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“When is a student not a tude
When they’re a student pilot!”

Resident flying parliamentarian Lembit Opik takes a look at the contradictions in funding
and status for student pilots, and makes a plea for common sense in Whitehall.

When | learned to fly | had no intention of becoming a profes-
sional pilot. For me, it was simply about two wings, three dimen-
sions and the freedom of the skies, and | accepted that my
choice of escape would be costly. And | paid without complaint,
knowing that, for me, converting money into flying hours was a
worthwhile alchemy.

But others devoted to earning a living from the wild blue yon-
der can legitimately claim that the costs expended are to buy a
professional — and important - career in the skies. In effect,
becoming a commercial pilot is no different to becoming a doc-
tor or surgeon. Except that there is State funding for the latter
two and almost none for the former.

Yet, the Government’s own attitude suggests they agree that
student pilots are like other students! Official bodies demand
the same level of proof of legitimate study from foreign rookie
pilots as the authorities do from, say English language students
- and from every other student who comes to the UK. I find these
barriers to entry ludicrously self-harming to this country. But the
fact they’re trying to enforce them on aviation and non-aviation
scholars alike, shows no differentiation in the status of these
would-be students in the State’s eyes.

And now we uncover a dreadful contradiction. While they’re
happy to impose the same ridiculous entry sanctions on student
pilots as for the rest of the education sector, they then demon-
strate total hypocrisy, for example by charging VAT on these
flight training courses as if they were NOT educational courses!

It’s pathetic really: Flight training students have to jump
through all the educational hoops of proof as students, and then
they have to pay VAT as if they were NOT students at all. They only
get away with it because we, the flying community, haven’t made
enough noise about it. In terms of logic and natural justice, either
the Government ought to take the VAT off flying training, or alter-
natively, they must stop treating pilots like other students.

They can’t have it both ways. The fact they try to reveals an
opportunistic stupidity that erodes the viability of our once
unsurpassed flight training sector — a sector progressively sti-
fled by regulation and spiralling costs imposed over the last two
decades. Little wonder then that so much training has flown the
nest and settled abroad. It’s as if the Government doesn’t really
care about the millions of pounds this sector is worth.

And yet, despite all this, some still fly the British flag for train-
ing. To their great credit, one or two airlines do their best to use
UK-sourced training — such as UK airline Flybe. They currently
have six students training at the hugely professional outfit in
Oxford Airport. But even they have resorted to sending some
pilots abroad - Spain, in fact, where the financial arrangements
are more attractive.

Flybe’s British based students are in part financially support-
ed by the airline itself, with repayment terms once they’ve qual-
ified and are delivering the goods at the pointy end of Flybe’s air-
craft. That’s good, and I'd like to see more of it. But rather than
expecting the airlines to fix the whole problem, wouldn’t it be a
refreshing change to see the Government being pro-active here
and making the system transparent and more attractive for the
sake of training, and for the economy? Instead, just as British
Airways steadfastly continues to base its maintenance opera-
tions in the UK, despite all the incentives to move to, say, China,
it’s also the ones who have made a conscious choice to remain
on our isles that prevent the final collapse of corporate British
pilot training.

Ordinary people are taking action. Jane Desforges has a son
who wants a career in aviation. She is so incensed by the finan-
cial barriers that she’s teamed up with her MP David Laws, and
the British Airline Pilots Association (BALPA) to meet a minis-
ter in the Skills and Innovation Department to face the issue
head on.

Jane says, “There’s clearly discrimination against pilots and it
keeps the industry elitist. We second-mortgaged our house to
pay for our son’s training. But what about children from council
houses? Either parents have to risk everything to pay for their
children’s chance - or student pilots have to come from wealthy
families. Why should less wealthy parents have to take such
risks? If we want our aviation industry to grow and continue we
have to allow access to potential pilots across the board. Just
being rich doesn’t mean you’re a good pilot!”

In parallel with Jane’s initiative, student pilot Craig Baker
raised a petition with Downing Street. It’s already got 1,300
names on it — and has received a response. Here’s that response
in full:

“The student support system in this country is only designed
to provide support for students pursuing courses of Higher
Education (HE) at publicly funded institutions in the United
Kingdom (UK), or where the course is provided by such an insti-
tution outside the UK.

“There are a number of institutions in the UK which offer
degrees linked to the aviation industry and some include oppor-
tunities to undertake pilot training. In these cases the Student
Support Regulations allow us to fund the academic elements of
the course. The commercial pilot’s licence element of the course
is vocational and extremely expensive and, as has always been
the case, must be self-funded.

“One possible solution may be for students to finance their
studies through a Professional and Career Development Loan
(PCDL). PCDLs represent a step change in the highly successful

Career Development Loan (CDL) programme. They are deferred
repayment bank loans run in partnership with two banks -
Barclays, and the Co-operative Bank initially, although we
expect more banks to join soon. PCDLs offer more competitive
interest rates and an increased maximum loan of £10,000. In
2010-11 we will make available up to 45,000 loans.”

Jane is rightly indignant that professional pilot training isn’t
seen as comparable to a Higher Education degree. “It’s very
hard work — above degree level. It’s phenomenal.” Laconically,
she adds: “When is student not a student? When they’re a stu-
dent pilot!”

As for the claim about PDCLs, | myself wasn’t able to find any-
one who’d received one of these for a flying career. So, either
they’re all very shy, or it’s all very rare.

So what can be done? Well, how about no VAT on profession-
al flight training? I’'m not complaining about the likes of me pay-
ing the VAT because | never plan to sit in a cockpit for profit. But
then again, | never spent tens of thousands of pounds learning
to fly. By contrast, my mates in the commercial sector break their
bank to qualify, and then spend years repaying the debt. A 15 or
17.5% helping hand is hardly unreasonable.

The other route is to incentivise the airlines themselves. What
about a ‘Flight Training Tax Credit’ so airlines can get their peo-
ple trained at competitive rates in the UK? Euro-accountants
might claim this breaks competition rules, but it certainly does-
n’t. | believe this can be done within the regulations.

One thing’s for sure. Unless we do SOMETHING, the appeal of
learning elsewhere will only increase, till the only professionals
who'll learn in the UK are those with a fetish for rain and fog.

The industry CAN help. It would be great to re-establish
more links between airlines and students. Pre-selection and the
guarantee of work subject to a satisfactory pass would remove
some randomness, and cement the status of professional flight
training as a good bet. Airline backing would help students bor-
row against future earnings — a massive boon in these loan-
averse times.

None of this is theoretical. New European convergence rules
mean flight training anywhere in Europe will lead to the same
standard qualifications, so there’s no ‘de facto’ reason the UK
has to train a single pilot. But have we really reached the stage
where the authorities don’t support an industry which created
some of the greatest aircraft and pilots ever to grace the skies?
It will be a sad day indeed if the only time professional pilots
take off into British Airspace is to leave it.

For more information about Jane Desforge’s campaign on
financial support for professional pilot training, visit
www.fairplane.org.uk

Lembit Opik’s back catalogue of ‘Wings Over Westminster’ available free to read at www.ftnonline.co.uk





<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Uncoated v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 200
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 2.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 200
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 2.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1016
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [1016 1016]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


