
Visit any moderately sized airport in 
the U.S. and find a place to watch the 
traffic, then think back to years ago when 
you first got into aviation and started 
hanging around at airports. Notice any-
thing different?

If  you’ve been involved in aviation 
for roughly two or more decades, you’ll 
notice the lack of action. Not only are 
overall movements at many airports way 
down but something more profound 
is occurring: business aviation traf-
fic is now predominant and has grown 
quickly, while light-airplane traffic has 
shrunk from the peak in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s.

It is good news that business aviation 
has grown so much, but light aviation–
the entry-level, training, recreational 
and personal transportation segment 
and the foundation that underpins the 

entire aerospace industry–is in trouble. 
Youngsters are not flocking to their local 
airports to learn to fly. Flight-school stu-
dents aren’t buying used trainers and 
helping the fleet turn over, a process 
that used to keep manufacturers’ assem-
bly lines humming. Newly minted pilots 
aren’t buying many airplanes. And the 
cost of flying light airplanes is forcing 
many pilots to think twice about staying 
in the game. 

Add to that burdensome regulations 
with no room for compromise; intimidat-
ing security constraints that could mean 
flying dangerous formation with an F-16 
whose pilot wants you on the ground 
NOW!; and an FAA that seems ready to 
pounce on the most innocent of mistakes, 
that imposes modern jet rules to certify 
piston singles and that promulgates an 
intrusive, unfair and unscientific medical 

examination process on every pilot.
The problems general aviation (GA) 

faces are myriad: Fewer pilots, fewer 
airplanes and fewer jobs; the erosion of 
one of  the U.S.’s preeminent industries 
(which is said to generate $150 billion 
a year in economic activity); a reduc-
tion in the number of  people seeking a 
career in aviation, many of  whom, iron-
ically, are needed to fill the cockpits of 
business jets and airliners and maintain 
those aircraft; investors outside the U.S. 
buying companies such as Cirrus Air-
craft, Continental Motors, Piper Air-
craft, Superior Air Parts and Enstrom 
Helicopter; and finally, a move away 
from what has become so familiar for 
many older pilots, when buying and fly-
ing a middle-class four-seat airplane 
wasn’t far out of  reach and provided 
plenty of  weekend fun at airports where 
like-minded people gathered.

But what is really going on with gen-
eral aviation? Is all the news bad? Is the 
industry declining? Or is light-airplane 

GA simply transitioning into a new and 
different form that will have its own dyna-
mism and healthy prospects? 

After all, the Chinese companies that 
have purchased so many general aviation 
assets can’t be putting their chips into a 
dying market, can they?  o

 

The 17,811 airplanes delivered in 1978 marked a  bubble, 
and it’s no use looking back. What counts now for the 
lighter end of aviation is making the best of the new reality– 
fewer pilots, buying fewer airplanes, flying less.

by Matt Thurber

The Changing Landscape

A look at 10 of the FAA’s top 50 busiest GA airports reveals that traffic levels have changed markedly 
over a short period of time. According to the General Aviation Manufacturers Association (GAMA) Statistical 
Databook, from 2002 through 2011, some airports clearly saw a significant drop in flying activity. Van Nuys 
in California, the busiest GA airport in the U.S., saw total operations drop to 322,387 in 2011, down from 
446,216 in 2002. Centennial Airport in the Denver suburbs and Chandler Municipal in Phoenix are both down 
by about 50,000 operations during that time. At some of these airports, GA operations are up, but these 
numbers include all aircraft types.

The GAMA numbers don’t break out piston and turbine GA airplane operations. But beginning with 
the 2009 numbers, there is a column that tallies VFR GA itinerant operations, which most likely includes 
predominantly piston-powered airplanes. These numbers show some airports continuing to drop, including 
Portland-Hillsboro, Ore., by about 27,000; Palo Alto, Calif., 7,000; Vero Beach, Fla., 9,000; Stinson, Texas, 
27,000 and more than 25,000 at Alaska’s Merrill Field. 

What is interesting to note, however, is that the numbers do not support claims of gloom and doom. VFR GA 
itinerant operations climbed by about 11,000 at Van Nuys, Calif.; a statistically questionable 78,000 at Centen-
nial, Colo.; about 22,000 at Melbourne, Fla.; 8,000 at Chandler, Ariz.; and nearly 10,000 at North Las Vegas. 

Somebody is doing some flying.  –M.T.

