Submission to Senate Committee Enquiry into

Recruitment and Retention of ADF Personnel

From Flight Lieutenant Andrew Fickling

I am a pilot in the RAAF, currently posted to 11 Squadron at RAAF Edinburgh, flying Maritime Patrol in P3 Orion aircraft.  The following submission is my personal observations and thoughts on the issues covered by the terms of reference, focussing more on retention than recruitment.  They do not represent the feedback of any unit or organisation, although I will make reference to the general impression I get from talking to other people I work with.  In the order of the terms of reference:

(a)
not addressed

(b)
the impact of the Defence Reform Program on retention levels and recruiting;

The primary impact of the DRP on retention seems to be that more people are leaving due to the increased workload and reduced enjoyment of work.  Being about as close to the “sharp end” as you can be in the RAAF, I have noticed a significant reduction in support to our operations over the last few years.  This is probably not all due to DRP directly, but is a common complaint around work.

Current examples are reduced (almost negligible) medical support, fire and rescue services and air traffic control for out of working hours operations.  Our flying operations are frequently out of normal working hours, so this is noticed, although it is not as big an issue as it would be if there were to be an accident.

Dealing with civilian contractors frequently causes problems with their lack of flexibility compared to their military predecessors, when our operations are continually changing (for example in-flight rations).  Trying to obtain unplanned assistance at other bases when we are deployed is increasingly difficult, as there are contractors running many/most areas, and if our request is not covered by the contract, they frequently will not help.

Many of these issues could be addressed with better-written contracts, but the effect on us is the same.  We are increasingly having to do things ourselves that were previously done by someone else, yet our original tasks are still increasing rather than reducing.

The military ethos of everyone working together towards the same goal is slowly disappearing, such that sometimes we feel we are actually fighting against the “support” agencies.  All of this leads to the common feeling that it may be better to be on the “other side” with the contractors, or least in a company where people are working together and appreciated.

(c)
the impact of changes to ADF conditions of service, pay and allowances on retention and recruitment of personnel;

The general impression seems to be that while pay is OK (some may disagree with me here), conditions of service is an area where we are being let down.  The value of items such as subsidised food and accommodation (both on base in messes, and in married quarters) is being continually reduced for serving members.  In Adelaide, for example, married quarter rates are virtually at market rent, so there is little, if anything, to be gained from taking one.

An often discussed (around my workplace) pay issue is the lack of recognition of role and responsibility, as opposed to rank or time in service.  The captain (pilot) of a P3 crew, responsible for the actions and administration of a deployed crew of 13 or more people, a multi-million dollar aircraft and the release of weapons capable of destroying sizable warships, is frequently one of the lowest paid members on board.

(d) current levels and categories of specialist personnel in the ADF compared to the organisation’s requirements;

In all areas that I have contact with, the RAAF is undermanned, and this is causing an increased workload.  As specific examples, my Wing has fewer Crews than we did have and currently need (increasing workload for us), the maintenance personnel are undermanned (limiting the experience levels and number of available aircraft), and air traffic control are undermanned (reducing the hours when they are available).

The other effect is that both operational crews and maintenance personnel are required to deploy more often than if the Wing was fully manned.  With no overtime, and very little chance to take extra time off in compensation, we just keep working harder, with no end in sight.  These factors contribute to people looking elsewhere for employment.

(e) the impact of current career management practises on retention of personnel;

A particularly significant issue among RAAF officers is the lack of career management.  A very common reason for people to look for a civilian job is for some form of stability in work and location.  Several months’ notice of postings is usually the best we can hope for, and shorter notice is not unusual.  Most people have difficulty finding out what and where their next posting will be, let alone having a “career plan”.  Almost everyone I have talked to who was leaving the ADF was looking forward to knowing what would be happening with their life, instead of being told at short notice.

If there were more options for aircrew to keep flying, instead of being given ground postings, there would be fewer pilots leaving to seek flying elsewhere.  Note that most pilots who leave the ADF take an initial pay cut to do so.

(f) any other issues, reasonably relevant to the terms of reference but not referred to above, which arise in the course of the inquiry.

The overall impression I get is that people are leaving because the RAAF is not as good a place to work as it once was.  The often long hours, tough working conditions, and uncertain future were made up for in flexibility during quieter times, and the knowledge that the system would look after you.  In the current climate, there are no quieter times, the workload is always high, and at regular intervals we are reminded that the outlook is to “do more with less”.  The flexibility in the system is almost gone, and there is more chance of being disadvantaged by the “support” agencies, than them being of assistance. 
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