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FOREWORD

This Report arose from a decision by the Expenditure
Committee to enquire into allegations made by Mr Dick Smith
concerning
the alleged
incompetence
of the Department
of
Aviation. The Report is about one particular case study - the
Darling Harbour helicopter landing site. The Committee thanks
Mr Smith and the other individuals and organisations who have
made submissions to this Inquiry. We would also like to thank all
the witnesses who gave evidence in Sydney, Cairns and Canberra.
As Chair of the Sub-committee, I would like to thank my
fellow Committee members, for the time and effort spent on this
inquiry. Thanks are also due to the Secretary of the Committee,
Mrs Sue Harlow, and the other Inquiry staff.
The Committee appreciated the co-operation of many
officers from the Department of Aviation. We are especially
grateful to Mr Leon Norsworthy and Mr George Grunbaum.
The detailed work involved in the investigations and
reporting on the Darling Harbour issue will provide'a strong base
from which the Committee can pursue the broader issues presented
in the many submissions to this inquiry. While the Darling
Harbour helicopter landing site is now closed* our examination
has revealed deficiencies and inconsistencies in the Department's
decision-making procedures,, which warrant further consideration
in our final report.

Ros Kelly, M.P.
Sub-committee Chairman
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LIST OF RECOMMENDATIONS
Recommendation 1

The
Committee
recommends
that
the
administrative arrangements be reviewed by
the Department of
Aviation within
the
framework of its existing administrative
structure. Particular attention should be
paid to:
(a)

communication between Central
and Regional Offices;

Office

(b)

distribution of
information
Central Office? and

within

(c)

communication
between
divisions
within
Central
Office
with
particular
attention
to
communication within and between the
Airports
Division
and
the
Flight
Standards Division (paragraph 3.3).

Recommendation 2:

The
Committee
recommends
that
the
Department of Aviation publish a document
which
clearly
explains
the
operational
design
criteria
and
the
licensing
procedures pertaining to all
types of
helicopter landing sites (paragraph 3.12).

Recommendation 3

The Committee recommends that a forum be
established
for
the
discussion
of
important matters affecting the helicopter
industry.
The
Committee
believes
that
the
development of this forum should originate
within the industry itself but that close
consultation
with
the
Department
of
Aviation
should
be
one
of
its
main
functions. The Committee would expect to
review the functioning of such a forum in
its final report (paragraph 3.33).

Recommendation 4:

The
Committee
recommends
that
the
Department of Aviation when issuing and
renewing Instruments of Authorisation for
helicopter landing sites should
specify
the types of use permitted from each site
and,
if
necessary, minimum
performance
characteristics
which
must
be
met
by
helicopters at each site (paragraph 4.13).

Recommendation 5:

The Committee recommends that the Flight
Standards
Division,
as
part
of
the
implementation of
its Flying Operations
and Standards Development Program, accord
a high priority to its stated objective of
dispensing
with
or
refining
all
operational
requirements
where
the
net
safety benefit is not commensurate with
the costs imposed on either the aviation
community
or
the
Department
(paragraph
4.30) .
ix

CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Terms of Reference

1.1
In December 1984, Mr Dick Smith produced a book with
the title of 'Two Years In The Aviation Hall of Doom1. In his
introduction Mr Smith wrote about his sense of frustration in
attempting to solve what he perceived as the serious problems
which existed in the Department of Aviation (DofA).
1.2

Mr Smith went on to say:
'
I am pressing for the positive, constructive
step of appointing an outside body to help the
Department by looking into its composition and
functions.*(1>

1.3
The House of Representatives Standing Committee on
Expenditure on 28 February 1985 decided to take up the challenge
of this inquiry at a time when public and media interest was
extensive. The terms of reference for this inquiry are:
To enquire into issues raised by Mr Dick Smith in
his recent publication 'Two Years In The Aviation
Hall of Doom' and matters relating to operational
regulatory
decisions
of
the
Department
of
Aviation.

Submissions
1.4
The inquiry was advertised nationally
on 29 and
30 March
1985 and
the public
responded with
800 formal
submissions, over 1000 additional letters and many telephone
calls.

1.5
Despite the fact that some of the correspondence to the
Committee was solicited by various organisations, the submissions
were a clear indication that all was not well in the Australian
aviation industry and in the industry 1 s relationship with the
DOf A.

1.6
As a result of the extensive range of submissions
received, the Committee now has over 5000 pages of information
available to i t . Many of the submissions were not confined to the
operational decisions of the DofA, but also contained perceptions
of the organisation as a whole and the various functions i t
performs.