The State of General Aviation

Activity Change at Busy GA Airports
Airport Total GA Airport Operations Local Civil GA Operations VFR GA Itinerant Operations

2011 2009 2003 2011 2009 2003 2011 2009 2003

Van Nuys (CA) 322,387 404,578 446,216 95,044 248,586 146,778 155,039 143,697 299,438

Centennial (CO) 254,793 234,507 290,389 125,025 220,596 163,008 88,421 9,567 127,381

Portland-Hillsboro (OR) 211,227 221,549 200,214 137,822 122,315 124,917 54,362 81,716 75,297

Melbourne (FL) 191,413 124,516 159,384 91,604 47,850 78,637 71,848 48,188 80,747

Palo Alto (CA) 182,256 167,389 200,303 99,051 61,557 121,117 66,919 73,765 79,186

Chandler (AZ) 164,447 219,488 217,709 98,068 1,474,778 152,929 59,265 51,206 64,780

Vero Beach (FL) 149,572 169,512 153,992 74,556 82,552 75,530 51,153 60,364 78,462

North Las Vegas (NV) 140,317 137,996 162,712 77,502 71,095 97,969 47,317 38,789 64,743

Stinson (TX) 119,949 154,524 N/A 72,543 75,996 N/A 41,301 68,803 N/A

Merrill Field (AK) 116,820 149,184 189,224 59,102 22,916 108,092 54,145 79,587 81,132

Data: GAMA Statistical Databook
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Industry Finds Ways To Survive
During 2012, Piper Aircraft had one of its strongest years “in 

many, many years,” according to Drew McEwen, head of global 
sales and business development. Much of Piper’s business is deliv-
ering trainer airplanes to large flight academies around the world, 
but the company’s M-class singles, including the nonpressurized 
piston Matrix, the pressurized piston Malibu and the turboprop 
Meridian, are selling well all over the world. “I think it’s going to 
continue to get better,” he said. 

While Cessna piston single-engine sales grew to 263 airplanes in 
2012 compared with 244 the previous year, said Jodi Noah, Cessna 
senior vice president of single-engine and propeller aircraft, “It’s hard 
to sustain a business on that. As an industry, we need to be doing 
everything we can to increase those volumes.” To do that, Cessna 
has placed more emphasis on reaching out to audiences outside 
 aviation, such as sponsoring Barrett Jackson auctions and making 
sure that customers have a great experience at the 170 Cessna Pilot 
Center flight schools. “If you have a bad experience on your first 
flight, there’s no way you’re getting back in the airplane,” she said.

Cessna also recognizes the attraction of social aspects of flying 
and last year unveiled Cessna Connect, a flight-planning, logbook 
and maintenance tracking application with social networking features 
such as blogging and sharing flight information with friends. 

To Jerry Gregoire, chairman of Redbird Flight Simulation and a 
buyer of new Skyhawks costing upwards of $300,000, the future of 
GA looks a lot like the Redbird Skyport, a laboratory flight-training 
facility at San Marcos Airport near Austin, Texas. Redbird launched 
the Skyport to test new ways of teaching and retaining pilots, 
combining learning in new Cessna Skyhawks with teaching and 
practice in Redbird’s low-cost full-motion simulators. The Skyport is 
also used for local events, a way to introduce locals to the airport and 
give them a positive view of GA.

All certificate programs at Redbird are sold at a fixed cost; the 
private, for example, is $9,500. “Airplanes are not going to get less 
expensive, ever,” Gregoire said. “Schools can expect airplanes 
and fuel to continue to go up. We finally reached the critical point 
where we have to find different ways to do training.” Redbird’s 
simulators are used for primary and not just instrument training 
because they allow students to “see” out the side windows and 
thus perform visual maneuvers. “You can’t do that without looking 
out the windows and [experiencing] motion,” he said. “The benefit 
is that we can turn out safer pilots and create conditions they can’t 
replicate in the airplane.”

So far, the Skyport private pilot program is averaging three 
weeks and 38 hours of airplane time–students get to fly the simu-
lators as much and as often as they want at no extra charge–
and $2,200 in profit per student. That contrasts with an AOPA 
study that found average students taking 85 hours in the airplane 
and spending $13,260, for a per-student profit of just $1,300, 
Gregoire said. The Skyport is using its assets much more effi-
ciently, he explained, and the students are benefitting because they 
can practice as much as they want in the simulator and carry that 
training directly to the airplane. 

“This is the future, obviously,” he said, supported by the fact that 
Redbird has sold more than 700 simulators (the FMX with control 
loading costs $67,295). “We can build these same tools at a price 
that general aviation can afford. We’ve got big-airplane avionics 
in small airplanes and big-airplane training methods for general 
aviation, because we’re leveraging the technology.”

If any company has seen the ups and downs of general aviation, 

it’s avionics manufacturer Garmin, which saw steep growth with the 
introduction of the GNS 430 and 530 combined GPS/navcoms more 
than two decades ago. 

“GPS started to become the thing in the 1990s and 2000s,” said 
Jim Alpiser, Garmin’s director of aviation aftermarket sales. “We 
feel good about [the new] GTN, but we’re never going to experience 
the incredible thrust [we did] when the 430 and 530 came out. 
We’re in a state of maturity. There have been a lot of great improve-
ments to aviation products. At the end of the day, our sentiment is 
the same: people are not willing to let go of dollars. I don’t want 
to say it’s doom and gloom. We continue to invest millions upon 
millions into new technologies. We think the future for the existing 
base and new customers is pretty bright. With hopes and dreams 
we can continue to grow.” 

