


Second Heavy Lift Helicopter Industry Roundtable






April 13, 2007

Members Attending: Mark Deems and Patrick Pilolla, Erickson Air Crane; Brian Beattie, Croman Corporation; Andrew Mills, Superior Helicopters; Joseph Rice, Carson Helicopters; Dave Tibbetts, Columbia Helicopters
Others Present: Tom Smith, Roundtable Facilitator, Clear-Work; Lee Lanphier, President, Rogue Valley Workforce Development Council and representing SOHPEC; Jeanne Howell, Rogue Community College; Bill Jiron, Rogue Community College; David Matthews, SOHPEC; Ken Heindsman, The Job Council; Cathy Pierson, RCC Apprenticeship; Ree Ayres, Oregon Bureau of Labor and Industries; Ainoura Oussenbec, Oregon Employment Department; Agnes Balassa, Enterprise for Employment and Education for Marion, Polk, and Yamhill Counties; Dennis Alexander, Rogue Valley Workforce Development Council

All attending made introductions.
Tom Smith began the Roundtable by discussing the positive aspects of “clustering” together as Heavy Lift Helicopter Industry members.  Of particular note was the strength in advocacy as a group rather than each member advocating individually.  The prospective role of the Southern Oregon High Performance Enterprise Consortium, a 501 (c) 6 mutual benefit trade association as a business-led organization home for a Heavy Lift Helicopter cluster, if members opted to organize, was also discussed briefly.

Rogue Community College representatives described RCC’s Air Frame and Power Plant Apprenticeship Training Program to members.  RCC representatives noted there were 10 apprentices now actively involved in the program and they were in their second year.  They mentioned that Erickson and Superior had apprentices in the current group.  Also represented were the Jet Center and Sky Research.  Apprentices had to go through 4,812 hours of on-the-job training and 412 classroom training hours with an optional additional 40 classroom hours in Air Frame and Power Plant training.
Members asked how often apprentices could start in the apprenticeship training.  RCC staff said that an open entry was accessible each term at RCC.  RCC staff said that a prospective employer that wanted to participate in the apprentice program had to be approved as a training agent, that the site would fulfill its portion of the training requirements.  Sites also needed to employ the prospective apprentice for 250 hours prior to the formal enrollment of the individual as a checkpoint to make sure the individual was ready willing and committed to the long term training program.
Joseph Rice pointed out the Heavy Lift Industry was very cyclical and therefore it was harder to recruit outside mechanics and move them to this area for fear that they would be laid off in slow times.  Joseph indicated that it was a good practice to do on-the-job training with local people who were tied to the local area.
Joseph talked about how the industry really needed to get the attention of the Governor and the state to understand the full services capability and capacity of the industry.  He noted that the Governor’s Emergency Plan primarily involves the Oregon National Guard, and the Guard was not trained for that role.  He suggested that if the Governor fully understood the real capacity of the Heavy Lift Industry that it might play a much more prominent role in disasters and emergencies.  All members noted that by coordinating as a group cooperatively, the Heavy Lift Industry could respond effectively if and when emergency/disaster support was needed.  Members noted that almost all helicopters are deployed across the US and around the world.  If an emergency requiring Heavy Lift response occurred, it would take the coordinated assessment by all Heavy Lift members as to which members had the most nearby equipment that could effectively respond in the quickest time.
Heavy Lift members agreed that the National Association for Rotary Aviation was probably the best organization to advocate against costly, over-burdensome FAA regulations.  Joseph pointed out Carson’s successful advocacy to identify severe understaffing at the Portland FAA office.  He noted that when new FAA budgets were developed that Portland got the most additional positions – so it wasn’t impossible to advocate for changes at the FAA.

Members noted that establishing a good working relationship with FAA inspectors was an excellent way to influence the FAA shortcomings.
Mark Deems acknowledged the adverse impact of Southern Oregon housing prices on recruiting from outside of Oregon.  He noted that training people already living in the local area was the direction for business efforts.  Lee mentioned that Southern Oregon University and Rogue Community College were exploring the use of student housing as temporary housing for new industry employees moving into the area.  Members noted that this might be a way for a beginning mechanic to get by until he could save some money to find a place for himself or a family.

Mark talked about a recent decision by Erickson to conduct job shadows of about 20-30 hours for local high school students.  He said it was a way to get younger people to get a feel and understand what working for the industry was like.

Andy noted that while the Southern Oregon Heavy Lift members were located here, most of the actual employees were working outside the area.  Andy remarked that he didn’t think that the Governor or many other people in influential position understood the dominance that Oregon has in the industry.  Andy suggested that the industry has to influence the state to streamline government processes to speed up timber sales.  He felt this could put a lot of people back to work in high paying jobs.

Joseph mentioned that Carson was growing much faster than it had planned and that it now was looking to make a significant expansion.  He noted that the Medford area’s cost of industrial land was so high that it made it difficult to compete with other locations in Utah and other states that Carson was considering.  Joseph also noted that factors such as a ready workforce also caused the local area to be lower on the list of locations for the expansion.

Members agreed that if the Heavy Lift Industry members were going to elevate their roles and service levels in disaster/emergency responses, that it was critical to get the State of Oregon and the Governor on board as advocates for the industry.  Members noted that FEMA and just about all other outside agencies that might need/benefit from Heavy Lift services don’t have a clue as to skill sets of the industry in responding to situations.  Members felt that if the Governor specifically understood the skill sets, then he could be an incredible advocate in speaking directly to other Governors experiencing disasters.

Patrick noted that the Feds don’t have disaster procedures manuals assembled.  He noted that Montana’s geography/mountains, etc. are some of the most challenging for flying and the Heavy Lift business already have procedure manuals developed for flying there.  Members noted that military helicopter pilots get only hundreds of flying time per year while Heavy Lift business pilots log in 10,000s of hours annually – they noted that Heavy Lift take military pilots and trains then to the next level of professional flying.  Members noted that as a result of limited use of helicopter capacity that the Feds classify helicopter capabilities in such a limited way – they just don’t understand the capabilities of the equipment at this higher level of expertise.

Tom Smith then discussed Heavy Lift member interest in signing a non-binding agreement of a Memorandum of Understanding to form a group within SOHPEC to work for the mutual interest of all members.  All 5 members in attendance indicated support for that agreement.

Tom and Lee discussed that it would be important for three task forces, one for each key issue identified (FAA burdensome regulations, workforce challenges, and lack of access to disaster services) to be formed by each members appointing the most appropriate representative for each topic.  Lee indicated that David Matthews (SOHPEC) would be available to support the work of the task forces.
Agnes suggested a strategy regarding gaining the support of the state for Heavy Lift access to disasters/emergency services.  She mentioned that it is wise to connect with the longer standing bureaucratic staff in addition to connecting with politically appointed staff.  She noted that political appointees come and go with administrations.  So, in order not to have to begin all over again when an administration changes, it is wise to seek connections with state representatives who are longer term tenured.  Jim Fong also noted that establishing Legislative connections is also important.

Members established the next meeting for Tuesday, May 22, at 1 p.m.  Same video conference locations.  Members noted that fire season was fast approaching.  Lee suggested that, where possible, members might appoint appropriate people who were not as immersed in the fire season.       

The Roundtable was adjourned at 2:30 p.m.

