Travel Tips for Aussie Skydivers Heading to the USA:

Cheryl Robertson and Heather Little

This isn’t intended to cover everything you might need to know – you do need to take some responsibility yourself.  But it might help if you haven’t been to the USA to jump, or haven’t been in awhile.  Any links we have are provided because they are ones we’ve heard of or used.  We make no guarantees about whether they are the best source for you.  

Insurance – For You

If you cannot afford travel insurance, you absolutely cannot afford to go to the USA and jump! Even the smallest injury can cost tens of thousands of US$.  Have a major injury without insurance, and you’ll be selling your house and/or paying for a very, VERY long time.

Personal experience from Heather: 2001 – 2.5hrs in A & E in Utah = US$2,500 roughly about US$1000/hr and that’s 8 years ago for a relatively minor injury. 

Another friend seriously hurt in 2000 in Denver skydiving – approx. US$250,000+ in medical bills all covered by an AU$500 insurance policy….don’t say we didn’t warn you!

Make sure whatever policy you get actually covers skydiving injuries – READ THE POLICY!  

If you are also going to BASE jump while in the USA, make sure your policy does not exclude BASE jumping (most do NOT cover BASE jumping!).  Some policies cover skydiving, but not BASE jumping, and some exclude both.  

QBE, HBF and Covermore (through Flight Centre) are three companies that currently do cover skydiving.  IHI/Bupa out of Denmark does as well and they will also cover you for BASE jumping.  There have been quite a few online discussions about insurance – have a look at www.skysurfer.com.au as a start. 

Word of warning: POLICIES CHANGE! Read them carefully. What we say now may not be relevant in 2010!!

Consider getting an annual multi-trip policy if you are going to be gone for awhile or going on multiple trips outside Australia.  These policies cover you for multiple trips, with no single trip being longer than 45-60 days, for about Au$400-500.

Check the company you have your home, health or car insurance through to see if they have appropriate travel insurance and whether you can get a discount.  As an example, I have QBE car insurance, and saved 20% off the retail price (which was considerably cheaper than buying QBE travel insurance through the Qantas website.) HBF give you a small (10% I think) discount on travel insurance if you have their health cover.

Insurance – For your gear

Take out a gear insurance policy through the APF!  It doesn’t cover international travel unless you check and pay for the international coverage option, so make sure you do that.  You should consider listing expensive accessories on this policy – helmets, altis, cameras, etc.

USPA Membership – 

You will have to join USPA to jump at Perris.  You can do this when you get there.  Expect to pay about US$75 for a full year’s membership.  (This will include a subscription to Parachutist mag.) If you have never jumped in the US or held USPA membership before it is possible to take out a temporary membership once – this is slightly cheaper than full USPA membership. For more info, go to www.uspa.org 

Car hire

Several of us have had good results for cars (and hotels) using www.hotwire.com or www.arguscarhire.com  

Check the rental cost to see what it includes, for example Argus includes CDW plus a few other things, and especially check the insurance small print!  

If you are going to be hiring cars often or for a longish period, you may want to consider getting a specific car hire insurance excess policy.  It is generally much cheaper to do this than to pay the car hire company’s insurance.  

http://www.carhire-excess-insurance.com/ and http://www.insurance4carhire.com/ are two companies providing this type of insurance.
Campervan hire

Wicked does have outlets in the USA if you want the low end or If you want a full-on, OTT, American motorhome, there are several places for that.  Some of the British guys have had better luck picking up near Ontario instead of near LAX.  (more info to come)

Baggage

Allowance

Travel to the USA is a bit different as they operate under the ‘piece concept’, so allow 2 bags.  The ‘weight per bag’ varies by airline and by flight class, so make absolutely sure you check your airline’s website for their rules.  Don’t just rock up expecting to be able to check 70kg. ;)  Also check carefully the carry on limits as again every airline and booking class are different.

Carryon vs check your rig

Personally, I prefer to carry my rig with me.  A bit of a hassle, sometimes you have to argue if you are flying with a 10kg rig and a 7 kg carryon allowance.  But you are going to a “competition” and the one thing you will have the most trouble replacing if it is lost or damaged is the rig.  So argue the point.  

When going through security, tell the screener before you lay your gear on the belt that you have a parachute in your bag.  Make sure you carry your AAD xray card with you in your travel docs in case of questions.

