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Tecnam USA CEO Phil Solomon thinks he sees the beginnings
of a problem for general aviation, and we may all be a part of it. R A
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transformation take place in aviation. It's starting at the grass
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says "if's happened to us twice, and | can see it happening in
other places.” How it happens, or more precisely, how Solomon believes it happens, is the problem. It's also
where the rest of us may fit in.

How It Begins

Most pilots are attracted to low fuel prices. That
in itself isn't a problem. The problem, says
Solomon comes in the approach. According to
Solomon, the search for the lowest fuel prices is
ultimately driving business from airports and
doing a disservice to the pilot community as a
whole. The internet facilitates the problem.
Solomon argues that every dollar that moves
away from your local FBO's fuel services
ultimately helps drive that FBO -- and all its
services -- away from your local airport. So, pilots
who fly 30 miles out of their way to save 20 cents
on a gallon of fuel may be bringing harm to their
local aviation infrastructure. “They aren't just being frugal,” Solomon says, "they're being shortsighted.”

The Snowball Starts Rolling

According to Selomon, some public authorities meet the desire for lower fuel prices by taking over the fuel
concession at an airport. Operating under a different set of rules, they are able to offer lower pricing on fuel
sales than private FBOs while still maintaining an income stream. In doing so, they dissociate fuel sales from
other services on the airport and effectively reduce the overall business for the private FBOs that offer those
services. For pilots who buy fuel from the public authority at a lower cost, it seems like a win. Eventually,
however, even competing FBOs at nearby airports lose business to the new low cost leader. And this, says
Solomon, is where the snowball starts rolling.

Solomon believes in good fair competition, but says competing with a public entity isn't fair or good. As a
private FBO, "we are obliged under our leases to provide a range of services that are available 12 hours a
day. That may include things like aircraft charter or rental, maintenance, flight instruction ... the whole range
of services," he says. "The only way we can afford to have someone sit at a desk when its raining and no one
is around is to have the fuel concession ... that's how we pay for these things."

"When the local authorities decide to take over
the fuel concession," often with the support of
price-wary pilots, Solomon argues, "all the other ) /
services provided by the FBO no longer make as L
much sense." Solomon claims the numbers are i
clear. "Without fuel concessions, there is no
viable business model.” And FBOs shut down.

At the same time, word spreads and soon every
other airport within 20 or 30 miles begins to lose
business to the one with the cheap fuel.
Eventually this affects the income of FBOs at
those airports and more businesses close down.
And, says Solomon, as the FBOs disappear,
public authorities move in to take over those fuel concessions, too.
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"It spreads," says Solomon. "Now you've got a group of airports in one geographic area that have all been
taken over by the city. And all of them have lost their FBO services. And no city, county or public entity is
going to invest in rental aircraft, charter, or maintenance." And the degradation of general aviation begins.

Federal Influence

In Solomon's view, the FAA is an important part of the problem. How the agency operates actually helps
motivate the loss of FBOs. Here's how: The FAA's Airport Improvement Program delivers funds to airports.
When an airport accepts those funds, the FAA sets standards for private enterprise on the airport. The
standards often include minimum staff and services and the hours those services are made available --
Solomon's "someone sitting at a desk when it's raining." In this arena, FBOs compete to beat each other by
finding ways to expand what they can offer above and beyond the minimum standards set by the FAA while
maintaining competitive pricing.

But Solomon says that the FAA's involvement tilts the playing field because public entities are exempt from
the minimum standards -- they don't need to have someone sit at the desk when it rains. They have lower
costs. In essence, says Solomon, the FAA sets the stage so "you can't discriminate between private
businesses, but you can between public and private." And in that scenario private business loses. And so it
comers to pass that what initially saves a pilot money ultimately costs him everything else.

What's That Cheap Fuel Worth?

you look nationwide you see that government entities are running
local airports and that correlates with a drastic decline in services.”
This, Solomon warns, leads to a larger problem. Loss of the FBO
degradates the supporting infrastructure that makes an airport -- and
flying in general -- more attractive to the outsider. "How do we get
people into flying?" Selomon asks, "when, for example, there are no
rentals on the field?"

Gathering Other Opinions

Aside from Solomon, who is directly involved in FBO operations in Virginia, and is speaking from personal
experience, we contacted several other FBO operators in other areas of the country. In each case, we sought
out an FBO that was located near an airport with a publicly operated fuel concession. Some of those
operators told us they considered their local public authorities to be partners with them in their business and
not all we spoke with wanted their comments published. But we did find some general themes.

The FBO operators we spoke with generally invited competition so long as it was on a level playing field. One
FBO owner in Southern California indicated that her fuel concession was a cog in the larger business of the
FBO, but fuel sales alone were not a majer profit center. In the case of that FBO, the owner told us that real
estate (hangar rental) was the real income provider. Another FBO operator in Nevada echoed that sentiment
and also specifically indicated that when it came to fuel, cost wasn't the only factor that attracted pilots. He
told us that in his experience better service (faster response times and more courteous human interactions)
had attracted customers away from competitors even when they offered fuel at a lower price.

But there were still concerns. The FBO operators we spoke with very specifically stated their objection to
subsidized services of any kind, for obvious reasons. And in the case that a public authority would subsidize
fuel sales on the airport, as Solomon suggests, the FBO operators told us they would no longer invest in
those services. But again, some FBO owners told us that land rental was a larger source of their profits than
fuel sales, which fluctuate with the market and the timing of fuel purchases, along with other factors.

Conclusion

In the end, there are scenarios in which Solomon's fears could be realized. From our outreach it wasn't clear
that the other FBO operators we contacted shared Solomon's thinking or concerns, today. Reasons for that
may fall anywhere between the possibility that it's just not happening, to the possibility that it's just not
happening yet on a broad scale. In either case, some pilots may find Solomon's theory cause to consider
what exactly they might be supporting the next time they top off.
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