SPORT PILOT MEDICAL
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The promise of Sport Pilot – that pilots who had been grounded by medical conditions could once again take

flight – was cruelly dashed when the final rule was unveiled.

Pilots counting on a driver's license medical were chomping at the bit to get back into the air again. Some

began building airplanes, while others bought aircraft deemed to be eligible for Light Sport Aircraft.

But when the final rule was published, the federal government threw a monkey wrench into those plans: It said

a driver's license was OK for a medical UNLESS you had a medical denied in the past. "It will only work if your

last encounter with the FAA was a positive one for you," says Dr. Steve Carpenter, chief medical review officer

with the FAA's Civil Aeromedical Institute in Oklahoma City.

But don't blame Carpenter and his colleagues in OKC for the rule. They were just as surprised by it as you

were. "The powers that be said we need more reassurance," Carpenter told an AOPA Expo crowd.

A high-level official with the Department of Transportation put in the provision "at the last minute," according to

Jack Hastings, an AME who is also a neurology consultant to the FAA. "If you're a SID – Special Issuance

Denied – then you're outta luck," he says. "This group of pilots were the ones who most yearned for Sport

Pilot."

Hastings and Carpenter both acknowledge the rule's double standard and "logical discrepancy." Take two

people with the same medical condition – one can fly if he's never had a medical, the other can't.

But don't despair. AMEs and those in the system are fighting to change the rule. And they believe they have

lots of ammunition, according to Hastings. First in their arsenal: The variability of medical requirements among

states for their individual driver's licenses. Next: CAMI and other medical officials in the know don't think it's

necessary. In fact, CAMI officials had talked of having no medical requirement at all for Sport Pilot, according

to Hastings.

He points to the good track record of balloon and glider pilots, who are not required to have medicals, as

bolstering the Sport Pilot fight. Medical types are also looking across the pond for ammunition.

A few years ago, England decided that pilots who held a national driver's license, similar to a commercial

license here, could fly a four-place aircraft with passengers. Those who held a personal driver's license can fly

solo.

"AMEs and regulators raised fears about a rash of accidents," Hastings said. "But it hasn't happened."

But what can you do while waiting for this mess to be untangled? If you've never had a medical and want to fly
Sport Pilot, you're good to go. But if it's time to renew your medical and you have some health concerns, you

have a big decision to make. "You have to predict if you will be successful or not," Hastings said. "If you try for

a special issuance and you're not successful, you've just given up your chance for Sport Pilot."

If it helps at all – and I'm sure it doesn't – AMEs are feeling the pressure too, as pilots seek their advice on what

to do. Carpenter advises becoming a drop out: If you've had a special issuance in the past, don't renew it. "You

can drop out entirely from the medical system," he says.

Hastings agrees. "Let your medical lapse and don't go back," he told the AOPA crowd.

“They don’t know if you’ve quit flying, or if you died…there’s no way to track it”.