“I think we just have to focus on what general aviation can 
be instead of getting hung up on what it used to be,” said John 
Zimmerman, v-p at Sporty’s Pilot Shops. “It’s not our God-given 
right to ship 17,000 airplanes a year. That was a bubble.”

“What is the future of general aviation?” asked Walter Derosier, 
vice president of engineering and maintenance at the General Aviation 
Manufacturers Association. “There are lots of initiatives looking at 
making it stronger and better, and promoting growth. I don’t think 
it’s a dire future. There continue to be opportunities.”  –M.T.
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Emerging markets hold promise
by Matt Thurber

GA manufacturers are put-
ting a lot of effort into selling 
airplanes outside the U.S., both 
for training and, they hope, a 
growing wealthy class that can 
afford to own and operate air-
planes. For GA in places such 
as China, India and the Middle 
East obstacles and opportuni-
ties abound. 

In China, “GA infrastructure 
is virtually nonexistent today,” 
according to Jay Shaw, manag-
ing director of Seacor Capital 
Asia, which invests in aviation 
and marine infrastructure in 
Asia. Although the Chinese gov-
ernment has announced plans 
to open military-controlled air-
space for GA, “there are only 
a few dedicated spots that have 
implemented this,” he told AIN. 

Most airports are for com-
mercial traffic, and there are no 
services such as weather data, 
VFR charts and flight planning 
for private aircraft owners. Nev-
ertheless, Shaw believes that in 
five to 10 years, it may become 
possible for a person to own and 
fly a small airplane in China. 

“We need to see much fur-
ther action from the government 
to lobby its military establish-
ment for more airspace and air-
port access, and for government 
to encourage and assist private 
enterprise to development this 
sector, before we will see any-
thing that resembles a true GA 
culture in China,” he said.

There is little light air-
plane activity in China beyond 

training, said Chris Buchholz, 
CEO of Hongkong Jet. “Low-
altitude airspace is essentially 
closed off. That will change, and 
we’re all hoping that’s going to 
happen sooner rather than later.”

Buchholz, who is a pilot and 
flies regularly during trips to the 
U.S., said that Chinese aviation 
authorities understand the ben-
efits that GA offers. “Clearly we 
know GA is a large contributor 
to the U.S. economy.” But China 
will never adopt the GA infra-
structure of the U.S. What will 
happen to GA in China will be 
uniquely Chinese, he explained. 

“The priority in China is the 
country, not the individual. In 
the modern history of China, 
there’s never been open airspace. 
Changing that makes sense only 
when it makes sense for the 
country. China is ideal for gen-
eral aviation, and the govern-
ment realizes that. China needs 
to find its own path. It can have 
its own model China-style and 
embrace general aviation, but 
it will need the support of [the 
military] to make that happen.” 

Cessna is forging ahead with 
manufacturing partnerships with 
China’s Avic, but has also placed 
about 200 piston-powered Sky-
hawks in the country. These are 
flown by flight academies meet-
ing the burgeoning need for 
pilots in Asia. 

According to Jodi Noah, 
senior vice president of sin-
gle-engine and propeller air-
craft, the Chinese government 

is subsidizing new flight-train-
ing businesses. “We think that 
will create a furor of activity,” 
she said. “They have a tremen-
dous need for pilots, and there’s 
a big focus on training.” Noah is 
hoping to generate some interest 
in China to open Cessna Pilot 
Centers there, although the cen-
ters would need to be owned by 
Chinese interests.

India is also of interest to 
Cessna, Noah said. “We’re not 
selling a lot of product there, 
yet. They’re starting to get more 
focused on general aviation.”

Piper Aircraft is selling some 
of its high-performance piston 
airplanes and trainers in China. 
“They need 5,000 pilots a year 
in China,” said Drew McEwen, 
head of global sales and busi-
ness development. Surprisingly, 
a Chinese buyer recently pur-
chased a Meridian turboprop 
single, he said. “Somehow he 
got the waivers,” he added.

Piper is also selling trainers in 
the Middle East. “We do expect 
the market to open up for the 
[high-performance] singles,” he 
said. “The Middle East is get-
ting pretty progressive. I think 
there are pockets where you can 
actually use aviation. It’ll con-
tinue to get better.”

Improving standards of liv-
ing and new wealth will drive 
GA growth in these countries, 
 McEwen said. “I really see that 
it can only improve. When you 
build wealth, you have the oppor-
tunity for aviation [to grow].”  o

The Old World Bears a Growing Burden

It should be some consolation to aviators in the U.S. that, despite the contraction here, the infrastructure and costs 
of GA in America remain the envy of the world, particularly Europe, which serves as a stark example of how “creeping 
taxation” can suffocate general aviation. If you’re ever tempted to think that the GA industry is overreacting to President 
Obama’s proposed $100-per-flight user fee for private turbine aircraft, consider this UK tale.

