HOW TO ORGANIZE A LOCAL FORMATION CLINIC

While anyone organizing a clinic is free to do so in any manner he or she sees fit, here are some guidelines you may find useful, that others have used to successfully plan such an event.  Expanded discussion on each step in the planning process follows the initial list.  These suggested guidelines can be tailored as necessary to accommodate the desires of those organizing the clinic, and for local considerations.  Most of the work of organizing a clinic can be done over the phone or by e-mail, and by sharing the expenses the per-pilot cost of a clinic can be quite reasonable.  

PLANNING THE CLINIC

1. Ascertain the number of pilots interested in attending.

2. Select a suitable, convenient airport.

3. Obtain a list of instructors.

4. Contact the instructors well in advance to determine their availability.

5. Pick a date that is mutually agreeable to both trainees and instructors.

6. Make air and ground transportation arrangements for out-of-town instructors.

7. Make arrangements for instructor accommodations.

8. Estimate pro-rata clinic costs and request a deposit from each trainee.

9. Ensure each trainee obtains all required study materials

10. Firm up the trainee and instructor roster and freeze trainees’ deposits.

11. Communicate regularly with those planning to attend.

1. ASCERTAIN THE NUMBER OF PILOTS INTERESTED IN ATTENDING

Talk to pilots in your area to find out how many are interested in undertaking a training program to learn standardized formation procedures and safe operating techniques.  Explain to potentially interested pilots that it will require a time commitment.  Past experience has shown that those who have to be “talked into” signing up for a clinic probably aren’t really that interested.  Also, be aware that you will need to have like‑aircraft to train together at a clinic, so the minimum number of any aircraft type will be two.  Same-type aircraft with different engines are acceptable because their flight characteristics are similar.

CLINIC SIZE

Clinics can include any number of pilots.  Two trainees, two aircraft, and two instructors, meeting at someone’s hangar for a half-day (or evening) ground school then flying several short training sorties constitutes a ‘clinic.’  A more typical local clinic might be four or six of each.  The only factors limiting the size are the number of interested pilots, the number of available instructors, and the amount of ‘leg work’ the organizer is willing to undertake.

CLINIC DURATION

A clinic can be of any duration, from one day on up.  Unless the trainees and instructors live in the same area, the best utilization of time and resources probably dictates at least a two-day clinic as a practical minimum, with three days being a far better choice.

TRAINEES PER INSTRUCTOR RATIO

For the maximum training benefit it’s best to keep the trainees per instructor ratio near 1:1.  Having more trainees than instructors is certainly acceptable as long as the number doesn’t get excessive.  Just remember, the more trainees per instructor, the less each trainee will get to fly. 

MINIMUM PILOT QUALIFICATIONS

For a Wingman rating – the first level of formation qualification – a trainee must possess at least:

· A Private Pilot’s License.

· A current 3rd class medical certificate, or higher.

· A minimum of 200 hours total flight time – the more in type, the better.

AIRCRAFT REQUIREMENTS

The aircraft to be used must:
· Be reasonably compatible with the other aircraft with whom the pilot wishes to train (That is, the aircraft must be of reasonably comparable size, weight, wing-loading, speed range, stall speed, and of similar flight and drag characteristics.).
· Be in good mechanical repair.

· Have a valid Airworthiness Certificate.

· Have a current Annual.

· Have dual controls.
· Have a two-way radio.
· Have an operable interphone – preferably with instructor-seat radio-transmit capability (Note: Little training can take place if the interphone does not allow free, intelligible, and unrestricted communication between the trainee and the instructor.  For safety reasons, instructors simply will not train in an aircraft that has a poor quality interphone).

· Have a headset provided for the instructor.  

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS

· Although not required by the FAA or the JLFC, the wearing of parachutes during formation flight is encouraged.  Most instructors will not instruct without having a parachute available to them.  Others will bring their own chute in lieu of having to borrow one.  Check with the instructors in advance to see what they require.

· The aircraft owner must carry liability insurance.
· Each participant will be required to sign a “Hold Harmless” agreement, waiving the liability of the other participants (trainees, instructors, and safety pilots).
2. SELECT A SUITABLE AIRPORT

 The airport should have:
· A sufficiently long and wide runway to accommodate the most inexperienced trainee.