Selection of the Case Study

1.7
In the months following the Committee's announcement of
i t s inqui ry, while submissions were being lodged with the
Committee, one particular case study examined by Mr Dick Smith in
Chapter 3 of his book continued to generate public controversy.
This case study centred on the Darling Harbour helicopter landing
site in Sydney. Mr Smith has alleged that the i n i t i a l approval o£
the landing s i t e by the Department and the subsequent decisions
concerning the s i t e were an example of
'gross departmental
incompetence' ^
and 'a personal feud between Central
Office
1
officials and the Regional Office o f f i c i a l s . ^ ) The Committee in
undertaking t h i s particular case study could t e s t the allegations
made and the involvement of the NSW Regional Office and Central
Office of the Commonwealth Department responsible for aviation
safety. This Department was known as the Department of Transport
when the s i t e was opened in 1979. The aviation functions of this
Department have since been regrouped in May 1982 into a new
department known as the Department of Aviation.

1.8
The Darling Harbour helicopter landing s i t e was located
at Berth No. 39. This Berth was included in the NSW State
Government's plans for the redevelopment of the whole Darling
Harbour environment. For this reason, the landing s i t e was
eventually closed down in August 1985 and operations were
transferred to a temporary site nearby at Piers 22 and 23r
Py rmont.
1.9
Prior to this closure, there was some doubt as to the
relocation site and whether or not Sydney would continue to have
a Central Business District (CBD) helicopter landing s i t e . No
doubt this uncertainty added to the general anxiety and anger
certain helicopter pilots and companies openly displayed toward
the DofA.
1.10
In order
to report to Parliament as quickly
as
possible, the Committee decided to choose the Darling Harbour
helicopter landing s i t e case study as i t could be readily
isolated from some of the aviation issues of a more general
nature. Our inquiry has therefore been i n i t i a l l y directed toward
the Darling Harbour helicopter controversy and an analysis of
Mr Smith's claims in Chapter 3 of his 'Two Years In -ihe Aviation
Hall Of Doom' book.

Report Objectives and Structure

1.11

The objectives of this report are to:
(a)

examine
the
facts
pertaining
to
the
construction and operation of the Darling
Harbour helicopter landing s i t e ;

(b)

determine the main factors which influenced
the Department's involvement in this case;

(c)

examine any deficiencies in the Department's
administrative procedures as applied to this
case
and
their
consequences
for
the
helicopter industry; and

(d)

make recommendations designed to overcome any
problems revealed in (c) above.

1.12
The history of the Darling Harbour helicopter landing
s i t e is detailed in Chapter 2 which includes some necessary
background information on the role and functions of the DofA and
a description of some aspects of helicopter flight.
1.13
In Chapter 3 the main factors which influenced the
Department's decision-making processes are examined. In this
chapter deficiencies in departmental procedures are identified.
This enables conclusions to be drawn regarding remedial actions
designed to overcome the possibility that a similar situation
could recur.
1.14
Chapter 4 is a brief conclusion on the effects of
operational decisions by. the Department relating to Darling
Harbour on the development of the helicopter industry and on
helicopter safety in Sydney.
1.15
A number of appendices provide additional information.
In particular, the reader may find the chronology of events at
Appendix VI and the glossary of terms and abbreviations at
Appendix IX of some assistance.

CHAPTER 2

HISTORY OF THE DARLING HARBOUR SITE

Functions and Structure of the Department of Aviation

2.1
To understand the role of the Department of Aviation
and i t s predecessors in the selection and operation of the
Darling Harbour helicopter landing s i t e i t is necessary to
briefly describe the functions of the Department, the structure
of i t s operational divisions and the Central Office-Regional
Office relationship.
2.2
. The DofA is responsible for a number of functions
pertaining to civil aviation in Australia. The Department in i t s
own Functional Directory specifies these functions to include:
(a)

formulation, implementation and oversight of
operational standards and procedures for the
safe conduct of flight operations;

(b)

planning, provision and operation of
and airway f a c i l i t i e s ;

(c)

promotion of measures for the enhancement of
safety of flight, including the investigation
of aircraft accidents and incidents;

(d)

provision of advice to
aviation
policies
and
relevant policies; and

(e)

research
into
aviation.(1)

matters

airport

the Government
administration
affecting

on
of

civil

2.3
The DofA has a Central Office in Canberra and five
Regional Offices. Central Office structure consists of three
operational
divisions,
two
policy
divisions
and
three
co-ordinating divisions.(2) it is the three operational Divisions
which are the primary focus of investigation by this Committee,
namely:
(a)

Airways;

(b)

Airports; and

(c)

Flight Standards.

