
Richmond airbase:
you never know what might drop in
By C hris  Schofie ld

above: Customs District Manager at 
Richmond, Robert Delaporte, explains 
Customs procedures to RAAF personal.

right: Hercules transport aircraft on the 
tarmac at Richmond Royal Australia Air 
Force base.

On the n o rth -w e s te rn  ou ts k irts  
o f the  G reater Sydney region, 
a t the  p ic turesque foo t o f the 
B lue M o u n ta in s  and beside 

the  m ean d ering  H aw ke sb u ry  River, lies 
R ich m ond  Royal A us tra lian  A ir Force 
base, hom e o f the  transp o rt squad rons.

A t th is  s e m i-ru ra l loca tion, the  
e n v iro n m e n t is g enera lly  very p leasant 
but occ as iona lly  it is severe - w in te r  
tem p e ra tu res  can drop in to  m in u s  
figures in the  early m orn ing s w h ile , at 
the  he ig h t o f sum m er, they  can rise to 
the  4 0 s , caused by a com b in a tio n  o f 
sun and th e  th ic k  ta rm ac  surface  o f the 
su rro u n d in g  runw a ys  and roadw ays.

R ich m ond  accom m odates th ree  
m a in  squad rons com p ris ing  2 4  Hercu les 
and fo u r Boeing 7 0 7 s . These a irc ra ft are 
p rinc ip a lly  invo lved  in transp o rting  
m ilita ry  personnel and eq u ip m e n t to 
w he re ve r they  are required , w ith in

A ustra lia  o r overseas.
T h is  is p rac tica lly  a 2 4  hours seven 

days a w eek  activ ity , w h ic h  requires a 
p e rm an en t C ustom s presence to carry 
o u t the  necessary c learance o f inw ard  
and ou tw a rd  in te rn a tio n a l a irc ra ft, the ir 
crew s, passengers and cargo.

"W e v ir tu a lly  run like  a m in i Sydney 
K ingsford S m ith  A irp o rt and perform  a 
m yriad  o f fu n c tio n s  ju s t like  a 
com m erc ia l a irp o rt," is how  the  C ustom s 
D is tric t M anager at R ich m ond , Robert 
D elaporte , describes the job  th a t he and 
h is fe llo w  officer, G ran t R ob inson, are 
engaged in.

C ustom s ac tiv ity  at R ichm ond  
developed in to  a fu ll- t im e  presence in 
the  late 1 9 6 0 s  in response to  increased 
a irc ra ft m o ve m e n ts  during  th e  V ie tnam  
War. A t th is  tim e , C ustom s had three 
s ta ff a t R ich m ond  to deal w ith  a irc ra ft 
c learances, m a in ly  to and from
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B u tte rw o rth , a RAAF base th a t w as 
estab lished  in M a lays ia . H ow ever now, 
w ith  the  reduction in m ilita ry  personnel 
at B u tte rw o rth , C us to m s presence at 
R ichm ond  has been reduced to tw o.

One o f the  c u rre n t m a jo r tasks o f the  
tw o  o fficers is the  processing  o f m ilita ry  
personnel and th e ir  dependants. They 
c lear a rriv in g  and d ep arting  passengers, 
perform  baggage searches, de ta in  or 
seize p roh ib ited  im p o rts , co llect C ustom s 
duty, goods and services tax and the 
passenger m o ve m e n t charge, and 
a d m in is te r the  Touris t Refund Schem e.

R ichm ond  is a lso a m a jo r a ir cargo 
centre fo r the  A u s tra lian  Defence Force 
and the  cargo hub  in A ustra lia  fo r the 
U nited  Sta tes A ir Force, w h ic h  a lso has 
a p e rm an en t presence on the  base. For 
instance, the  J o in t Defence Fac ility  at 
P ine Gap near A lice Springs has a iarge 
U nited  Sta tes c on ting en t and regular 
U SAF flig h ts  provide sup p o rt fo r th is  
es ta b lishm en t. As a consequence, the  
C ustom s team  at R ichm ond  is involved 
in c lea ring  household  goods or personal 
effects o f both A u s tra lian  and US 
defence personnel.

"In  m y tim e  here, I have encountered 
ve ry  fe w  p rob lem s," said Robert. "M os t 
people on the  base understand  w h a t role 
w e  play. T he y  know  w e  have a job  to do 
and th e y  let us get on w ith  it."