Ian Seager owns the UK general aviation magazine Flyer. He operates a Reims-built Cessna 182 from a private strip in 
southwest England and recently calculated the cost for using the airplane to take a couple of colleagues to Paris for a busi-
ness appointment. The day trip would be two hours each way, give or take, and would require clearing French customs at Le 
Bourget, where landing and handling fees would be $400. At this time of year the return flight would have ended (and perhaps 
started) in darkness, rendering Seager’s private strip unusable, so the return destination would have been Bristol, 20 minutes’ 
flying time from the home strip. Fees at Bristol for landing, handling, police and navigation charges would total $300.

Bottom line: fees would have inflated to $1,300 a trip that would have cost about $600 in airplane operating expenses. 
These three would-be GA users took an airline flight instead.

“It’s the small, incremental stuff that catches up with you,” warned Seager. Like the frog that won’t jump out of water 
being heated slowly until it’s maybe too late, “things get worse slowly, so people don’t squeal.”

Like many other privately used GA aircraft based in the UK, Seager’s 182 wears an N number as a way to circumvent 
some of the region’s crushing bureaucracy. He estimated that three out of four Cirruses in the UK wear N numbers rather 
than a G registration. To own an N-registered aircraft in the UK you need to be an American citizen, so the airplanes are 
owned by U.S. trusts typically based in Delaware. The advantage is that a pilot of an N-registered aircraft can use a more 
easily obtained U.S. FAA instrument rating to operate IFR (earning the EASA instrument rating involves seven written 
exams and 55 hours of flying). Seager said there are no official statistics on the percentage of the active UK fleet that is 
N registered. Instrument approaches to secondary airfields in the UK are rare since the regulations require full ATC at the 
destination airport as part of the procedure. 

Avgas costs $12.60 a gallon in the UK, and sales by volume have fallen 30 percent in the past five years or so, according 
to Seager. “It’s a similar story in Germany and Holland–fuel prices and regulations are depressing activity,” he said.  –N.M.
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 The Pilot Population

In 1978, the U.S. general aviation market peaked, with the greatest number of 
shipments of new aircraft–17,811–ever delivered. At that time there were 798,833 
pilots in the U.S., and that number peaked at 827,071 two years later. Since then, 
the number of pilots in the U.S. has declined by 25 percent to a tad over 600,000.  
The ranks of private pilots have dropped by an even greater percentage, from a peak 
of 357,479 in 1980 to 194,441 in 2011, down 46 percent. The two pilot categories 
that have grown–and fairly significantly–since the late 1970s are airline transport 
(three times as many) and flight instructors (nearly twice as many).  –M.T.

U.S. Pilot Population
Total* Student Private Commercial

Airline 
Transport

Flight 
Instructor

1978 798,833 204,874 337,644 185,833 55,881 52,201

1979 814,667 210,180 343,276 182,097 63,652 54,398

1980 827,071 199,833 357,479 183,442 69,569 60,440

1981 764,182 179,912 328,479 168,580 70,311 57,523

1982 733,255 156,361 322,094 165,093 73,471 62,492

1983 718,004 147,197 318,643 159,495 75,938 62,201

1984 722,376 150,081 320,086 155,929 79,192 61,173

1985 709,540 146,652 311,086 151,632 82,740 58,940

1986 709,118 150,273 305,736 147,798 87,186 57,355

1987 699,653 146,016 300,949 143,645 91,287 60,316

1988 694,016 136,913 299,786 143,030 96,968 61,798

1989 700,010 142,544 293,179 144,540 102,087 61,472

1990 702,659 128,663 299,111 149,666 107,732 63,775

1991 692,095 120,203 293,306 148,385 112,167 69,209

1992 682,959 114,597 288,078 146,385 115,855 72,148

1993 665,069 103,583 283,700 143,014 117,070 75,021

1994 654,088 96,254 284,236 138,728 117,434 76,171

1995 639,184 101,279 261,399 133,980 123,877 77,613

1996 622,261 94,947 254,002 129,187 127,486 78,551

1997 616,342 96,101 247,604 125,300 130,858 78,102

1998 618,298 97,736 247,226 122,053 134,612 79,171

1999 635,472 97,359 258,749 124,261 137,642 79,694

2000 625,581 93,064 251,561 121,858 141,596 80,931

2001 612,274 86,731 243,823 120,502 144,702 82,875

2002 631,762 85,991 245,230 125,920 144,708 86,089

2003 625,011 87,296 241,045 123,990 143,504 87,816

2004 618,633 87,910 235,994 122,592 142,160 89,596

2005 609,737 87,213 228,619 120,614 141,992 90,555

2006 597,109 84,866 219,233 117,610 141,935 91,343

2007 590,349 84,339 211,096 115,127 143,953 92,175

2008 613,746 80,989 222,596 124,746 146,838 93,202

2009 594,285 72,280 211,619 125,738 144,600 94,863

2010** 627,588 119,119 202,020 123,705 142,198 96,473

2011 617,128 118,657 194,441 120,865 142,511 97,409

* Not including flight instructors

** The increase in student pilots over 2009 is likely due to an FAA regulation change that extended 
the time for medical certificates for pilots under age 40 to 60 months.

