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b y  r i c  p e r i    

             v i c e  p r e s i d e n T  o f  G o v e r n m e n T  &  i n d U s T r y  A f f A i r s  f o r  A e A

in this monthly column, ric peri of the AeA’s Washington, d.c. office, informs members of the latest regulatory updates.

Mirror, Mirror on the Wall, 
Show Me the True View
I n the past couple of months, I have 

had quite a few discussions with leg-
islators, regulators and the public, and 

it seems every one of those conversations 
began with the same four-letter word: 
“they.”

“They” are doing this or doing that; 
“they” are requiring things not required 
by the rules; “they” aren’t doing what they 
should be doing. In nearly every discus-
sion, they are right and someone else is 
wrong. They admit they might not be do-
ing everything right, but they aren’t doing 
a lot wrong either, and admittedly they are 
not perfect. But by pointing to someone 
else, it takes the focus off of them.

As we enter the new decade, let’s look 
into the mirror and see what we can do 
better instead of pointing out the flaws in 
others.

Have you ever looked into an amuse-
ment park mirror that distorts the 
“truth?” There are mirrors that make the 
large person look small and the small 
person look large or the short person 
look tall and the tall person look short 
— great amusement, but not a very 
good view for business. For business, 
we need a crystal-clear realistic view 
of our business, our processes and our 
functions.

“Mirror, mirror on the wall, show me 
the true view.”

For regulators, they should look around 
the office. There is one administrator 
with some 5,000 representatives. If you 
have a standout in your office, someone 
who has a unique “interpretation” of the 
regulations and policy, someone who dis-
cretely threatens someone else, someone 
who gives advice to IAs knowing his or 
her advice will result in the taking of pri-
vate property, it is your business as the ad-
ministrator’s representative to clean your 
“FAA” house.

I routinely receive criticism for pointing 
out the minority players of the agency. Let 
me be clear: the agency’s representatives 
who cause the regulated public to have 
such a negative impression of the agency 
truly are the minority.

The majority of the agency’s represen-
tatives easily and openly discuss the regu-
lations, policies and guidance; they under-
stand and embrace the regulatory concepts 
we are constantly learning and relearning. 
More importantly, they are willing to learn 
from the public as easily as they are will-
ing to teach.

But I ask, “Why do the majority of reg-
ulators ignore the minority?” Why does 
the majority choose to ignore the reality 

of this one person’s actions, then get upset 
because someone points out the obvious?

As a regulator, as “one FAA,” what is 
your mirror reflecting?

Recently, I’ve had a couple of oppor-
tunities to revisit the regulations on repair 
station manuals. The FAA has made it 
clear it expects each and every repair sta-
tion to describe “its” processes for com-
plying with the Federal Aviation Regula-
tions — this means the repair station’s 
processes, not the processes the aviation 
safety inspector thinks a repair station 
should be using.

The ASI does not own the business; 
they do not work for the business; and 
they do not benefit from the business. 
The ASI gets the opportunity to review 
the repair station’s manual to determine 
if it clearly and completely describes the 
processes the repair station uses, and if the 
process will result in a regulatory-compli-
ant product.

This requires two different levels of ed-
ucation and knowledge. First, what is the 
intent of the regulations? Second, what is 
the businesses process? ASIs must be able 
to openly and comfortably discuss not 
only the text of the regulations, but also 
the intent of the regulation. They must re-
search the preamble to the regulations.
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Where I see challenges with this is in 
the FAA employee policies — the FAA 
orders. The orders have become so pre-
scriptive, the ASI nearly has a checklist. 
Some inspectors will use it as such and 
read a single line without putting the in-
spector’s guidance into perspective of the 
entire paragraph, section or document. 
“See, right there in line 3 B 2; they are do-
ing it wrong.”

ASIs are not clearly wrong here, howev-
er. They are impacted by clear, competing 
documentation. The regulations and guid-
ance are performance-based, while the or-
der providing oversight policy is prescrip-
tive, placing the ASI in the middle.

This isn’t necessarily just the field ASI’s 
problem. FAA headquarters continues to 
put Band-Aids on policies and guidance, 
which are misinterpreted or misused by 
the field. Where are the quality checks on 
policy and guidance, which the adoption 
of a quality system dictates?