· Adequate ramp space and tie-downs.

· Fuel available.

· Ground school meeting place (hangar, office, meeting room) with:

· Adequate seating to accommodate all attending.

· Visual aids (not required, but nice to have):

· Blackboard, dry-erase board, or anything else suitable for drawing.

· Small aircraft models for demonstration (preferably of the type to be used).

· Briefing room (again, not required but nice to have) convenient to the flight line for conducting pre and post-flight briefings.

3. OBTAIN A LIST OF INSTRUCTORS FROM THE JLFC

To get assistance in locating instructors and organizing a clinic, contact 

Bill Austin

925-855-9828

baustin3@earthlink.net

If there are no instructors in your locale you will have to bring them in from other areas.  In booking them, lead-time is the key.  Don’t put out a call for instructors at the last minute and expect miracles.  Although you may get lucky, booking instructors well in advance – three, four, even six months – is the name of the game.

The instructors are dedicated individuals (many are professional aviators) who help out at clinics for two basic reasons: First and foremost, they like to fly formation.  Second, they feel that it’s an important contribution to aviation safety.  They are willing to take time away from their families and other personal activities to come and instruct at your clinic.  Out of common courtesy, when planning a clinic do your utmost to make sure you have a sufficient number of pilots committed to attend before booking the instructors.  None of them like to rearrange their work or free-time schedules to attend a clinic, only to find out that it fell through at the last minute because the trainees weren’t committed to coming and began to drop out.

WHAT DO INSTRUCTORS CHARGE?

Usually nothing – although since they are giving their time for free, they will probably expect to attend your clinic at no out‑of‑pocket cost to themselves, including transportation to get there.  Any arrangements regarding expenses should be established and agreed upon between the clinic organizer and the instructors, prior to booking them.

4. CONTACT THE INSTRUCTORS TO DETERMINE THEIR AVAILABILITY

Some that you contact will be able to make a firm commitment right away.  Others (airline pilots in particular) may not know their schedules more than a few weeks in advance, but given sufficient lead-time will make a tentative commitment and then work their schedule around your clinic date.  Instructors know that your time is valuable, too, and will do their utmost to honor their commitments.

5. PICK A DATE THAT IS MUTUALLY AGREEABLE TO TRAINEES AND INSTRUCTORS

Sometimes the date will fall into place easily, other times potential dates will have to go back and forth between organizer and instructors several times before a mutually available date can be found.  If you’ve planned a large clinic and are having trouble finding a date when enough instructors are available, you may have to scale back the size of the clinic.  Obviously, a smaller clinic, or even two clinics a couple of months apart, is preferable to no clinic at all. 

One important thing to consider when picking a date is: What other aviation functions or fly-ins are taking place that might conflict with your proposed clinic?  If you pick the same date as a popular fly-in you might have trouble getting commitments from others.  The farther in advance you pick the date, the easier it is to accommodate everyone’s schedule.  Planning a spring or summer clinic in December or January is not too early.  Realize that your group will not be the only one that wants to hold a clinic.  The sooner you start planning, the more options you will have finding a date acceptable to trainees and instructors, alike.

6. MAKE AIR AND GROUND TRANSPORTATION ARRANGEMENTS FOR OUT‑OF‑TOWN INSTRUCTORS.

Check with the instructors and find out who needs commercial air transportation and who does not.  Also, plan for transportation between the commercial airport and the clinic venue.

7. MAKE ARRANGEMENTS FOR INSTRUCTOR ACCOMMODATIONS.

Out of town instructors will need hotel accommodations.  This may include the night before the clinic and the last night after, if there is no flight available to return home after the flying is completed on the last day.

8. ESTIMATE PRO-RATA CLINIC COSTS AND REQUEST A DEPOSIT FROM EACH TRAINEE.

The cost of a clinic for each trainee will generally include:

· Trainee’s own accommodations (if needed).

· Required manuals.

· JLFC membership fee ($15).

· Ground school fee (usually $5-$10).
· Pro-rata share of instructors’ transportation expense.

· Pro-rata share of instructors’ accommodation expense.