Extracts from the DofA Functional Directory which outline
functions and organisational structure of these Divisions
reproduced as Appendix V to this Report.

the
are

2.4
The five Regional Offices are the contact points for
the Department's customers and the general public. The Regional
Offices consist of a number of Branches corresponding, in most
cases, with the Divisional break-down at Central Office. Officers
in these Branches implement their Department's policies and
programs and are responsible to the Regional Director. The
Regional Director reports directly to the Secretary of the
Department as do the Divisional Heads at Central Office. In
practice therefore the Branch officers in the Regions have a dual
responsibility - primarily to their Regional Director but also,
to a lesser extent, to thei r operational Division at Central
Office.
2.5
The two operational
Divisions associated with the
Darling Harbour developments were Airports and Flight Standards.
When helicopter
operations were f i r s t
commenced at Darling
Harbour the Flight Standards Division was known as the Flying
Operations and Airworthiness Division.

2.6
The selection of a helicopter landing s i t e for the
Sydney CBD required input from two NSW Branches - Airports and
Operations. Central Office Divisions were also involved in the
operational decisions made with respect to the Darling Harbour
s i t e . Most of • the action concerned one Central Office Division
only - namely Flying Operations and Airworthiness which was later
renamed the Flight Standards Division.

Helicopter Landing Site Criteria

2.7
In 1979 the operational c r i t e r i a regarding helicopter
landing s i t e s were explained in a document called AIP AGA-7 which
stands for Aeronautical Information Publication, Aerodromes and
Ground Aids, Section 7. This document was published by the
Department of Transport and detailed the requirements necessary
for a landing area to be authorised as a helipad.
2.8

A helipad was defined in t h i s document a s :
'An area for use as an aerodrome by helicopters
during take-off and landing operations and which
includes a helipad termination area and a helipad
touchdown area.'(3)

Flights within 'populous areas, c i t i e s and towns' for helicopters
not exceeding 5700 kilograms required a Category Two type
helipad. Two of the requirements of this Category helipad were at
l e a s t two approach paths not less than 150 degrees apart and a
minimum obstacle free gradient for these paths of 10 degrees.(4)
It was also s t a t e d . i n Paragraph 3.1 of AGA-7 that a helipad shall
not be in a control zone for an aerodrome unless specifically
approved by the Secretary.( 5 )

2.9
All these specifications and many others in AGA-7 were
capable of objective measur entent and therefore i t should have
been possible to determine in a definite way whether a helipad
met the requirements or not.
2.10
However, in Paragraphs 3.2 and 3.2.1 of AGA-7 mention
i s made of the need for emergency landing areas in case of engine
f a i l u r e . The size of these areas was specified in the AGA-7
document but even so i t must be recognised at the outset that the
accessibility and size of the emergency areas .cannot be measured
with any great precision. It becomes a matter of pilot judgement
with lower skilled p i l o t s requiring larger and more accessible
areas than those with higher s k i l l s .
2.11
For
this
reason
the
AGA-7
document
was
pilot-monitored standard as outlined in Paragraph 3.7 of AGA-7:

a

1
These specifications are the minimum permissible
and i t remains the responsibility of the pilot in
command that a l l reasonable steps are taken to
ensure that the performance of the helicopter and
the operating technique employed, are such as to
permit safe operations . . . ' ( 6 )

Aspects of Helicopter Flight

2.12
Much of the discussion and evidence presented to this
inquiry centred on the question of whether or not the No. 39
Darling
Harbour
helicopter
landing
site
was
'safe'.
The
Department after i n i t i a l l y endorsing the s i t e as meeting i t s
requi rements subsequently banned operations using the southern
quadrant because in their view inadequate forced landing areas
existed on this approach-departure path.

2.13
The question as to whether safe forced landings are
possible or not depends not only on pilot skill but also on the
design of the particular helicopter in question. In the event of
an engine failure, the conventional helicopter rotor possesses
the ability to 'autorotate'. In this condition the rotor s t i l l
generates the required l i f t and control but air must flow upwards
through the rotor.
2.14
In order to change to autorotation following engine
failure, the helicopter must descend quickly to develop this
upward flow. The main point is that this i n i t i a l loss of height
is greatest at low forward speeds. If the height at which engine
failure occurs does not allow complete entry to autorotation and
full control recovery before ground contact, then damage and
injury may result.
2.15
Hence, there exists a range of heights at low speed in
which i t is difficult,
or perhaps impossible, to land safely
following engine failure. This range is depicted graphically as a
'height-velocity'
(H-V) diagram, of the type illustrated in
Figure 2 . 1 .

j - M I N . BISK CUM
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Figure 2.1:
Source:

