I read the Blanik articles in the last issue (Soaring NZ December 2010 / January 2011) with a mixture of interest and dismay: interest in the fate of the type on which I first learnt to fly and dismay, not only that it remains grounded but that there seemed to be a marked absence of communication between the Norfolk club and GNZ.  So I did the logical thing of looking up contact details on the GNZ website and called Karen Morgan.  From this sprang contact with both Australia and the US.
Before I go on, let me explain why I believe I’m qualified to have an opinion.  I am a professional engineer and, for nearly a decade, held a CAA NZ delegated design approval for (large aircraft) structures.  In the course of exercising this delegation, I have had regular contact with regulatory authorities and believe that I am familiar with how they work and think.  I have attended numerous structures courses at both Boeing and Airbus (I spent a year at Airbus in 2004 – 2005) and have developed and taught courses on aircraft structure design and repair locally.  I don’t claim to be God’s gift to modern engineering, but I have now spent nearly 25 years in the industry and even we slow coaches pick up a few things in that time.
Like the rest of us, I’d like to see Blaniks flying.  The impact of the grounding on those clubs with Blaniks and the delay in resolution must be very frustrating.  What can be done (as Grant Wisnewski asked in the last issue) to “help try and convince CAA that Blaniks should be flying again?”
Here’s my opinion: not a lot.  If I was trying to convince CAA NZ that the type was airworthy, I’d face an uphill battle, since:

· The “State of Design” has grounded them (EASA now has responsibility for most European countries, including the Czech Republic)
· The manufacturer holds all of the loads data required to substantiate any modifications or repairs

· There has been a failure within the original design life, implying that (arguments about usage notwithstanding) the original design life calculation may not be valid.

Let me elaborate on these dismal views:

· Most airworthiness authorities now automatically adopt ADs issued by the State of Design, on the basis that – as these authorities originally certified the Type – they are the best informed.  Even CASA, after many years of going it on its own by re-writing foreign ADs, now follows this practice
· The manufacturer has a valid interest from the point of safeguarding intellectual property (and protecting itself from potential litigation in the US, where suits have previously been filed applying modern design standards to 50 year old designs), and also a commercial interest in selling its current product ahead of supporting a Type long out of production
· Design life calculations typically produce a spread of hours to failure in the shape of a bell (called a normal distribution).  To ensure that failures consistently occur at the high hour end of that range, a safety factor is applied (typically 2 for items tested to destruction and from 3 to 6 for lives determined by analysis).

What can be done?  Development of an adequate inspection may be forthcoming.  Roger Harris (also in the last issue) is correct when he notes that the fact that “the critical part is hidden under two layers of sheet metal ...”.  The concealment of the affected part is likely to require NDT by low frequency eddy current (LFEC) which, while it will penetrate layers, is less accurate than the high frequency eddy current (HFEC) which can be used where there is direct access to the part being examined, meaning that only larger defects can be detected, hence requiring more frequent inspections since larger cracks leave less time for successful detection prior to catastrophic failure.  The fact that the original construction used rivets in drilled holes rather than bolts in close-reamed holes makes cracking more likely.
What about the Australian modification which increases the life to 12,000 hours?  Dafydd Llewellyn holds the Supplementary Type Certificate for that modification and has been generous enough (on a commercial in confidence basis) to share details of that with me.  Dafydd is keen to get this approved for application, but will run up against inertia within EASA – which I suspect views requests from someone other than the manufacturer in the same fashion as an elephant views an ant on its leg (i.e. a minor irritant to be ignored) – and other regulatory authorities which are likely continue the practice of following the State of Design’s direction.
Another hurdle will be cost.  Roger Harris noted that the modification cost around AUD 20,000 in the 1980’s.  Indications are that the same modification would be no cheaper nowadays.  The last Blanik sold in New Zealand went for, I understand, less than half this amount.  Obviously, given the cost of replacements, Blaniks may well hold more value for clubs which would otherwise have to buy replacement aircraft (new or used).
So, from the regulatory, technical and commercial perspectives worked through above, I see no practical course of action than to wait and see what the manufacturer proposes.  It gives me no pleasure to say this, but I believe it to be the most pragmatic action.