If you check your rig, a tip from a US skydiver is to put a sign on it saying “Life saving equipment.  Do not open without owner being present.”  They aren’t supposed to open your gear, but this is extra “insurance”.  In the USA, if you encounter problems with your rig and the security screeners, you “should insist that the supervisor review Chapter Section 17.2 of Version 4.0 of the Screening Checkpoint Standard Operating Procedure”.
Weights

Ideally you get to the USA in time to go shopping for lead pellet.  Then you can take empty weight belts.  Barring that, if you carry them on to save your checked baggage weight, make sure you tell them before you lay it on the belt that you have lead weights in your bag.  

Another tip – if you have weights in your check-in luggage make sure they are in an easily accessible place, especially leaving the USA, as they WILL open your bag to see what the dense mass is as it prevents the screener from seeing ‘underneath’ or through the lead. 

Hot tip from Heather – have TSA approved locks on your bags and not only can the officials open your luggage faster will generally be put to the front of the sometimes ‘very large pile’ for checking and screening..…personal experience.

I also wait and watch for my bags to be screened in LAX just in case there is an issue with my rig and/or weights. This is a purely personal choice.

Travelling around the USA before / after the event 

US domestic fares often do not include a luggage allowance (or meals!).  If you are planning to gallivant around the country with your gear, you may end up paying a hefty fee. Check the airfare rules BEFORE you buy!  

Big Way Tips (not necessarily skydiving)

· Show up fit to jump – well rested, current, healthy, sober.  

· This isn’t a boogie, so don’t look at it as a chance to party hard.

· Dress for success!  Make sure you have (or have access to) a variety of ways to modify your fallrate (multiple suits, sleeves, weights, sweatshirt, tucking your booties up).  

· Have your gear sorted before you get there – reserve in date, weights, spare jumpsuits, visors, etc.

· Be ready BEFORE you are supposed to be there.  If it says meet at 8 am, you will find most experienced people have rocked up before then, in whatever state they are supposed to be (geared up, in jumpsuits, in street clothes).

· Listen to the load organiser.  

· Don’t offer your opinion during a debrief – everyone is paying the big bucks for the load organiser’s experience, not yours.  If you disagree with something, do it in private.  

· If you screwed up, admit it – it will be on video anyway, so it just makes you look like a dickhead if you try to deny it.  

· Never ever insist that they have to let you on the load (someone did this at a recent event after a major non-skydiving f*up – I would hazard a guess that person will never be on a bigway anywhere ever again.)

· The big way camps are a great way to experience different slots, from in close to way out the edge.  If you are trying something new, get advice on how to do it best.  

· Record attempts are NOT the time to try a vastly different slot.  If you are not SURE you can do it, speak up well before the first dirt dive.

· Be prepared to land the direction you are told to, even if it ends up being downwind!  And be prepared to do it wearing weights at 1600’ elevation. ; )

· Think about your choice of canopy as ‘pocket rockets’ are not necessarily the best canopies for bigway events.

· Register on www.bigways.com 

· Yes, beer rules apply!

General USA info:

· Tipping – 15-20% is standard anytime you sit down to eat or drink.  Waiters and waitresses generally make minimum wage and need the tip to make up for that.  Plus they are taxed on assumed percentage based amount of tips, whether they actually make them or not (if US tax laws are still the same).  You can find more info on tipping on the internet if you want, but almost every service in the USA is ‘tippable’ – taxis, hairdressers, etc.

· Be very careful about even having an open alcohol container in the car.  In some states this is as illegal as drinking and driving. 

· The freeways between LAX and Perris can be manic especially at peak hour – pick your driving times accordingly or prepare to be very patient.

Useful Links:

Perris Skydiving and Tunnel info:

www.skydiveperris.com 

CASA letter for carrying your Cypres-equipped rig on Australian flights:

http://www.apf.asn.au/documents/pdf/Rigging/Cypres/dangerous_goods_letter.PDF 

Info about carrying your rig on domestic USA flights

http://www.uspa.org/USPAMembers/Membership/Travel/WithintheUS/tabid/311/Default.aspx 

TSA letter for carrying your rig on domestic USA flights

http://www.uspa.org/Portals/0/Downloads/Other_TSAletter_2003_10.pdf 

TSA info re rigs:

http://www.tsa.gov/travelers/airtravel/assistant/editorial_1147.shtm 

Information about travelling to the USA to jump:  

http://www.uspa.org/USPAMembers/Membership/Travel/TotheUS/tabid/312/Default.aspx 

www.seatguru.com has detailed information by airline and aircraft type on which seats are desirable or undesirable.

Cypres and Vigil Xray Cards:

http://www.cypres.cc/index.php?option=com_remository&Itemid=89&func=startdown&id=28&lang=en 

http://www.vigil.aero/commercial-flight-information 