A Typical 'Height-Velocity'
(H-V) Diagram
Appendix VII

2.16
The 'avoid 1 area is represented as the shaded portions
in Figure 2 . 1 . 'Normal' operation of the helicopter is along the
dotted l i n e , where the helicopter accelerates at low altitude to
a certain speed and then climbs at the speed shown by the
vertical dotted l i n e .
2.17
Each type of helicopter has different
operational
characteristics and hence a different shaped 'avoid' area when
graphed on a height-velocity diagram. Each helicopter has i t s own
H-V diagram included in i t s Flight Manual.
2.18
At No. 39 Darling Harbour the issue of concern to the
Department which resulted
in the banning of
the southern
approach-departure path was the fact that the Department did not
believe that adequate safe forced landing areas existed. In other
words,
departmental
officers
judged
that
some
types
of
helicopters, with autorotational a b i l i t i e s reflected in their H-V
diagrams, could not operate to the south at Darling Harbour
unless they operated inside the 'avoid' areas.
2.19
The Committee engaged a consultant to report on some of
the technical aspects. His report is reproduced as Appendix VII
to this document. Our consultant reported in regard to helicopter
operations in the 'avoid' areas:
'Practically
all
the
data
for
the
determination
of
H-V diagrams
has
been
obtained by highly skilled test pilots under
ideal conditions . . . There must be some doubt
about the probability of the average pilot
being able to effect a safe landing from iust
outside this boundary in real conditions.'w)
2.20

He went on to say:
'-

An engine failure at a point within
'avoid1 region of the H-V diagram could
expected
to
result
in
damage
to
helicopter in the subsequent landing,
possible occupant injury.

the
be
the
and

If such landing was not carried out under the
idealised
conditions
for
which
the H-V
diagram was produced then more extensive
damage might result with more probability of
occupant injury.
Such non-ideal conditions
might be the presence of adverse wind, uneven
ground and significant pilot response time.
10

Even from just outside the s avoid' region of
the diagram the average pilot might have
difficulty in making a safe landing. Adverse
conditions as above could further reduce the
p o s s i b i l i t i e s of a safe landing.
The introduction of a curved flight path
could be expected to increase the difficulty
and reduce fch%8 probability of executing a
safe landing.' t '

Events Prior to Central Office Involvement

2.21
With some basic information regarding the functions and
structure of the Department, helicopter landing site criteria and
the flight characteristics of helicopters, i t is possible to
place the events at Darling Harbour into context.
2.22
Before the Committee could evaluate the allegations
made by Mr Smith i t was necessary not only to understand the
technical aspects but also to piece together the history of
helicopter landing site selection in Sydney. The Committee is
indebted to the DofA and Mr Smith for the documentation provided
in
their
submissions.f9)
This
source
material
has
been
supplemented by information gleaned from other submissions,
questions at public hearings and discussions with many of the
individuals directly involved over the years. The result of the
collection of t h i s information is a chronology of events listed
in Appendix VI.
2.23
Ever since the early 1960*s the search and selection
process for a suitable Sydney helicopter landing s i t e has been
underway. However i t was not until 20 September 1978, when the
State Planning and Environment Commission of New South Wales
(SPEC)sought
advice
from
the
Commonwealth
Department
of
Transport, concerning the use of helicopters generally in the
metropolitan area, that the landing s i t e selection process began
to generate controversy. (1(*)
11

2.24
in a detailed response to SPEC on 2 November 1978 the
NSW Regional
Director
of
the
Commonwealth
Department
of
Transport, Mr Langford, included a definition of helipads and
heliports which i s fundamental to an understanding of subsequent
events. Mr Langford wrote:
'Helipads . . . are places authorised for particular
uses by particular types of helicopters and may be
used for a one-off operation or for an occasional
use for a par ticular purpose, e.g. at a maj or
hospital or at a TV station. Such places are not
open to public use and can only be used with the
consent of the owner of the property. ' (3-*)
2.25

Mr Langford continued:
'On the other hand, a heliport i s a form of
aerodrome which i s licensed by this Department for
public use and would be a more appropriate
facility for regular public transport services.
Licensed
heliports
could
include
passenger
terminals, car parks, helicopter loading, parking
and maintenance areas, fuelling f a c i l i t i e s , e t c . ,
as well as one or more helipads for landing and
take-offs. No licensed heliports have yet been
established in NSW.'<12)

2.26
Following some s i t e examinations Mr Langford again
wrote to the NSW State Planning and Environment Commission on
22 November. In t h i s l e t t e r the following comments were made
about the site at No. 39 Darling Harbour:
'The s i t e at No. 39 Darling Harbour provides good
approaches from the north to the north west and
from the east and south east. The express way to
the south provides a hazard which might just be
below the required 10° approach slope . . . This
defect is compensated for by the areas available
for auto rotation to the north to the east . . .
Before giving an unconditional recommendation for
this site I must have measured data relative to
the approach slope to the freeway . . . Subject to
this reservation i t i s my opinion that this i s a
good s i t e for a commercial helipad.'(13)