T he  tw o  officers w o rk  tw o  sh ifts  
d u ring  w eekdays from  6 a m  to 2p m  and 
noon to 8 p m  and take  it in tu rn  to be on 
call a t w eekends. W he n  duties  arise 
ou ts ide  these  hours, th e y  respond as 
necessary.

G enerally, the  b u lk  o f the  flig h ts  th a t 
occupy C ustom s a tte n tio n  are e ith e r 
going to or com ing  fro m  A m erican  
S am oa, East T im or, G uam , M a lays ia , 
N ew  Zealand and Papua N ew  G u inea  or 
o the r places in the  Pacific.

The  m a jo rity  o f th e  a irc ra ft us ing  the  
base are H ercu les a ltho ug h  so m e tim e s  a 
R ussian Iliyu sh in  w ill fly  in v ia  Pearce, 
in W estern  A ustra lia , to  drop o ff bonded 
m ilita ry  cargo from  Diego G arcia. O ver 
the  years, R ichm ond  has seen B ritish  
N im rod s, F l - 1 1  fig h te r je ts  and US 
nava l carrie r a irc ra ft.

"The  hum  o f H ercu les a irc ra ft can 
usu a lly  be heard from  the  con fines  of 
th e  o ffice ," said Robert. "On rare 
occasions, you can hear the  sound of a 
je t a irc ra ft fly in g  past a t high speed but, 
by the  tim e  you look up to  see exactly 
w he re  it is, it is m iles  a w a y  in the  
d is tance ."

W he n  the  a irc ra ft are no t fly ing , 
the re  is s till p len ty  to  occupy R obert and 
G rant. One task is to de live r C ustom s 
in fo rm a tio n  sessions - or 'briefs' as the  
m ilita ry  prefers to  describe th e m  - to 
A D F personnel d ep arting  fo r overseas.

"W he n  I address a group o f ab ou t 
15 , I usua lly  raid ou r d isp lay  cab ine t for 
exam ples o f p roh ib ited  im p o rts  to show ," 
says Robert, "i a lso take  w ith  m e a stack 
o f passenger cards, c rew  fo rm s  and 
Know Before You Go brochures. T he n  I 
ju s t stand up and s ta rt ta lk in g .

"For larger groups, I have put 
together a m ore fo rm a l p resen ta tion  w ith  
overheads and in fo rm a tio n  fro m  a 
va rie ty  o f C ustom s sources, as w e ll as

in fo rm a tio n  about A us tra lian  Q uaran tine  
and Inspection Service and E n v iro n m e n t 
A ustra lia  req u ire m en ts ."

Because AQIS does no t have an 
o fficer p e rm an en tly  s ta tioned  at 
R ich m ond , C ustom s has delegation to 
perform  q u a ra n tin e  tasks in the  event of 
an AQIS o fficer being unava ilab le .
Robert says th a t C ustom s and AQIS 
en joy  a close w o rk in g  re la tio nsh ip  on the  
base and w o rk  together to  ensure 
con tro ls  are m a in ta ined .

"C on tro lling  th rou g h  cooperation 
w ou ld  be the  best w ay  to  te rm  it,"
Robert said. "A lso the  m ilita ry  keep us 
abreast o f w h a t is happen ing  on a need- 
to -k n o w  basis, w h ic h  seem s to  be a 
m u tu a lly  sa tis fac to ry  a rran g em en t."

Robert's descrip tion o f R ichm ond  is 
th a t o f a relaxed, fr ie n d ly  place in w h ic h  
to  w o rk . "The  base is lite ra lly  a sm all 
to w n  w ith  a lm os t every conceivab le  
a m e n ity  located on s ite ," he says. "It has 
a post office, c red it un io n , barber, 
hairdresser, newsagency, au to m a tic  te lle r 
m ach ine , s w im m in g  pool, g ym na s ium , 
c ine m a, hosp ita l, denta l surgery and a 
sm a ll shop se lling  eve ry th ing  from  
take aw ay  food to stereos and w ash ing  
m ach ines. It's a good place to w o rk ."

As fo r con tac t w ith  Centra l Office 
and o the r sections o f C ustom s, th is  
RAAF ou tp ost is fa r from  iso lated, 
accord ing to Robert: "W e can call for 
backup and advice w hen eve r it's 
required. It's reassuring  to know  th a t the 
rest o f C ustom s is on ly  a phone call 
aw ay."
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