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Background 

1. The Australian Federation of Air Pilots (AFAP) represents over 5,500 professional pilots in aviation 

safety and technical matters and is the largest professional pilot association in Australia.  We 

engage in reforms through our active safety and technical committee, which is a major contributor 

to the development of Australian and international aviation safety standards.  The AFAP is also a 

foundation member of the International Federation of Airline Pilots’ Associations (IFALPA), the 

global body representing professional pilots worldwide, through which the AFAP contributes to 

international aviation standards within the International Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO). 

2. As a key stakeholder in the aviation industry, the AFAP welcomes and appreciates the opportunity 

to provide input into the Senate Standing Committee inquiry into the future of Australia’s aviation 

sector, in the context of COVID-19 and conditions post-pandemic. 

Introduction 

3. To date, the COVID-19 pandemic has been a driver of particularly rapid change in the Australian 

and global aviation industry.  Indeed, as put by the International Air Transport Association (IATA), 

infectious diseases and pandemics cause “greater than average impact and uncertainty” [1] in the 

aviation sector. 

4. With measures aimed at curbing the spread of the COVID-19 virus, including flight cancellations 

and travel restrictions, pilots and other aviation workers have suffered significant adverse effects 

on their employment and working conditions across Australia.  The AFAP regards these adverse 

effects as being a consequence of the effects of the pandemic but also of the aviation industry not 

otherwise operating on a financially or socially sustainable basis for many decades, characterised 

by deregulation, destructive competitive practices, and a veritable race to the bottom.  Thus, 

whilst the COVID-19 crisis has been a driver or disruption, it has also laid bare the true state of a 

fragile and unstable aviation sector susceptible to the excesses of poor corporate practices and 

insufficient government-based protections and directions. 

5. The AFAP asserts that the Australian Government and the Australian community should not 

realistically expect pilots to be at the ready to serve the aviation industry whilst they are 

overwhelmed with priorities related to their own significant personal stresses and financial crisis.  

Most pilots that have become untethered from their previous employment will not be able to 

fund and access recurrency training to make themselves job-ready.  Given that the Job-Keeper 

and Job-Seeker arrangements have and will be reduced, and that initial offerings were a real take-

home pay cut for most pilots, the prospects for snap-back type circumstances to pre-pandemic 

status for most disadvantaged pilots is unrealistic.  The situation for these pilots is dire and for 

them, the aviation sector and Australian community, it’s actually an urgent situation. 

6. During times like these, we should be reminded of the importance of a well-functioning aviation 

system as a critical part of Australia’s national infrastructure and global connectivity, particularly 

in terms of Australia’s readiness to recover from the economic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The regions that are heavily dependent upon tourism are prime examples of the economic activity 

and prosperity enabled by Australia’s aviation sector. 
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7. As a vast and decentralised country, economic recovery cannot occur in Australia without a robust 

and viable aviation industry.  As Australia progresses out of the pandemic, and the associated 

economic stress, there is a real risk that some communities and regional areas will lag behind the 

pace of the recovery enjoyed by those in urban areas.  Without a functional and accessible aviation 

industry, our nation is at risk of creating geographically based disparity and disadvantage.  An 

urgency of focus upon timely outcomes-based policy is therefore required to ensure that 

Australia’s aviation sector is sufficiently resourced now so that it is able to be at the ready to 

service and support the economic and social wellbeing of all Australians. 

8. The COVID-19 crisis therefore presents an imperative for stakeholders, including the 

Commonwealth Government, to ensure there’s sufficient resourcing of the aviation sector whilst 

also providing a means for pilots to be job-ready.  The crisis must also serve as a lesson for how 

fragile the aviation sector is and how instrumental the sector is as a key facet of national 

infrastructure.  The AFAP asserts that this crisis should therefore also be a catalyst to reshape the 

aviation industry on a more financial and socially sustainable footing, thereby softening the boom 

and bust cycle that has marked the industry for decades. 

About this submission 

9. This submission aims to highlight the effects of the pandemic upon aviation workers, and in 

particular, our pilot members.  However, this submission will also highlight that the pandemic 

actually has exposed some significant faults and issues with Australia’s aviation sector that 

predate the pandemic. 

10. Our submission highlights the importance of aviation to Australian society, some of the key issues, 

and the urgent need for government support and leadership to support pilots to be job-ready for 

the economic recovery.  The AFAP makes some key recommendations regarding a job-ready 

program for pilots and calls on government cooperation to aid and enable the program. 

11. Moving beyond the recovery, we suggest that there will need to be lessons learnt from this crisis 

so that Australia’s fragile aviation sector is more resilient to the challenges of economic stress and 

that it is better able to recover of its own accord in the future.  Thus, we also make 

recommendations for a more socially and economically sustainable aviation sector too. 