12

2.27
Mr Langford thus referred to a helipad - not a heliport
more suitable for regular passenger transport operations as he
had stated on 2 November. The signature appears to be Mr
Langford's - not Mr Green's, the Assistant Director - Operations
(ADO) in the NSW region, as suggested by the Department of
Aviation in i t s submission to t h i s Committee.(14)
2.28
Just two days l a t e r , on 24 November 1978, Mr Green
signed.a l e t t e r (on Mr Langford's behalf) directed to SPEC which
said, apparently in reference to No. 39 Darling Harbour:
'This
site
more
than
meets
the
Heliport
requirements promulgated by t h i s department., ( (15)
2.29
At this point i t i s necessary to introduce one further
factor which was not fully documented by the DofA in i t s original
submission to t h i s Committee. In a DofA minute written in July
1979 reference is made to a survey of the s i t e :
' I t was found that a full survey of the s i t e by
the Airports Branch has not at this stage been
attempted, although this was requested by the
Director during November 1978.'( 1 6 )
There does not appear to be any record of the survey request. The
r e s u l t s of such a survey, if undertaken, have not been available
to the Committee.
2.30
Even a t . t h i s early juncture problems can be seen to be
emerging. The concepts of helipad and heliport were quite
different, yet advice to SPEC just two days apart refers f i r s t to
a helipad, then to a heliport. The main proviso seemed to be
related purely to the physical characteristics of the s i t e whether the. obstructions intruded into the approach slope of
10 degrees. It would have been the responsibility of Airports
Branch to carry out this assessment . using .survey instruments.
Although autorotational requirements were mentioned briefly by Mr
Langford he evidently did not consider
that meeting these
requirements presented a problem. His concern related to the
approach slope measurements only.
13

2.31
The next major development was a press release by the
NSW Premier on 31 January 1979, when the development of No. 39
Darling Harbour as a helipad for commercial, government and
emergency helicopters was announced. 13.7) SPEC wrote to the NSW
Regional Director, Mr Langford, of the Commonwealth Department of
Transport on 12 February 1979 stating that Berth 39 Darling
Harbour would be developed as a heliport and that:
"Initially there will be one helipad with parking
for two helicopters. If there i s a demand, the
s i t e can be expanded to accommodate an additional
helipad.'(18)
2.32
SPEC enclosed a copy of a joint State report prepared
by SPEC and the Maritime Services Board. This State report was
e n t i t l e d 'Sydney C.B.D. Heliport - A Study Of Alternative S i t e s '
and included an evaluation of three s i t e s with the recominendation
that the heliport be sited at No. 39 Darling Harbour. ( 19 ) The
report was prepared:
*(I)n response to the Premier's request for a
suitable heliport s i t e for the Sydney C.B.D, to
serve
Government,
emergency
and
commercial
uses.'(20)
2.33
The air navigation requirements as
detailed document make interesting reading:

specified

in

1
The proximity of emergency landing areas in the
event of engine
failure to enable landing by
'autorotation 1 , is another requirement which is
satisfied for a l l three sites by the water areas
nearby'(215(emphasis added);

'The D.O.T. has confirmed that a l l of the
satisfy the air navigation requirements'(22) ;

sites
an(j

'There are no D.O.T. specifications for a heliport
or
a
multiple
helipad
arrangement
so
the
dimensions . . . which have been worked out in
conjunction
with
D.O.T.
officers
are
only
approximate
and
require
eventual
formal
D.O.T.
approval'-(2~*) (emphasis added)
14

this

2.34
The f a c i l i t i e s planned for the heliport included a
terminal building, car park and security fencing. The terminal
building was to provide for a waiting lounge and t o i l e t s , office,
store room, emergency and fire fighting equipment.(24)
2.35
With regard to the type of operations to be operated
from the heliport,• the intentions seem clear. The report quotes
the Commonwealth Department of Transport's view that heliports
adjacent to the CBD's of Sydney, Newcastle and Wollongong could
see the development of regular public transport services.( 2 5 )
2.36
The 12 February letter from SPEC became folio 47 of the
NSW Regional Office's File No. 73/1528. Mr Langford appears to
have written on t h i s folio to the ADO (Mr Green):
' I understand you are now going to send the report
to CO. '(26) (c.o. is an abbreviation for Central
Office.)
Mr Langford would have required this involvement because the
departmental, helicopter flight specialists were located in the
Flying Operations and Airworthiness Division at Central Office
which was then in Melbourne, Meanwhile, the Regional Office was
s t i l l apparently waiting for a full survey of this s i t e by i t s
Airports Branch. Mr Green apparently had sent a State report to
Central Office but informally to an individual officer in the
Airports Division, not the Flying Operations and Airworthiness
Division. The report the Committee has sighted from Central
Office Airports Division is not the joint State report referred
to above.
2.37
Unaware that potential problems existed regarding the
forced landing areas, the industry, the State Government and the
NSW Regional Office could not see any serious
difficulties
confronting
them. Regional
Office was waiting for
a site
evaluation by i t s Airports Branch, Mr Langford believed that his
Central Office had received a copy of the joint State Report;
Mr Green had apparently sent a report to Central Office; and a
Central Office officer had a copy of a State report.
15

2.38
From this point on, the technical difficulties which
later emerged concerning the suitability of the s i t e were
compounded by the administrative procedures followed by the
Department.