When an issue is brought up to FAA 
HQ, what is its response? “That wasn’t 
our intent; oh, it is the field’s problem. Let 
the public file a time-consuming, labor-in-
tensive process to challenge the interpreta-
tion. They are doing it wrong.”

“Mirror, mirror on the wall, how can I 
make my shop’s processes better?”

First, the shop needs to know its pro-
cesses. This is not how to install avion-
ics; this is how the business operates. 
And, just as importantly, how the shop’s 
business processes meet the intent of the 
regulations.

I’ve talked with shop owners who just 
want to install avionics. They view the 
Federal Aviation Regulations as a nui-
sance they simply must follow to keep 
the “feds” off their backs. I fully under-
stand this approach; however, their busi-
ness is a repair station that just happens 
to install avionics. It is not an avionics 
technician who happens to be a repair 
station. If they don’t want to run a repair 
station business, they might want to con-
sider merging with another person who 
does want to operate a repair station.

This is a strong statement that might 
upset a few people, but times are chang-
ing and the frustration levels are increas-
ing. In spite of our best efforts to reduce 
the administrative burden to aviation 
small businesses, the administrative bur-
den continues to increase and soon will 
dictate that someone in the organization 
needs to take the FARs seriously if the 
business is to survive. We need to take a 
hard look into the mirror.

The regulations allow a certificated 

repair station to perform maintenance, 
preventive maintenance or alterations “in 
accordance with Part 43 on any article 
for which it is rated and within the limi-
tations in its operations specifications.”

When you look into the ops spec mir-
ror, if you don’t see what you do, the ops 
specs need to be corrected. As I travel 
around to repair stations, I make it a 
practice to review ops specs. To date, I 
have seen a 100 percent failure rate. Ev-
ery repair station I have audited needed 
to have their ops specs amended to rep-
resent what the repair station actually 
did. When I ask about these op specs, I 
usually get the same response: “That’s the 
FAA’s problem; they issued them.” No, 
actually, it is your problem. 14 CFR, Part 
145, makes it your problem. Even if your 
inspector keyed in the wrong information, 
you reviewed it, you signed it, and Section 
145.201 mandates you follow it.

The regulations require a repair station 
to prepare and follow a repair station man-
ual that meets the regulations. In addition, 
the manual must be kept current. Advisory 
Circular 145-9, in showing an acceptable 
means of compliance to the requirements 
of 14 CFR, Part 145, states, “The manual 

i’ve talked with shop owners who just want to install avionics. 

They view the federal Aviation regulations as a nuisance they 

simply must follow to keep the “feds” off their backs. i fully 

understand this approach; however, their business is a repair 

station that just happens to install avionics. it is not an avionics 

technician who happens to be a repair station.
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or manuals may contain more procedures 
than required by the regulations for the 
certificate holder to describe the repair 
station’s overall functions, responsibil-
ities and quality control procedures.”

From the very introduction of the re-
vised Part 145, it has been the agency’s 
intent for the repair station’s manuals to 
represent the uniqueness of each busi-
ness. The FAA specifically did not want 
a cookie-cutter template sitting on the 
shelf and collecting dust.

“Mirror, mirror on the wall, does 
my manual represent me, or what my 
inspector wants me to be?”

The smaller the business, the more its 
manuals seem to be templates, intended 
to please the ASI rather than represent 
the business processes it should rep-
resent. As a result, when the current 
“satisfied” ASI rotates out, the new ASI 
demands changes to the template.

“Mirror, mirror on the wall, am I de-
manding change because the manual 
doesn’t conform to the regulations, or is 
it because it doesn’t conform to my per-
sonal preference?”

For the repair station, does the manual 
actually represent its overall functions, 
responsibilities and procedures? It is 
nearly impossible to defend an arbitrary 
template mandated by some individual 
long since retired. On the other hand, if 

the manual actually represent your func-
tions, responsibilities and procedures, it 
is quite easy to defend because you un-
derstand your process.

We need to do better. As auditors, we 
need to be focused on the standards. As 
shops, we need to be focused on how 
we choose to run our business. We all 
need to take time to look into the mir-
ror and see the true reflection of our  
businesses, auditors and industry, 
and make a concerted effort to better  
ourselves before we point our fingers at 
“them.” q

If you have comments or questions 
about this article, send e-mails to 

avionicsnews@aea.net.
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