COVID-19 Impacts on AFAP members 

12. In response to government-mandated travel restrictions and significant falls in travel demand, 

some airline operators have implemented severe reductions in the domestic and international 

flying schedules since March 2020.  At the time of submission drafting, domestic border 

restrictions had eased, however, until a vaccine has been sufficiently promulgated and 

administered, COVID-19 will remain an active threat to the Australian economy and to the 

livelihoods of workers in vulnerable sectors of the community, including aviation.  The aviation 

sector, and pilots, remain very mindful that border restrictions have and will rapidly return due to 

new virus outbreaks, which of course directly impacts pilots and the aviation sector. 
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13. Whilst the AFAP has encouraged airline operators to work together with pilots to find appropriate 

solutions to the pandemic’s impact on operators and pilots, levels of cooperation from operators 

have varied.  Some of the more widespread actions taken by different operators have included: 

• Reducing workloads from full-time to part-time; 

• Requesting pilots to take any accrued annual or long service leave; 

• Standing pilots down with or without pay; 

• Reducing pay and conditions; 

• Voluntary and involuntary redundancies; and 

• Suspending enterprise bargaining. 

14. Further, some of these actions have been marked with levels of disregard for industrial laws and 

instruments or have been implemented in such a way that injustices of those laws and instruments 

have become starkly apparent, including: 

• Standing pilots down without pay when they have been on paid personal leave; 

• Standing pilots down without pay even though there may be no entitlement for the 

employer to do so under section 524(1)(c) of the Fair Work Act; and 

• Offsetting Jobkeeper payments against accrued entitlements such as annual leave. 

15. The AFAP raises and highlights all of these actions and issues because they have had a significant 

and real effect on the lives of the individuals, and their families, associated with the aviation 

industry.  Those previously with seemingly stable employment and promising aviation careers 

have been the victims of circumstances beyond their control.  Thus, many government and 

industry decisions have actually had a cumulative effect to cause a deterioration of the social and 

economic well-being of aviation workers, including our pilot members. 

16. Unfortunately, the government industry support, and any programs for the social and economic 

well-being of aviation industry workers, has been inadequate to counter the negative effects of 

other actions and issues.  Past, current and planned Job-Keeper arrangements are inadequate for 

pilots to survive the downturn caused by the pandemic.  These arrangements can be best 

characterised as merely having a slowing-effect on the many personal financial deterioration 

situations experienced by pilots. 

17. For many pilots who are facing and experiencing these deteriorating financial circumstances, any 

prospect of reversing the deteriorating financial position is further impeded by their inability to 

self-fund the significant recurrent training cost necessary to enable them to return to a flying role.  

Additionally, for the many pilots who have been made redundant, there is zero prospect in the 

near term for employer funded recurrent training.  It is therefore very important to understand 

that the effect of the crisis upon individual pilots has and will have a cumulative and real effect on 

the viability and recoverability of the aviation sector.  The issues are compounding in nature and 

are without any noticeable counterpoise. 

Issues related to pilot skills retention and training 

18. Skills retention and training is a particularly expensive exercise in the aviation industry.  Whilst 

there are some good employers who bear the cost of training pilots, it is not uncommon for 
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employers to require pilots to enter training bonds or indeed to incur personal debts in order to 

undertake training.  In many ways, this can lead to employers who do the right thing, by covering 

training costs, placing themselves at a competitive disadvantage against those who require pilots 

to cover the costs associated with training. 

19. The AFAP asserts that training and skills retention in the aviation industry therefore needs to be 

considered as an integral part of this review, particularly when maintaining skills and qualifications 

depends on a pilot’s ability to undertake flying hours, which have been significantly cut due to lost 

flying opportunities and due to cost impediments. 

20. Employed pilots have unique safety and performance checks embedded in workplace practices 

and procedures.  Given the predicament of there being significant cuts to flying opportunities, 

many qualified but stood down pilots face the risk that their skills and qualifications have or will 

become stale.  Furthermore, pilots who are not employed also face the possibility of needing to 

self-fund such recurrent check arrangements.   

21. Whilst it is certainly the case that all pilots must pass safety of flight checks, it is also true that 

pilots who have maintained a connection to actual work duties will have an advantage over those 

who have endured extended periods of stand down or those who have become completely 

untethered to their pilot employment.  In either case, this is problematic not only for the pilot, 

but for the industry overall, which may as a consequence, face potential skills shortfalls in the 

wake of the pandemic as many pilots will be left without having worked for extensive periods of 

time.  Associated retraining costs for a pilot returning to active flying should be anticipated to be 

greater with an increase in the time interval between their last active flying and a return to a job-

ready status.  