The Central Office View

2.39
The Regional Office communications with Central Office
had been restricted to the Airports Division and then only on an
informal basis. Yet i t was officers in the Flying Operations and
Airworthiness Division, not Airports Division, in Central Office
who were considered to be the 'experts' within the Department on
aspects of helicopter operations. On the basis of evidence placed
before
this
Committee,
these
officers
had
not
received
information regarding the site selection of No. 39 Darling
Harbour. However, Mr Newman, then a Senior Airways Surveyor in
the General Aviation Branch of this Central Office Division, had
been involved in previous attempts to select a Sydney helipad or
heliport s i t e .
2.40
The Central Office Division officers apparently read an
article on the development of the Darling Harbour site in
"The Australian 8 newspaper of 30 May 1979. ( 27 ) The source of this
a r t i c l e is unknown and these officers claim i t was the f i r s t time
they knew about the selection of the Darling Harbour s i t e . Some
of the statements in t h i s a r t i c l e which alarmed the officers from
this Division included:
'The public
access heliport
which will
be
available to all helicopter operators is believed
to be the f i r s t city-centre project of i t s type in
the

world1 ;

'

••'••••

and
'The
site will
be large
enough
for nine
helicopters to have engines running simultaneously
and several times this number could be parked on
the one hectare site which may eventually be
expanded.'(20)
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2.41
These comments refer to a development which is far more
ambitious than that suggested in Mr Wran's January press release
and the joint State report which both referred to one helipad
with parking for two other helicopters.
Mr Newman told the Committee:
'I
had
been
involved
in
two
previous
interdepartmental committees trying to find a site
for
a central
business d i s t r i c t
heliport
in
Sydney, we had made reports to the New South Wales
Government and a s i t e had not been selected. I was
very surprised that . . . a site seemed to have been
acquired, particularly as i t referred to an area
which we had not looked at before.' ( 29 )
2.42
On 5 June 1979 the Central Office Flying Operations and
Airworthiness Division requested from the NSW Regional Office
details of the site survey and drew that Office's attention to
their concerns. Extracts from this memorandum, showed the Central
Office view:
'Our reservations on the acceptability of the s i t e
are not related to the physical specifications
which you have confirmed as being satisfied, but
concern the question
of
the availability
of
suitable areas for an autorotative landing beneath
the take-off and landing paths.'(30)
2.43
The concern of Central Office was not just restricted
to the autorotational requirements of AGA-7 as the Acting Head of
the Flying Operations and Airworthiness Division went on to say
in his memorandum:
1
In regard to multi-engine operations any charter,
Reg-203 or RPT operations would be required to be
operated
to
full
one-engine-inoperative
accountability during all stages of flight. This
introduces operating requirements which can rarely
be satisfied by the AGA-7 specifications. 1 ^!)
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2.44
in other words, Central Office was not just concerned
about the s i t e failing to have adequate safe forced landing areas
as specified in AGA-7: they were also worried that multiple
engined regular passenger transport (RPT) operations authorised
under
Air
Navigation
Regulation
203
required
operational
standards more stringent than the AGA-7 document.
2.45
At this time Mr R. Trewenack held the position of
Central Office Examiner of Airmen - Airways Surveyor. He told the
Committee that his responsibilities related to helicopter flying
and operational standards and he also carried out flight t e s t s ,
operational inspections of f a c i l i t i e s and surveillance in those
regions
which
did
not
have
a helicopter
specialist. (32)
Mr Trewenack completed a ground and aerial inspection of the s i t e
on 25-27 July 1979. In his report of 30 July 1979 Mr Trewenack
stated:
E
The area is not just
unsafe,
it
dangerous
for
single
engine
operations' ;

is highly
helicopter

and
'In conclusion I would say without hesitation,
that the site is unsuitable for consideration as a
city heliport.'(33)
2.46
Clearly, the Department
difficult position.

