPI. Like doctors and engineers, aircraft mechanics have left the country in droves. The state owned SAA has conveniently replaced many of the lost ones by recruiting (robbing) from the private sector. Here lurks the real safety issue of the years to come. 
The dearth of qualified mechanics cannot be compensated for by an increased number of inspectors. Quality of work cannot be inspected-in; it has to be achieved in the first place by qualified personnel. Here the Department of Transport is going about things the wrong way. When still operating in the corporate world, I was active at executive level in the Metal and Engineering Association. Here I witnessed the government-induced destruction of our apprentice training system, which was replaced be the ill-fated learnership system. The results were disastrous for the industry, not the least the aviation industry. 
To attempt to remedy this foolish policy with excessive controls and inspections is beyond my comprehension.
The present government does not stop talking about its involvement in the economy. This would be an excellent opportunity for it to re-introduce sense and create many jobs. Why does the government not reduce the bloated staff of the CAA and rather use the money to establish a state-run training facility for aircraft mechanics. The few existing mechanics will soon retire and will be lost to aviation with dire consequences for safety. As long as they are still around, one could use them as trainers in such a facility. The private sector would in all likelihood gladly donate old aircraft to be used as training material.  

The ill-fated pilots of the two Piaggio 166 aircraft which crashed into the mountains near Tzaneen, both had a valid medical and their aircraft valid MPIs. Bad decision making was the cause of this and many other accidents. Exactly the same poor decision making applies to most accidents in the CPRT. How then are private pilots seen as having the monopoly of making bad decisions hence requiring them to be controlled excessively by the state? They also seem to have the monopoly of bad training, faulty equipment and lack of responsibility. There is now other way to explain why so many state institutions are so concerned about their safety. 
The CAA has, on occasion expressed concern over the increased number of non-type-certificated aircraft in this country. This is no surprise, as many private pilots have just had enough of being harassed, while the people involved in CPRT get no attention. Also the cost burden has increased to an extent where many private pilots are driven out of aviation. I recently had to inform the CAA of a change of address. This set me back by R400. How does this compare to the cost of an address change for a private vehicle driver? The high cost is justified by the CAA on the basis that it has to recover these from a smaller group of people. But who in the first place took the decision, that this small group of private pilots needs a disproportionately high degree of control compared to CPRT?
In my opinion pilots should stand up and no longer accept that they are singled out as opposed to CPRT. They should mobilise and sit down with the minister (not the CAA) and discuss a way forward to bring back a balance. Private Aviation does not exist as an island in this country. Yes, there are some specifics to the activities of private pilots, but they have to be seen in the perspective of other spheres of traffic, in particular CPRT. Many safety aspects can be better dealt with in a decentralised fashion, e.g. at club level. More emphasis should be on the area in our society, where most people are killed – and this is not in Private Aviation. The minister should place more emphasis on the protection of the poor who are using CPRT. Private pilots in the main are responsible and mature individuals who can look after themselves.
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