22. The AFAP asserts that the development and adoption of a policy priority to retain existing pilot 

skills will, enable the national economic recovery to occur with the least impediment, and it will 

also positively aid aviation safety, because an experienced pilot cannot be quickly replaced by a 

newly trained pilot.  The AFAP stresses that there is an urgent need to focus on resourcing pilots 

and providing recurrent training so to avoid the looming attrition from the aviation sector that our 

recent survey has found has already unfortunately commenced. 

23. A healthy and robust skills base in the aviation industry is critical aviation safety and to Australia’s 

economic recovery.  The AFAP is concerned for the many pilots and individuals that will certainly 

experience prolonged negative consequences.  Also, we are concerned for the ability of aviation 

to return to providing service to Australian society and support the post pandemic economy.  

Aviation is a form of national infrastructure and the problems with the pilot licensing ruleset, and 

associated funding norms, will have a material effect on aviation’s ability to recover from the 

economic trench that the pandemic has kicked it into. 

AFAP survey of member pilots – Recommendations informed by data 

24. During November of 2020, the AFAP surveyed pilot members on a range of issues related to their 

current flying status, demography of experience and expertise, the usefulness of a job-ready pilot 

program, and their intent to remain or return to flying. 
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28. It must be noted that the longer a pilot is away from active flying duties, the higher the cost and 

longer the timeline to reactivate them to a ‘Job-Ready’ status.  A ‘Job-Ready’ pilot is one suitable 

to be fast tracked back into an airline/operator.  Normally, a new or returning pilot candidate can 

take many months to be inducted and cleared to line.  To maintain a high level of safety, pilots 

need to meet regulatory targets in flight standards and flight recency, which for many is often 

contained within a cyclic program in an airline environment.  

29. Pilots are one of the most scrutinised workforces compared to other professions and experienced 

pilots form part of an airline’s Safety Management System.  If a pilot is made redundant, they can 

no longer participate in their airline’s Part 61 Training and Checking system, leaving them to seek 

an alternative option, which is cost prohibitive to individuals.  Currently there is no program 

available outside a pilot’s former airline without creating an approved solution, resulting in the 

inevitable loss of currency and any job-ready status.  
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Job-Ready Pilots Program proposal 

30. The AFAP notes that the inquiry Terms of Reference (TORs) specifically make a request for ideas 

related to the immediate and long-term employment landscape within Australia’s aviation sector; 

and what policy and practical measures would be required to assist the industry to recover in the 

medium term.  We believe that our proactive proposal directly addresses all of these TORs. 

31. The AFAP, in collaboration with Ansett Aviation Training (AAT), proposes to develop a joint 

stakeholder currency and proficiency program for pilots that will retain and return eligible pilots 

to a ‘job-ready’ status.  The proposed program has an added benefit that will mean that pilots will 

be available to operators at a relatively lower cost to reemploy as the industry improves.  The 

AFAP has had feedback from some airlines that this would be of direct assistance to the speed at 

which pilots can be re-employed.  

32. The current program proposal has two levels of training package and has the scope to be 

expanded to a number of Australian aviation training centres. 

33. The Job-Ready program proposal is for partial funding by the Government and thus, another 

important facet of the program proposal needs to include that pilots should have “a tax 

recognition” for costs involved in maintaining pilot licences.  I.e. medicals, CASA licence fees and 

proficiency, whilst not employed as a pilot.  This will ease the burden on pilots for any amount 

they are required to provide to participate.  For more specific and expanded information, please 

refer to Appendix A and B.  

34. If this proposal is adopted, it will be developed with the relevant stakeholders, including the 

simulator training centres, the airlines/operators, the pilot associations, and the pilots.  We 

anticipate additional costs ancillary to the program may include: 

• Travel costs when pilots are not domiciled where flight simulators are located.  

• Administration and Compliance cost to manage programs. 

35. The AFAP expects that training and syllabus support from the relevant airlines/operators will be 

forthcoming and anticipates CASA approval (where relevant and required). 

36. Table 1 and 2 below contain estimated costs of a suitable Job-Ready Pilots Program and 5-year 

projection to economic recovery.  Table 1 outlines indicative yearly costings for the basic 

proficiency package and airline ready package.  Table 2 outlines projected costings for 1000 

Australian pilots across the aviation industry, the number of pilots in the program is reduced 

annually as the industry recovers and pilots are re-employed. 