was now in an

extremely

Correspondence with the Site Lessee and the State Government

2.47
As far as can be ascertained, it was not until
14 August 1979 that the Regional Director, Mr Langford, wrote to
the lessee of the Darling Harbour landing site, Brookvale
Investments Pty Ltd, a subsidiary company of United Telecasters
Sydney
Pty Ltd (Channel
10) , drawing
attention
to the
autorotational requirements which had to be met by the pilots and
operators at the helipad.(34) j n this letter, which was written
just 15 days before the official opening day, Mr Langford stated:
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'Because
of
the
marginal
nature
of
the
autorotation provisions there i s l i t t l e likelihood
of approval being granted for night or I.F.R.
operations. Licensing of the helipad will depend
on the standards to be specified but again I am
advised that they may 3be
such as to preclude i t s
reaching such s t a t u s . ' ( 5 )
2.48
A copy of this l e t t e r was forwarded to the NSW State
Planning and Environment Commission. SPEC replied, the day after
the opening celebrations, with a l e t t e r voicing considerable
concerns:
'From our point of view the whole exercise,
including
the
extensive
inspections
and
discussions with your staff were undertaken on the
basis of finding a site in or near the Central
Business District which the Gosford commercial
passenger service could use. These matters were
discussed with you and your staff a year or more
ago and I find i t most disappointing that only as
l a t e as this month that because of disagreements
in your department there is at 3least a temporary
constraint on the new h e l i p o r t . ' ( *>)
2.49
Clearly the State Government was not happy. The State
wanted a site suitable for regular passenger transport. This
necessitated a public use heliport, and a restricted use helipad
was no solution at a l l . Yet that is just what the city of Sydney
finished up with. After further inspections and flight tests,
Central Office notified the Director of the NSW Region that;
'{T)he
site
is
not
suitable
for
scheduled
services, or operations at night by single-engine
helicopters
or
multi-engine
helicopters
not
possessing
or
not
required
to
operate
to
one-engine-inoperative
performance
standards
during take-off and landing.'( 3 ?)
2.50
Central Office also advised that a number of other
restrictions
were
to
be included
in
the
instrument
of
Authorisation which was the operating approval issued under
Regulation 85 of the Air Navigation Regulations. Some of these
restrictions were:
19

(1)

operations would be confined
to private,
aerial work and charter operations by day
under VFR;

(2)

the approval should embody the use of a
one-way-in, one-way-out concept u t i l i s i n g the
northern quadrant; and

(3)

take-off and landing operations should not be
conducted with 3a8 downwind component in excess
of five knots.( )

2.51
Although
the
Regional
Office
had
the
delegated
authority to authorise helicopter landing s i t e s , the Secretary of
the Department was able to override this decision. The Central
Office Division did not have any direct control over the NSW
Region and in the event of a stand-off, the only way the Central
Office Division could influence the outcome would be for the
Secretary to direct that the Region pursue a certain course of
action. The Regional Director was now in a difficult position.
Mr Langford
must have known that
the
restrictions would
effectively cripple the operations at the s i t e and therefore
seriously erode the viability of the project. He wrote back to
Central
Office
concerning the interpretation
of AGA-7.(3^)
Central Office replied that:
'...
(W) hatever
answer
we
give
to
United
Telecasters i t must, of necessity, not accord with
their expectations';
and
1

Clearly
none
achievable.'(4°)

of

these

expectations

is

These 'expectations' referred to the staged development of the
site and the use of the site for regular passenger transport
operations.
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2.52
Finally, on 4 January 1980, nearly twelve months after
the Premier in a press release announced the development of a
Sydney helipad, and an incredible five months after the opening
date, the Regional Director wrote to SPEC and United Telecasters
(the
lessee
of
the
site),
including
an
Instrument
of
Authorisation for the use of N O . 39 Darling Harbour.(*1)
2.53

In his letter to SPEC Mr Langford wrote:
'I realise that this conclusion conflicts with our
letter of 24 November 1978 in which you were told
that the helipad met the requirements of AGA-7.
Unfortunately more detailed examination has shown
this not to be so and because of the safety
ramifications I have no alternative but to reverse ,
the view expressed in that letter.'(42)

2.54
Mr Langford's letter to united Telecasters could
perhaps best be described as a letter written in an attempt to
extricate his Department from a most embarrassing and difficult
position. He was not successful.
2.55
In this January 1980 letter, Mr Langford defined the
phrase 'commercial operations' so as to exclude regular public
transport operations and operations at night. This meant that the
site could only be used in the day for private, aerial work, or
charter operations. Now this is an interesting definition of
commercial operations because Air Navigation Regulations 5
and 191 clearly include RPT operations in the 'commercial'
definition and there is no distinction drawn in Regulation 191
between day and night operations.^ 3 )
2.56
Mr Langford also had to licence this helipad even
though he had stated in previous correspondence to the lessee:
'We do not at present licence helipads.
2.57

Furthermore, Mr Langford went on to state:
'... I advised that tests would have to be done to
establish to the satisfaction of the Department
that the helipad met the requirements of A.G.A.7.
I offered to have your pilot participate in those
tests and put forward his views.' (35) (emphasis
added)
21