A clinic where all the trainees and instructors live and fly in the local area will have very little cost.  When out‑of‑town instructors are needed, the expense for their travel and accommodations will enter into the equation.  Those instructors who are airline pilots may be able to fly to your clinic at no cost by utilizing their pass or cockpit jumpseat privileges.  Non-airline instructors will need a prepaid, round-trip ticket.

On some occasions an instructor may live reasonably near the clinic location and wish to fly his own airplane there.  In that case he may ask you to pick up the cost of his fuel in lieu of paying for other transportation.  This may be a cheaper or more practical alternative.

In general, any arrangements made regarding transportation or accommodations are strictly between the clinic organizers and the instructors.

DEPOSITS

Past experience has shown that the best way to determine who is serious about attending a clinic is to charge each trainee that signs up, a deposit in advance, equal to his or her share of the anticipated costs.  A good way to do it is to require the deposit within a week or two of when they initially sign up – to lock in a reservation.  The deposit, at the organizer’s option, may be considered refundable up to a given date – say a month-and-a-half  in advance of the clinic – at which time it’s considered non‑refundable for anyone dropping out, unless a replacement can be found to fill the empty slot.

Requiring a deposit is, of course, up to the organizer, but doing so accomplishes two things: It gives the organizer a good idea of how many trainees are serious about attending – thus a good idea about how many instructors to book.  Perhaps more importantly though, it ensures that clinic costs are covered, and that those pilots who ultimately attend are not financially burdened by the last minute cancellation of someone else.

If actual expenses come in under the amount anticipated, a refund of the excess amount can always be made.  An arrangement for cost overruns should also be discussed with those planning to attend.

9. ENSURE EACH TRAINEE OBTAINS ALL REQUIRED STUDY MATERIALS

A ground school will be conducted at the beginning of the clinic so each trainee must possess a copy of all the required manuals and have a good working knowledge of the material they contain.  There is typically a small charge ($5-10 each) for the ground school.

The following manuals are required:

· The JLFC Operations Manual
· The T-34 Association’s Formation Flight Manual
· The Canadian Bushhawks Formation Flight Syllabus
Each pilot should contact Tom Gordon, the JLFC Records Keeper, well in advance of the clinic, to purchase the required study materials.  He can be reached by e-mail at: TMG400@aol.com or by phone at: (970) 667-2048.   Do not wait until the last minute to try and obtain the study materials.

10. FIRM UP THE TRAINEE AND INSTRUCTOR ROSTER AND FREEZE TRAINEES’ DEPOSITS.

At some prearranged date (typically the same date the deposits become non‑refundable) firm up the list of trainees attending.  Also firm up the commitment of the instructors who were previously unable to give a firm commitment.  Confirm travel arrangements for instructors and send airline tickets to any that require them.
Once the roster is firm the instructor group will ask for a brief synopsis from each trainee, outlining his or her experience level, ratings, prior formation experience, etc.  This is typically done via e-mail, using a form sent to each pilot.  This is so the instructors can begin to plan the training sorties to best utilize everyone’s time.  If there are particular trainees that would like to be paired together for training, this would be the time to let the instructors know.

11. COMMUNICATE REGULARLY WITH THOSE PLANNING TO ATTEND

Lack of communication between the person organizing the clinic and the other participants is probably the biggest reason why clinics unravel.  Try and keep everyone up to speed on what’s going on.  When those planning to attend don’t hear anything about the clinic for weeks or months on end they may begin to wonder if it’s going to take place – or it slips from their mind entirely.  Just a short note, e‑mail, or phone call will suffice to remind them that it’s still in the works.

Follow-up to make sure that each trainee has been able to obtain the required manuals.  If desired, you can even plan a short study session or two with the other trainees, to go over the manuals and review terminology and hand signals.

MISCELLANEOUS INFORMATION FOR THOSE ATTENDING A CLINIC

TRAINING FLIGHTS

Prior to the commencement of training flights a three to four hour ground school will be conducted and a written test given – typically the night before the flying begins.  Tell your trainees to come to the ground school prepared.  They should know the material in the books and be ready for the test.  If someone is unprepared they end up wasting everyone’s time.