The State of General Aviation
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So
ur

ce
: G

AM
A

http://www.ainonline.com/aviation-news/aviation-international-news/2013-02-01/business-aviations-emerging-markets
http://www.ainonline.com/aviation-news/aviation-international-news/2013-02-01/business-aviations-emerging-markets
www.ainonline.com


24 Aviation International News • March 2013 • www.ainonline.com

For U.S. pilots, ‘security’ measures impede flying
by Matt Thurber

The 9/11 attacks in the U.S. had a pro-
found effect on GA security, particu-
larly the sudden and rapid enactment of 
so-called “temporary flight restrictions” 
(TFRs), many of which are anything 
but temporary. An effort led by compli-
ant legislators forced the government to 
impose permanent “TFRs” over Dis-
neyland in Anaheim, Calif., and Disney 
World in Orlando, Fla. No one under-
stands why Disney needs protection in 
the form of TFRs that top out at 3,000 
feet agl, yet other famous entertainment 
facilities receive no such consideration. 

Other TFRs regularly pop up and dis-
appear, usually painting a bright picture 
of the location of the President at any 

given time, which makes one question 
whether the procedure actually enhances 
security. These TFRs usually include a 
10-nm inner ring, closed to all nonmili-
tary traffic, surrounded by a 30-nm ring 
open to aircraft on flight plans and not 
engaged in flight training. 

The government gave itself special 
treatment, a massive area around Wash-
ington, D.C., now labeled the Special 
Flight Rules Area, in which pilots can 
operate as long as they have filed the req-
uisite flight plan. Even airports located 
inside the zone’s inner circle have a means 
of allowing pilots to fly after undergoing 
FBI background checks. 

However, somehow lost in all the 
frantic action after 
9/11 was a consid-
ered appraisal of 
the futility of TFRs. 
A TFR, after all, 
assumes that all 
pilots are complying 
with the rules, some-
thing that terror-
ists generally don’t 

do. And it doesn’t take a genius to cal-
culate the damage that, say, a large fast 
airplane could do by flying legally over 
a 3,000-foot TFR at 3,100 feet and then 
plunging into the target. Not a single 
one of the hundreds of pilots caught, 
forced down and prosecuted for TFR 
violations has had anything to do with 
terrorist acts. TFRs have created a fre-
quently shifting patchwork system that 
has proved excellent at catching pilots 
who pose no security threat.

But there is more to post-9/11 security 
than TFRs. Overzealous TSA officers 
are on a hair trigger to catch bad guys, 

leading to the stopping and questioning 
of GA pilots trying to get to their own 
airplanes behind locked airport fences; 
the arrest of an innocent glider pilot 
who flew near a nuclear power plant, in 
violation of no law; and the tense situa-
tion in which well known aviators John 
and Martha King were ordered out of 
their airplane at gunpoint because of a 
poorly updated government database of 
stolen aircraft. 

Pilots in the U.S. still have much more 
freedom than almost anywhere else in the 
world, but TFRs, special zones and gov-
ernment officials who think a Cessna 150 
is as much of a threat as a Boeing full of 
fuel have erected yet another obstacle to 
flying, one that undoubtedly keeps some 
pilots from flying because it’s just too 
much of a hassle now.  o

 

All is not lost; there is plenty of evidence 
that GA, while diminished, remains a 
significant part of the world aerospace 
economy and is fostering continued 
 experimentation and innovation.

Experimental Aircraft
The Experimental category exemplifies 

the pros and cons of a relaxed regulatory 
environment for aviation. Under a framework 
devised, nurtured and refined by the Experi-
mental Aircraft Association and the FAA 
over the course of many decades, private 
individuals can design, build and fly aircraft 
with minimal government involvement 
beyond an inspection and signoff before 
the first flight. In its infancy, the “homebuilt 
movement” turned out aircraft that were 
generally crude and simple in the extreme, 
but now a carbon-fiber homebuilt can pack 
twin turbochargers, 400 hp, retractable gear, 
a pressurized fuselage and do 300 knots.

The glass panels we take for granted in 
business jets and most new piston aircraft, 
and which replaced the needles and dials 
of yore, are rooted in the fertile imagina-
tions of those catering initially to the mildly 
regulated “Oshkosh crowd.” The downside 
of relaxed regulation is the potential for 
eroded safety levels, and the U.S. NTSB 
in the past couple of years has expressed 
concern at the prominence of the accident 
rate for Experimental category aircraft 
among GA as a whole.

Center to Advance Pilot Community
The Aircraft Owners and Pilots Asso-

ciation (AOPA) launched the Center to 
Advance the Pilot Community in late 2012, 
with the goal of expanding the pilot popula-
tion. The center’s budget for this year is 
$1.8 million, half from AOPA and the rest 
from fundraising.

