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Strong orders for business jets and production backlogs that extend into 2007 reflect the increasing role of General Aviation in our nation’s air transportation system.  Changing trends in pilot and technician training for all segments of aviation also point to the expanding importance of GA.  

In spite of a sluggish economy slowly emerging from the post 9-11 recession, deliveries of business jets and turboprop aircraft during 2004 reached a totaled of 612, the fifth highest number of turbine-powered aircraft per year in the history of this class of General Aviation, according to the General Aviation Manufacturers Association.   Manufacture of piston-powered aircraft also was brisk, totaling 2,051—the highest annual production rate in 20 years.  Overall, new aircraft deliveries totaled $11.9 billion, GA’s third highest industry billings.

Sales momentum also grew during 2004.  Representatives from each manufacturer of business jets spoke of a stronger than anticipated demand, with production backlogs on the order of 12 to 18 months and in some cases as much as 24 months.  A business jet ordered today probably would not be available for service before the end of 2006 or in early 2007.  With the exception of the Piaggio P-180 (the next available Avanti is scheduled off the production line in 2008), turboprops can be delivered sooner.

A slowly recovering economy does not explain fully why the General Aviation community is experiencing moderate growth.  Of equal if not greater significance is the need for swift transportation so important in today’s business environment, which is characterized by instant communications and just-in-time delivery.

Transportation is a basic requirement for economic development and enhanced quality of life.  In today’s fast-paced environment, air travel is essential, and the location or region with minimal access to aviation is significantly disadvantaged. Should there be doubt about the nexus of air transportation and our nation’s commerce and social well-being, consider the period immediately following September 11, 2001 when all aviation was grounded.  

Scheduled airlines, the traditional providers of air transportation, have yet to find new economic footing and profitability following the recession of the last few years and the imposition of costly security measures.  Although passenger bookings and airline departures have reached pre 9-11 levels, the vast majority of scheduled service focuses on a mere handful of hub airports.  Airline passengers require large chucks of time to travel from home or office, check in and negotiate the crowds that seem to be ever present at major terminals, change airplanes at an intermediate hub, and eventually reach their desired destination. Analysis by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration indicates that the overall speed from departure to destination for a typical scheduled flight involving a change of airliner at an intermediate hub is about 90 miles per hour for trips of less than 500 miles.

Whether caused by airline over capacity, cutthroat competition among airline strategists who hope to manage the last carrier standing, or labor issues remaining from earlier times, today’s airlines seem increasingly unable to satisfy the travel needs of many business men and women.  A lack of scheduling options and in some cases an absence of any scheduled service have forced time-conscious travelers to seek alternate means of travel.  General Aviation is one of those alternatives.

All aircraft battle the forces of gravity and drag.  The larger the aircraft, the more power required and the greater the runway length needed to take off and land.  The combination of adequate ground infrastructure to accommodate appropriate aircraft and sufficient passenger volume to cover operating costs has limited the number of localities that currently receive scheduled service to less than 500.  More significantly, over 70 percent of passenger enplanements take place at the fewer than 50 hub airports.  

General Aviation aircraft, being smaller than the typical airliner, can utilize the approximately 5,200 public-use airports in the U.S.A.  While not every GA aircraft can operate from every landing facility, in relative terms a person using General Aviation has access to 10 times the number of airports served by the scheduled airlines and 100 times the locations with convenient service.  Especially as a new class of business jet, known as the VLJ or Very Light Jet, enters the airspace in the next 12 to 18 months, high performance GA will have access to numerous cities and towns without scheduled airline service. 

Most VLJ designs expect to operate safely from runways no longer than 3,000 feet, therefore bringing the virtues of business jets to an increasing number of rural locations throughout our nation.  These new machines, which will be powered by small and highly efficient jet engines, are expected to have lower costs of ownership and operation than today’s turbine aircraft.

In its provocative and progressive examination of our nation’s transportation needs, known as the Integrated Plan for the Next Generation Air Transportation System, the Administration’s Joint Planning and Development Office (JPDO) acknowledges the importance of emerging technologies, such as new aircraft designs and advanced systems for airspace management, and emphasizes the benefits of safe, efficient and timely air travel on-demand to more locations.  Authors of the JPDO report challenge our nation’s leaders to imagine a world of air transportation where passengers and shippers determine departure and arrival times, and where aircraft such as VLJs provide the American public more affordable air travel on-demand from most of the nation’s GA airports.

The essence of General Aviation is on-demand transportation, which is a principle reason for its importance.   More than 11,300 U.S. businesses and corporations operate over 16,400 turbine-powered GA airplanes, according to the tracking service JetNet and its subsidiary AvData. While 60 percent of the U.S. turbine fleet of General Aviation airplanes consists of business jets, at least 6,500 turboprops also are engaged in serving the travel needs of companies and individuals.  Many small companies and private pilots use piston-powered GA, which collectively total more than 10 times their turbine-powered counterparts, for purposeful transportation.

Many more companies charter General Aviation aircraft to meet their occasional requirements for lift.  Other delivery systems, such as fractional ownership and charter cards, have expanded GA’s ability to serve our nation’s travel requirements.  

General Aviation’s importance within our nation’s air transportation system extends beyond its vital role as a provider of on-demand travel, however.  As fewer pilots and technicians are being educated by the armed services, GA has become the feedstock for tomorrow’s aviation personnel.  Not too long ago, 60 percent of pilot candidates for airline positions were trained by the military and 40 percent came from civilian ranks.  Lately, that ratio has reversed, with nearly two out of every three airline new hires coming from General Aviation. 

Our nation’s policy leaders must recognize that air transportation is an enabling technology for meeting the nation’s social and economic goals in the 21st Century.   Aviation’s value extends well beyond those who fly.  Individuals who never purchase an airline ticket or ride in a General Aviation aircraft, benefit from the ebb and flow of commerce that air travel facilities.  Enlighten legislation must encourage development of air transportation and modernization of the aviation infrastructure, not curtail growth through excessive fees or failure to implement new technologies. 

Policy leaders also should recognize that General Aviation is an integral and vital component of air transportation.   Without a fully capable system of air transportation, including General Aviation, opportunities to expand commerce will languish.