37. Table 1 (below): Outlines inclusions and costings per pilot for a Job-Ready Pilot Program at the 

Ansett Aviation Training centres. 
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Table 1: Job-Ready Pilot Program Services and Inclusions 

 

38. Table 2 (following) is an estimated baseline projection of the cost of maintaining a pool of 1000 

skilled and experienced redundant pilots over the next 5 years.  If pilots are kept proficient, a long 

term saving in cost and time will be achieved for the industry.  The anticipated program costs 

could be reduced if economic recovery occurs at values above the baseline assumptions. 
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• CASA resourcing, structure, and deterioration of the expertise of the Inspectorate staff 

needs to be addressed. 

49. https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary Business/Committees/Senate/Rural and Regional Affa

irs and Transport/GeneralAviation 

Feedback mechanism to the AFAP by government 

50. The AFAP is concerned that there is a lack of a clear government focal point for aviation 

stakeholders to connect and engage with.  Also, we are frustrated by the incomplete consultation 

feedback and discussion loop that appears to be without any plan to be resolved. 

51. While vaccines are progressively being approved and distributed, COVID-19 will continue to 

impact aviation, and the “hot spots” will continue to change and thus, there remains a real risk 

that Australia could again experience domestic border restrictions.  Therefore, it is very important 

for collaboration amongst government agencies, operators, pilot representatives, and other 

stakeholders to be strengthened for Industry to successfully navigate through and out of this 

pandemic crisis. 

52. However, in contrast the AFAP has noticed that there is a somewhat fractious response to the 

industry from government, a lack of co-ordination between Federal government agencies and 

between Federal and State/Territory Governments.  Whilst the AFAP has provided many 

submissions and attended many meetings on these topic areas, we have not received any tangible 

form of analysis and feedback response from government to our positions and recommendations.  

If we have, the AFAP would be ready to pivot further contributions based on such feedback and 

analysis but without it, we are unable to take the next contributory step to help. 

53. By way of example, the following are the numerous submissions and meetings attended by the 

AFAP since the pandemic began and regarding issues related to, the future of the sector, a 

collaborative industry and government response to aviation during COVID: 

• Submission, to Inquiry re Government response to COVID-19 – JUN 2020 

• Submission, to Inquiry re into Australia’s General Aviation industry – NOV 2020 

• Submission, to Dept White Paper: The Future of Aviation / Flying to Recovery – NOV 2020 

• (This) Submission, to the RRAT Inquiry: The future of Australia’s aviation sector, in the 

context of COVID-19 and conditions post pandemic – DEC 2020 

• Three round-table discussion meetings with the office of Deputy Prime Minister: 

o APR 2020 

o JUN 2020 

o SEP 2020 

• Follow up meeting with Assistant Secretary, Domestic Policy and Programs | COVID 

Aviation Issues Management - OCT 2020 

• Future of Aviation Consultation Session, – DEC 2 2020 

• The Future of Australia's Aviation Sector Consultation - DEC 15, 2020 

54. As is clear here, the AFAP has repeatedly taken up the many opportunities to provide input to 

government and government agencies, however it is essential that we are engaged in receiving 
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• The Department should establish and designate a stakeholder engagement liaison so that 

there is a clear, singular contact for the aviation sector to coordinate with.  

• An AFAP/AusALPA representative should be included on the Future of Aviation Reference 

Panel. 

• Identify, prioritise and address future aviation skills and labour resourcing issues before 

they are an issue for the aviation sector through government policy and planning. 

• Remove all categories of pilots from the skilled migration list.  Foreign pilot labour should 

not be approved, including via company specific labour agreements. 

• Address the shortfalls of the current civil aviation regulatory regime and regulations, as 

recommended in our submission to the Senate inquiry into Australia’s General Aviation 

industry. 

 

Attachments accompanying this submission: 

• APPENDIX A: AFAP Member Survey November 2020 

• APPENDIX B: AAT & AFAP Job-Ready Pilots Program 
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What is your age bracket?
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Mean : 2.986  |  Confidence Interval @ 95% : [2.905 - 3.067]  |  Standard Deviation : 1.396  |  Standard Error : 0.041
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How long have you been working as a Commercial Pilot?
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What is your current (or most recent) rank?
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Has your pilot role been made redundant or are you taking a 
redundancy?
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Are you currently stood down or still experiencing stand 
downs from your pilot role?
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How long have you been employed in your current (or most 
recent) pilot role? 
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If your pilot role has been made redundant or you have been 
stood down, what are your intentions regarding remaining 

within the aviation industry?
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If you have been flying an international type, would you 
consider converting to a domestic type on the Australian 

Register?
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Have you undertaken secondary employment during the 
pandemic?
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If there was a program to keep redundant/stood down pilots 
‘Job Ready’ (through simulator training, basic ground course, 

type proficiency checks), might you participate in this?
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