New Operator’s Guidelines

It seems that most of the problems that classic jet owners have occur in the first few months of ownership. Whether it is flying the airplane or making certain the paperwork is properly completed, early in the ownership timeline seems to be when questions arise or potential violations surface. I’d like to share a perspective that offers some suggestions for avoiding these types of problems, first from the paperwork aspect then from the flying point of view.

Ramp Check Preparation

After working with numerous new owners of classic jets I discovered that sometimes pilots are uneasy about the possibility of having their aircraft documents reviewed by an FAA representative. Understandably, the consequences of such a meeting could result in an unpleasant circumstance—but only if you are unprepared or have incomplete or inaccurate documents. If you are prepared with the documents you need and have a positive view of the potential experience, you will experience a better outcome.

No different than if you get stopped for a burned out tail light in your car and begin cursing the officer who stopped you, you will set the wrong tone if you are condescending or exhibit an offensive demeanor. It is, of course the FAA’s job to periodically check aircraft records. And, no different than if you were driving an exotic vehicle, your airplane will, typically, attract the attention of law enforcement people. Don’t think you will be able to head out for the usual $100 hamburger to the local uncontrolled field and escape attention, particularly if you haven’t been there before. So, step one, expect some attention, from both onlookers and from your local FAA inspector. Each is curious and may be relatively unfamiliar with your aircraft.

Beginning with a positive attitude helps set the tone for any encounter you may have with the people responsible for enforcing regulations.

Documentation

Preparation for a ramp check necessitates: knowing the documents you need to carry, making them available in a accessible format, presenting them in an easy-to-find manner. The required documents most of us know but it is worth a review.

The same as any other aircraft, you must have available the aircraft Airworthiness Certificate and registration. Unless your airplane was certified by the FAA when it was manufactured, you will have an Experimental Airworthiness Certificate, which must be displayed in the aircraft. The registration also must be displayed in the aircraft.

New Airworthiness Certificate

When you purchased your aircraft and it was transferred to your Flight Standards District Office (FSDO) you were required to have that office approve your inspection program and your Operating Limits Letter (OLL). Usually these documents are approved and left unchanged (although it might be worth changing some of the more restrictive ones, eliminating the Day VFR Only limitation, for example). However, until these documents are reviewed by your FSDO, you may be out of compliance with regulations. Usually, you can fly the aircraft for 90 days after transferring it to the local area before the documents must be updated. 

What’s particularly important about this update process is the link between the Airworthiness Certificate and your Operating Limits Letter. The two act together as the authority to fly the aircraft. In other words, if your OLL is not approved the Airworthiness Certificate is not valid. In fact, you will get a new Experimental Airworthiness Certificate when the FSDO approves the OLL, issued from that local FSDO. They will give you a temporary one to use and then the FAA office in Oklahoma City will send you a final copy. Flying the aircraft without both in place violates the regulations because you do not have a valid Airworthiness Certificate. Plan ahead if you have an event to attend or plan to fly on a certain date. (See FAR 91.319.)

Parachutes

Most OLL require the aircraft to have parachutes on board the aircraft for pilot and passenger in two seat airplanes. When a regulation states chutes will be carried it means “approved” chutes and that they have been repacked and certified by certificated parachute rigger. Out of date chutes do not qualify as parachutes required for the OLL. They need to be repacked every 120 days and signed off or they are not legal. (See FAR 91.307.)

Even if your OLL doesn’t specify parachutes will be carried, you will need them if you operate the aircraft with more than 60 degrees of bank or 30 degrees of pitch (up or down). Many overhead patterns in jets sneak into that envelope so be aware of what you need. If you haven’t looked lately, look in that small pocket on the seat portion of the parachute (seat pack chutes) and dig out the forms.

Required Or Optional?

There are some items documenting your operation of your jet that you do not need to carry with you. However, they may prove to be handy, especially at airshows. Two documents come to mind: 1) the sign off for your annual condition inspection (although often given the euphemism “annual,” it is not the same as an annual inspection on a certified aircraft); and 2) the pitot-static check sign off. Although only required for airplanes that will fly under IFR, the pitot-static check, if performed, needs to be documented in the aircraft logs. I usually photocopy both the annual condition inspection and the pitot-static check entries in the aircraft log and make them available if the inspector wants to see them.

