


uspa.org  I  Parachutist, December 09  I  65

Traveling with Your Rig
with

When going through security, one trick that works well is to try to 
hold back so that you can see your rig go through the X-ray machine 
and gauge the look on the examiner’s face. Some parts of a rig, such as a 
reserve pilot chute spring, may look odd to an examiner. If he looks baf-
� ed, be prepared to o� er an explanation as soon as you step through 
the metal detector. If the look is one of “OK, I know what I’m seeing,” then 
you’ll know you’re clear and don’t need to say a word. If you are required 
to explain anything, a smile goes a long way. So smile—no one is ever 
threatened by a smile—and calmly explain that it’s a parachute rig. 

The AAD
Occasionally, a TSA employee will ask about the automatic activa-

tion device (AAD). Keep the explanation simple. “It’s an electronic 
device designed to save my life in the event that I fail to properly 
deploy the parachute,” is a good explanation. You’ll want to steer 
clear of talking about explosive charges and stick to the terminology 
“electronically activated cutter.”

Keep the AAD manufacturer’s airline documents handy. These gen-
erally include a photo of what the AAD looks like when X-rayed. On 
most rigs, this document can be carried in the pocket behind the 
warning label or wherever the packing data card is kept. Be certain the 
AAD is turned o� . An enabled AAD is just begging for questioning. 

The next challenge that may arise is if screeners swab your rig for 
trace explosives, nitrogen from fertilizer may show up if your rig has 
been sitting in grass. If you know you’ll be traveling, try to avoid set-
ting your rig down on grass, particularly if it’s a lush, green landing 
area that has been recently fed. Fireworks and � rearms residue and 
hand lotion containing glycerides also trigger the trace-explosives 
detector, so you may want to avoid handling your gear immediately 
after being in contact with any of these substances. 

If, in the rare instance that TSA asks to have your rig opened, they 
are required to provide a place where the parachute may be re-
packed. Rarer still, the reserve may be pulled. As bad as this might 
seem, it is well within the law. Although you should politely try to 
prevent this from happening, it is smart to carry a pull-up cord, a 
couple spare stow bands and a trash bag (so you’ll have something 
to stu�  your reserve into), just in case. 

Putting Your Gear in the Cargo Hold
If checked, your rig has a slightly higher chance of being opened 

for inspection due to the screening equipment used, particularly at 
some smaller airports. To ease this process, put your checked rig in a 
bag all its own and put your helmet, goggles, altimeter, weight vest 
and other items that might trigger curiosity in a separate bag. It’s 
likely that your bags will be screened by TSA within 30 minutes of 
check in. Therefore, pay close attention to airport announcements 
and stay near the ticket counter for a short period. TSA is required to 
have the rig owner present for inspection, and if TSA cannot locate 
the rig’s owner, the rig will not be transported on the � ight.

Flying Overseas
The rules guiding air travel in foreign countries vary by locale. Some 

countries may invest their police force with this responsibility, in others 
it may be the local airport authority. USPA recommends that jumpers 
review the airport rules for any country they’ll be visiting. 

No matter what happens, stay polite and don’t give up. On a recent 
� ight out of Sydney, Australia, my rig was seized by the Australian 
Airport Police, and they claimed they needed the airline’s permission 
prior to allowing it past security. Sure enough, ground personnel for 
the airline refused to allow the rig in the plane’s cabin. In a last-ditch 

e� ort, I requested that the gate authority ask for the captain’s permis-
sion. He laughingly allowed it to come aboard. 

If all else fails, the airline will probably allow you to gate-check the 
parachute. This is one of the reasons that having a gear bag is valu-
able, as you don’t want the rig going into the aircraft cargo space 
without some sort of protection.

In the U.S.
Skydivers who are having problems with TSA screeners may request 

that a supervisor become involved. Ask the supervisor to review the 
“parachute screening section of the Screening Checkpoint Standard 
Operating Procedure.” It also helps to have printouts of the web pages 
regarding travel with parachutes from both the TSA and USPA sites and 
the one-page letter prepared by TSA regarding parachute rigs. The 
documents are all accessible through the Members tab of the USPA 
website under the travel section on the membership page. 

Jumpers who have had unsatisfactory treatment should call or 
e-mail USPA’s government relations department with the airport name, 
date and time of the � ight, airline and � ight number and the names of 
the TSA o�  cials involved. It is very important to provide USPA with full 
information, so jot down the details at the time of the problem.

Remember, when you travel, you represent all skydivers in the 
world. One bad apple can spoil an entire airport for the rest of us, so 
please remember to be courteous. z

About the Author
Douglas Spotted Eagle, D-29060, is a Grammy, 

Emmy, Peabody, DuPont and Telly Award-winning 
producer and artist who has nearly 20 years of 
experience traveling with expensive broadcast 
equipment. He has logged more than 1,400 sky-
dives, most of which are camera jumps. When traveling with only one 
rig, he carries it onboard. 

Resources
USPA recommendations, a link to the relevant TSA webpage and a copy of the one-page  ►
TSA letter regarding travel with parachutes can be found here: http://tinyurl.com/yzqzfvb.

Airline documents, including X-rays of an AAD-equipped rig, can be found under the down- ►
loads section of the AAD manufacturers’ websites:  

Airtec Cypres 2   |   www.cypres.cc >

Advanced Aerospace Designs Vigil II   |   www.vigil.aero >

Aviacom Argus   |   www.argus-aad.com >

Randy Ottinger,  USPA Director of Government Relations ►
govrelations@uspa.org or (540) 604-9740 
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