After completion of ground school, pilots will be paired with instructors and will spend the remainder of the clinic flying.  A thorough pre-flight brief will precede each flight, with the instructor discussing each maneuver or formation to be flown.  Each training sortie will be a two-ship flight of relatively short duration – about twenty to thirty minutes long.  At the completion of each flight the instructors will hold a thorough debrief with the trainees, discussing the flight in detail.

The number of sorties flown per day by each trainee will depend on several factors, including the number of trainees that must be accommodated, the number of instructors, the time available, amount of daylight, fatigue, and of course, weather.  Typically with new students, an instructor will be able to conduct four flights per day – sometimes less, sometimes more.  

WEATHER CONSIDERATIONS

There are no guarantees when dealing with Mother Nature.  Scheduling the clinic during a time of typically good weather for the locale will lessen the chances that it will be affected by bad weather.

What happens if the weather does turn bad?  If everyone is already in place and the weather turns bad, flying will simply take place on a reduced schedule, as the inclement weather allows.  

‘FAST’ CARDS

The goal of the JLFC is to promote formation safety.  This is accomplished through training and standardization, following the FAA approved syllabus.  For this reason, there are no shortcuts through the program – nor should there be, since quality training and the accumulation of experience takes time.  Anyone simply interested in cursory training and a quick sign-off just to get a FAST card is probably getting involved with the wrong program.  

After sufficient training, and upon reaching an acceptable level of proficiency, the trainee’s instructor will recommend him or her for a Wingman check ride.  This may or may not happen at the first clinic the pilot attends.  How fast one attains proficiency is affected by many factors, including general pilot experience, prior formation experience, how well the pilot adapts to formation flying and, of course, how much flying is done at the clinic.

After demonstrating competency during a check ride, the beginning trainee will be Wingman qualified and a FAST card will result.  As in most aspects of aviation, being “qualified” could more appropriately be thought of as having a license to practice, hone learned skills, and gain experience.
If the pilots in your area are interested in safe formation flying, pursuing the training is an excellent idea.  I'm certain that they’ll find it not only valuable, but rewarding.

ONGOING TRAINING
The program is structured in a building block fashion to develop ever-increasing formation skills and assign ever-increasing responsibility to the pilot.  The first training step, 2-ship Wingman, is the position in which all the basic elements of formation flight are introduced and learned.  Along the way, each pilot is periodically exposed to the 2-ship Lead roll since it obviously takes two aircraft to make a formation and somebody has to lead while the other pilot is training as a Wingman.  Throughout the training, at every stage, the foundation is carefully being laid for eventually flying 2‑ship Lead, 4‑ship Wingman, and ultimately 4‑ship Lead.

 

Once qualified as a 2-ship Wingman the pilot is required to have one year's experience (waivable under certain conditions) in that position before he can become a 2-ship Lead.  Irrespective of the one-year requirement, this is not to say that once qualified as a 2-ship Wingman the pilot can not go out and practice flying as a Lead.  There are no hard and fast restrictions on flying only the position for which you’re qualified – unless you chose to exercise the privileges of your FAST card and fly formation in waivered airspace.  Other than that, pilots (with careful preparation) can certainly go out and practice with each other, and obviously will need to take turns assuming the role of Lead.

 

The next qualification step is 2-ship Lead.  After reaching that status the pilot is considered qualified to instruct 2-ship Wing and other 2-ship Lead candidates, and can recommend either for a checkride.  Once your group reaches the point of having two qualified leads, the training starts to become self-sustaining, needing a Safety Pilot only for checkrides.  If the pilot desires to progress beyond 2-ship Lead, to 4-ship Wingman, and eventually to 4-ship Lead, he will undergo further training.  Four-ship qualification gets a little more involved because you'll initially need four instructors.  Here again, though, once you get some 4-ship Leads qualified, they can begin to instruct the others.

 
CHECKRIDES
Certification rides are given by JLFC Safety Pilots.  Safety Pilot is not considered an additional or advanced rating.  It is a status held by a limited number of experienced JLFC pilots, strategically scattered about the country, whose primary function is to conduct checkrides (naturally, they can also instruct when needed).  The JLFC purposefully keeps the number of Safety Pilots somewhat limited in order to maintain a high degree of standardization – the key to formation safety.
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