Even though an inspector cannot insist that you show the condition inspection and pitot-static it avoids a delay or higher level examination of your aircraft later. You decide.

Airshow Book

 If you intend to fly to airshows it’s nice to organize the required documents and save yourself time when it comes to an inspection. If you have spoken to me or read some of the previous columns you know I recommend an “airshow book.” Even if you never intend to fly to airshows it can be a convenient way to organize your documents. Plus, it avoids all the time and trouble to  drag out all the original documents, which you may want to keep in your possession. All that it consists of is a notebook (three ring binder) that contains copies of all the documents that an inspector would want to see. I divide it into the following sections:

I. Licenses

II. Registration/Ops Limits

III. Log Sign-Offs

IV. Parachutes

V. Weight and Balance

VI. TSA Form

In the License section I have a copy of my license and medical (and LOAs if you haven’t converted them yet). The Experimental Airworthiness and Operating Limits Letter accompany the registration certificate in the second section. Then copies of the pages in the log showing the annual condition inspection and pitot-static check sign-offs appear in Section III. The documentation for your parachutes in the next section and a signed weight and balance report in Sections IV and V. I include the faxed TSA form that authorizes VFR instruction in a jet in the next section. If you do not have one and you instruct in your jet you will need to contact the TSA in Washington to get the application. (Lot’s of info on the CJAA website on it or contact me and I will get you the form.)

A couple of times I have been asked to produce original documents instead of copies from the airshow book but the remainder of times I have been inspected (dozens) the book saved me and the inspector time. Also, as a few of them commented, it looks like you know what you are doing when you are organized.

Don’t be surprised what you may encounter in questions or assertions. I have heard many odd things requested (annual weight and balance report?) and been able to resolve all uncertainties in those few case where the inspector may not be any more familiar with the documents required for the jet than you on your first flight. Know what you are responsible for is the most important thing. Then, work with the inspectors and they will work with you.

Flight Operations

Despite the higher quality of checkouts I am seeing today, with approved ground schools and real practical test standards from the Experimental Aircraft Examiners, there are some suggestions I would offer to new operators. Though you are not a test pilot and you have flown the airplane to a level of proficiency suitable for a rating, some aspects of jet operations still can be a challenge.

The first I see is currency. Many good pilots become rusty when they don’t fly. Even if you are flying an airliner four days a week, it’s not the same. I remember when I only flew about 20 hours a month in fighter type airplanes in the military and I felt out of practice. And like most of us, that was a lot of years ago. Now, I average fifteen or more hours in the jets and I feel just comfortable enough to lead four-ship formations at airshows, go to strange fields for lunch and teach acro. If the plane is down for a week or two, I can tell I am off a bit. How often do you fly?

Flying frequently is one more insurance policy. Look at many of the accidents we have had and you’ll see infrequent flyers who do not know their airplane systems and performance envelopes. Though the FAA has been reasonable in permitting 180-day currency (three take-offs and landings) for these airplanes, that is the minimum standard, for very experienced pilots. Flying more often is better for both the pilot and the airplane. They both work better with frequent use.

These airplanes are not trophy yachts to be displayed and then blast around the pattern with a friend once a quarter.

Another weak spot that I see is pilots, who fly well in most cases, unfamiliar with the airplane’s performance in changing conditions: wet runways, high temperatures, lower visibilities. For the most part, new formation pilots (FAST card) I have flown with are reasonably cautious and stay within their comfort level. The casual formation pilot (“no time to get a FAST card”) can represent a risk that you may not wish to face. Glamour and glory aside, this is a dangerous activity if not conducted within the prescribed limits of safety.

Planning to cross the US in an airplane you have less than 10 hours in is another scary proposition I have discouraged. Go with an instructor is my suggestion for any flight that you are not completely comfortable flying.

Although every one of the jets I have flown offer high performance fun and downright thrills, every once in a while I like to fly around in slow flight and practice stalls, unusual attitude recoveries and simulated flameout  (SFO) landings. Do you know exactly how far your jet will glide from 10,000 feet; know the best glide speed; practiced an SFO or engine-out lately?

Keeping the documents up to date and yourself current will help preserve this special right we have to fly these jets, as in no other country in the world.