“I do believe it’s possible to turn around 
the decline we’ve seen in aviation,” said 
AOPA senior vice president Adam Smith, 
who is leading the center effort. The U.S. 
pilot population is hovering around 600,000 
but dropping by 5,418 pilots a year, he 
said. Three key areas of focus will help 
raise those numbers: improving the student 
pilot retention rate, which is a staggeringly 
low 15 percent; tackling the cost-of-flying 
issue by promoting the creation and health 
of flying clubs; and “trying to project a 
positive and optimistic message about avia-
tion,” Smith said. “We’re in a mental state 
of depression. It’s dangerous to be in that 
mindset. Aviation is still relevant, the value 
proposition is still there. If we can bind 
people together, get a positive spirit and 
start flying in formation, we can do this.”

11

EAA’s Young Eagle Recruits  
the Next Generation

The Experimental Aircraft Association 
(EAA) has long inspired future pilots. Since 
the EAA’s Young Eagles flight experience 
program was launched in 1992, volun-
teers have flown more than 1.7 million 
young people in more than 90 countries. 
Now Young Eagles follows up the first 
flight with programs aimed at encouraging 
further participation in aviation. After the 
first flight, participants receive free EAA 
student membership and free access to 
Sporty’s learn-to-fly course, which quali-
fies the Young Eagle for a free first-flight 
lesson. EAA also facilitates flights for 
adults, with the Eagle Flights program. � n

BRIGHT
SPOTS

In some instances, 
“temporary” flight 
restrictions have 
become permanent, 
as is the case over 
both Disneyland and 
Disney World.

Continues on page 26 
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Rising costs 
limit interest, 
stifle growth 
by Matt Thurber

Demand for piston-powered 
aircraft has shifted since 1978, 
when the market was flooded 
with relatively inexpensive air-
planes, many of which are still 
available in the used marketplace. 
The problem with the piston mar-
ket appears to be one of waning 
demand, which is reflected not 
only in the pilot population and 
the shipment numbers for new 
piston airplanes, but also in the 
used airplane market. 

Prices of used piston-pow-
ered airplanes have dropped sig-
nificantly. According to Vref 
Publishing’s Light Single Index, 
prices for a basket of popular sin-
gle-engine piston-powered air-
planes climbed from an average 
of about $50,000 in 1994 (the 
farthest back Vref’s data is avail-
able) to about $64,000 in early 
2001. Since then, the average has 
dropped below the 1994 number, 
to nearly $46,000. 

The Aircraft Bluebook-Price 
Digest published a report about 
the used aircraft market in late 
2010 that showed a peak in pis-
ton-single prices in 2001 (based 
on a basket of 10 airplanes), fol-
lowed by a rapid drop through 
2009 and a leveling off into 2010. 

Looking at some airplanes 
in more detail, a Cessna 172N 
that sold for $31,850 new in 1978 
($112,000 in today’s dollars, 
adjusted for inflation) is now 
worth $37,000 retail, according 
to Vref. But a new 172S today 
retails for $289,500, in real dol-
lars about two-and-a-half times 
what a new 172 cost in 1978. 

Granted, today’s new 172 has 
a more powerful fuel-injected 
engine, a Garmin G1000 glass 
cockpit and other improvements.

A Beech Bonanza A36 that 
sold new for $105,700 in 1978 
now sells new for $765,900 (again, 
with much more modern G1000 

avionics, a more powerful engine 
and other features). But that is 
still more than twice the 1978 cost 
in real, inflation-adjusted dollars.

Looking at fuel prices, it’s 
interesting to note that at an 
expensive airport, Denver Inter-
national, today’s avgas prices 
are pretty much the same as they 
were in 1978 after inflation is 
taken into account. But at a low-
cost airport, Plymouth Munic-
ipal in Massachusetts, today’s 
avgas costs nearly three times 
what it cost in 1978. 

The rental rate for a typical 
four-seat Piper Warrior in the 
Boston South Shore area, how-
ever, is not too different from 
1978 prices, despite the threefold 
rise in avgas cost.

These numbers show that 
new airplane prices have far out-
paced inflation, and the low 
number of shipments of new 
airplanes underscores the fact 
that they are simply very, very 
expensive. Fortunately for buyers 
who can make do with an older 
machine, used airplane prices 
are extremely low compared to 
current new airplane prices. But 
demand for used airplanes, too, 
has dropped significantly, mir-
roring the downward trend for 
flying activity overall.  o
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FAA Seeks Faster Part 23 Certifications

The FAA, aided by the industry it regulates, is in the throes of rewriting 
Part 23 to speed up and reduce the costs of the certification process for 
everything from single-engine piston aircraft to small jets. The Part 23 Avia-
tion Rulemaking Committee (ARC) was formed more than a year ago and 
consists of about 120 representatives of industry and government from 
around the world.

The general aviation industry has been calling for a better approach to 
getting aircraft, avionics and powerplants approved by the FAA and released 
to the market. Greg Bowles, the General Aviation Manufacturers Associa-
tion’s director of engineering and manufacturing, is co-chairman of the ARC, 
which is keen on cutting certification costs in half. The ARC is also looking at 
creating a new standards board that would draw on government and industry 
experts from around the world to develop standards for these new technol-
ogies. The panel believes this would facilitate a quicker approvals process.