2.58
Mr Wilson, the helicopter pilot for United Telecasters
and manager of the Darling Harbour helicopter landing
site
referred to in Mr Langford's l e t t e r , denies being given t h i s
opportunity(^6)
and his statement accords with one of
the
Departmental officers
involved
(Mr Newman), that i t was a
conscious decision of the departmental team not to enter into any
discussions with Mr Wilson at the time of the t e s t s . ( 47 ) This
a t t i t u d e , while understandable, would have contributed to any
communication barriers between the helicopter industry and the
Department which may have existed at the time.
2.59
January 1980 therefore marks the end of the f i r s t stage
of the controversy. It i s an appropriate point for the Committee
to summarise the state of events. The Commonwealth Department of
Transport's NSW Office
initially
gave advice to the State
Government and to the s i t e lessee, which according to Central
Office, was incorrect. The Central Office Division responsible
for helicopter flying operations had not been informed and when
their specialist officer inspected the s i t e , the officer declared
the s i t e unsafe and unsuitable. This advice was not acted upon by
Central Office. Instead the Department attempted a face-saving
solution by severely r e s t r i c t i n g operations at the s i t e with an
Instrument of Authorisation which was issued five months after
the s i t e had opened.
2*60
In this process i t i s clear that neither the NSW
Regional Director nor the NSW Assistant Director - Operations
were fully conversant with the Air Navigation Regulations. Nor
were they fully conversant with the operating characteristics of
icopters or the licensing procedures for helicopter landing
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Attempts to Lift Restrictions

2.61
Following the issue of the Instrument of Authorisation
for the use of the s i t e in January 1980 one could reasonably have
expected that this helicopter landing s i t e
saga would not
continue to have such a high profile. However, this was not the
case because the decision to impose the restrictions did not
remain unchallenged as the physical
characteristics of
the
Darling Harbour helicopter landing s i t e
and i t s
immediate
environment changed over time.
2.62
follows:

The

NSW Regional

Director

had

written

to

SPEC

as

1

Having concluded that the helipad did not meet
the requirements of AGA-7 we must advise the
operator to this effect, and until such tj.me as he
can produce evidence to refute this conclusion.,
operations
must
cease
onthat
basis.*(4&T
(emphasis added)
2.63
Over the period from 1980 to 1985 the industry and some
of the NSW regional officers spent considerable energy trying to
convince Central Off ice that because environmental changes had
been considerable, autorotational areas, regardless of whether
they were satisfactory or not in 1979, were now available to the
south using a curved approach-departure path.
2.64
Central Office defended i t s original decision. Several
flight t e s t s were conducted by the Department which re-affirmed
difficulties with the southern approach.(^9) There is no evidence
to suggest that helicopter pilots from the industry were asked
for a formal input into this evaluation process. In January 1985
the DofA conducted a re-assessment of the s i t e . Evidence placed
before this Committee indicates that the manager of the landing
s i t e was not informed that flight t e s t s were to be carried
out.( 5 °)
A DofA NSW Regional Examiner of Airmen, Mr Daley,
recommended in March 1985 that the night-time limitation be
lifted.(5D
Central
Office
employees
of
the
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Department did not agree,
but because the limitation
believed
needed to be
concession impractical and

not because of safety considerations
of 'dead-calm conditions', which they
imposed, would make the
night-time
of l i t t l e use.

2.65
Eventually, some four months l a t e r , on 18 July 1985,
the blanket restrictions on night operations were eased and a new
Instrument of Authorisation was issued. There does not appear to
be any explanation for the length of this delay. By this time the
days of
the No. 39 Darling Harbour helipad were s t r i c t l y
numbered. The NSW State Government re-development of this area by
the Darling Harbour Authority forced the re-location of the
helipad to another site nearby. Finally, on 26 August 1985, the
helipad was closed.

Operations at the Temporary Helipad

2.66
The Commonwealth Department of Aviation's role in the
site selection process is to approve helicopter landing sites in
terms of operational safety. The actual s i t e selected is the
responsibility of the relevant state government which must take
into
account
other
requi rements
such
as
environmental
considerations.
2.67
Following the closure of the Darling Harbour helipad, a
'temporary* helicopter landing site on Piers 22 and 23, Pyrmont,
was developed by the NSW State Government. There are significant
environmental problems with this site as East Balmain residents
are affected by the noise. Operations at the s i t e are currently
subject to l i t i g a t i o n . The NSW State Pollution Control Commission
(SPCC) has restricted movements to 210 per week ( i . e . 15
departures and 15 arrivals per day on average). Night operations
have not been requested by the current trustee of the pad,
Heli-Aust Pty Ltd.< 52 )
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