The ARC has wrapped up its work and said its recommendations could 
be completed in the next several months. According to the committee, the 
FAA plans to fast-track the recommendations, with a target of 2014 for a 

notice of proposed rulemaking and a final rule in 2016.
On another front, Congress requested in last year’s FAA reauthorization 

bill that the agency review the entire certification process. The FAA devel-
oped a report in cooperation with the industry through the Aircraft Certifica-
tion Process Review and Reform Aviation Rulemaking Committee and sent 
it to Congress last August.

“Certification programs are just mind boggling,” said Drew McEwen, 
Piper head of global sales and business development. As an example, he 
cited having to dive test a Piper Archer equipped with extra escape hatches 
and parachutes, to ensure that a simple antenna would not tear off. This, he 
said, “for an airplane that’s never going to see 160 knots.”

GAMA vice president of engineering and maintenance Walter Derosier is 
encouraged that a variety of countries, including those of Europe and China, 
are participating in the Part 23 rewrite effort. The goal, he said, is “twice the 
safety at half the cost. We’ve had strong support and commitments by other 
regulators to adopt the same rulemaking. This will be a better environment 
for general aviation. We feel good about that.”  –P.L.

Making Flying Social
An almost universal theme during inter-

views for this report was the need to promote 
the social aspects of GA, as a means of wel-
coming new participants and keeping pilots 
active. “The reason people keep coming back 
is we have a lot of social activities,” said Rob 
Mark, a flight instructor at Leading Edge Fly-
ing Club at Chicago Executive Airport (also a 
writer for AIN and proprietor of the Jetwhine 
blog). The club holds regular fly-outs to local 
airport restaurants, monthly breakfast meet-
ings and welcomes visitors to the clubhouse.

Jeff Simon launched SocialFlight last 
July, to encourage pilots to participate more 
in aviation by giving them a reason to fly 
other than the so-called $100 hamburger. 
SocialFlight is a website and mobile app that 
displays information about aviation activities. 
The free app is easy to use and includes a 
weekly email notice of upcoming events.

One of GA’s problems, Simon asserts, is 
that most of the marketing is to people who 
already participate. “We don’t do much to bring 
people in,” he said. The other problem is that 
pilots who might be motivated to fly to a local fly-
in might not hear about it, and SocialFlight makes 
sure it comes to their attention. “If you give them 
a destination, it could make a big difference.”

SocialFlight targets non-fliers and pilots 
because a lot of people are interested in avia-
tion and might be encouraged to participate 
through an invitation to a local event. The app 
has more than 4,000 events in its database; 
listings are also free. “This is the kind of thing 
that hasn’t been done before that can get 
people energized,” he said. “Every chart you 
look at for GA goes down. If you don’t think of 
something to lessen that, the future is written.”

Cable Airport Community Outreach
If there is a prototypical airport that 

embraces the social flying mandate, it is family-
owned Cable Airport in southern California. 
The airport’s hangars and tie-downs are full, and 
every month pilots and the public are invited to 
a fly-in. Cable also makes its facilities available 
to local nonprofit organizations, which leaves 
members of the community with a positive 
view of the airport. Even though Cable is pri-
vately owned, it receives public funds because 
it is a reliever for nearby Ontario Airport.

“The secret sauce is I own all the prop-
erty,” said president Bob Cable. “The airport 
is healthy. We have to be because there’s no 
board of supervisors or a city council that we 
can see to say we need more money. We’ve 
got to make it work. We do what we can to 
give back to the community. It’s a lot more 
than just a bunch of guys flying around.”

OpenAirplane Concept
The OpenAirplane concept was designed 

to overcome an obstacle that keeps pilots 
from flying, the need to obtain a checkout flight 
at every company where they plan to rent air-
planes. OpenAirplane participant pilots undergo 
a “Universal Pilot Checkout” that qualifies 
them in that model of airplane at any participat-
ing FBO. OpenAirplane has the support of the 
Aviation Insurance Association, the Cessna 
Pilot Center network and the National 

Avgas
Price Current 

price 1978 2012$

low-cost airport*  $0.67 $2.36 $6.07

high-cost airport** $1.80 $6.34 $6.62
* Plymouth Municipal Airport (Mass.), 100LL is 1977 price including all taxes.
** Denver International Airport, Combs-Gates FBO (1979) and Signature Flight Support (2013)
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Typical Model 
Cost 

Price Current price 
(new) 

1978 model  
current price 

(used)1978 2012$

Cessna 172  $31,850 $112,000 $289,500  $37,000

Beech Bonanza $105,700 $372,000 $765,900 $123,000

Aircraft Rental
Price Current 

price 1978 2012$

Piper Warrior*** $30 $105 $120
*** 1978 price per hour from Plymouth Airport, 2013 price from Marshfield Airport (Mass.)

A Look at the Numbers:  
Charts show typical samples of costs in 1978 compared with today

Avgas Deliveries, Flying in a Slump
Activity is up at some airports, according to GAMA numbers, 

but overall GA flying has dropped as shown by avgas delivery 
data. Piston-powered general aviation flying has dropped signif-
icantly since the early 1980s, a conclusion supported by a look 
at the deliveries of avgas, published by the U.S. Energy Informa-
tion Administration. In 1981 more than 11 million barrels of avgas 
were shipped. In 2011 that number had dropped by more than 
half, to about 5.3 million barrels. 

In the chart, we plotted avgas deliveries against the FAA’s 
annual estimation of hours flown by piston-powered aircraft. 
From about 35 million hours in 1981, GA fleet activity has declined 
by about 50 percent, according to the FAA.

Although it’s hard to know whether the FAA’s estimates of 
hours flown are accurate, it is interesting to see that the estimates 
have dropped by roughly the same proportion as avgas deliveries. 
Flying activity in the U.S. piston market is definitely down signifi-
cantly from what it was at the peak of the GA market.  –M.T.
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Association of Flight Instructors. More than 5,300 
pilots are on the OpenAirplane update list and more 
than 50 aircraft operators have expressed interest, 
according to co-founder Rod Rakic. “We’re now 
pedaling as fast as we can to launch the service 
here in [the first quarter],” he told AIN. “We’re 
stoked to have been getting alignment from the 
insurance industry, the pilot population and the 
rental operators to launch the service and see if 
together we can make private aviation more valu-
able, safer and maybe even more fun for everyone. 
I think the future of GA could be amazing.”

Intuitive Avionics
The future of GA will be much improved if 

avionics are made more intuitive, according to 

Stéphane Fymat, CEO of avionics developer 
Smartplane. Fymat’s company is designing 
an intuitive avionics user interface that aims to 
make flying much safer and more attractive to 
new entrants. “We’re trying to make flying an 
airplane, metaphorically speaking, as simple as 
a car is to drive,” he explained. “From a design 
point of view, you want the reaction that, when 
someone sits in front of [the avionics], they’re 
inspired with confidence.” Smartplane plans to 
prove its approach in the LSA segment, then 
target certified aircraft and the UAV market. 

iPad and Android Apps Abound
One area where the normally glacial pace of 

development is absent is in the applications that 
creative developers offer for tablet computers, 
both Apple iPad and Android devices. These 
platforms have upended the traditional elec-
tronic flight bag market and have enjoyed wide 
adoption by pilots. This is an excellent example 
of how technology has raced ahead of regula-
tors, who are struggling to accommodate pilots 
who want to use these devices in cockpits, and 
also how these apps are inspiring new ways for 
pilots to incorporate safety features that, while 
advisory, are far more costly and take much 
more time to develop in certified avionics. 

CubCrafters Delivers
CubCrafters, a relatively new manufacturer, 

delivered 58 airplanes last year, mostly the LSA 
Sport Cub and Carbon Cub, although the com-
pany also makes the certified Top Cub. While 

the overall GA market is shrinking, said general 
manager Randy Lervold, “the Carbon Cub has 
bucked the trend in every regard.” Most buy-
ers are recreational fliers, he said, although 
the certified Top Cub is flying with government 
agencies and private owners. Lervold shares the 
widespread concerns about the health of GA. 
“We have to dedicate time to figure out how 
to help the industry grow. We don’t have the 
magic bullet. It’s a problem. [However], we’ve 
managed to successfully carve out a little niche 
and focus on that. GA is not going to go away.”

Sporty’s Pilot Shop Looks Ahead
John Zimmerman, vice president of Sporty’s 

Pilot Shop, which also operates a flight school, 
has an optimistic view of GA. The flight school 
had its busiest year ever last year, and in those 
12 months not a single student pilot quit after 
soloing, which is an extraordinary retention rate, 
much higher than the GA average of 15 percent. 
Sporty’s keeps student pilots interested by 
celebrating the first solo, then encouraging them 

to obtain a recreational or sport pilot certificate. 
This first certificate gives the new pilots early 
confidence and the ability to fly passengers, and 
when it comes time for the private certificate 
checkride, students aren’t as intimidated, having 
already experienced a checkride. 

As busy as the flight school is, Zimmerman 
has noticed a shift in the type of GA flying, with 
more light airplane pilots flying recreationally 
rather than for business travel. “We get so 
caught up in the [is GA] up or down question. 
The real question is, is [GA] changing? You 
have to be naïve to think we don’t face some 
serious challenges. Our biggest issue is more 
of a cultural issue. The way people want to use 
products like aviation has changed. We’re in a 
transition period and aviation is just part of that. 
If we get through it we’ll be stronger on the 
other end.” For more optimism, see Zimmer-
man’s blog on Air Facts (airfactsjournal.com), 
“7 Good Things About General Aviation.” 
 Zimmerman’s bottom line? “Let’s share the 
passion, not the pessimism.” n

Smartplane will introduce its intuitive avionics 
interface to the LSA segment. 
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The Cub Crafters Carbon Cub is aimed at 
the light sport aircraft segment.
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