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T
he stock market´s volatility, in 
particular, is not a good sign for 
private jet manufacturers. It is 
after all a barometer for the wealth 
of the country, and in particular 
the large corporations and high 
net worth individuals who tend to 

invest in business jets. Since the trough of the reces-
sion in 2009, the S&P 500 has climbed some 200%, 
the NASDAQ more than 260%, the Dow Jones In-
dustrial Average by 165%. Undoubtedly this wealth 
creation helped put a floor under the decline in busi-
ness aviation aircraft sales and activity in the last few 
years. 

ESCAPE VELOCITY
What the rising stock market failed to do was gal-
vanize any kind of ´escape velocity´ to the gradual 
recovery of the business aviation market. From the 
historic highs of over 1100 new business jet deliver-
ies in 2008, the market since then has stagnated at 
around 650 deliveries a year. Since 2012, the growth 
in US GDP, and especially the record-breaking rise 
in corporate profitability, were expected to be the lo-
comotives for a lagged jump in these numbers. Last 

year promised a belated start, with the first year on 
year growth in deliveries since the recession, tiny, but 
significant. However, first half deliveries in 2015 have 
actually fallen, which so far belies the year´s more 
bullish growth forecasts.

Evidently the buyers of business jets pre-2009 are 
extremely cautious about re-investing in the indus-
try. There is the hangover of the industry´s public 
relations disaster back in 2008, when the US car 
manufacturers were ridiculed for flying their CEOs 
to come cap in hand to Washington. No doubt this 
is a persistent image problem because the US eco-
nomic recovery has barely registered with most of the 
population not on Wall Street. Nor has Obama been 
a friend to the industry; it may take a new adminis-
tration to rehabilitate public perception, and thereby 
help ameliorate its tax and regulatory treatment. 

In the last 12 months the more worrying concern 
for North American manufacturers is the deteriorat-
ing condition of global markets. Europe got a tepid 
recovery on track in 2014 but this has been seriously 
rattled by the Greek and Ukraine crises. The South 
American and particularly Brazilian economies have 
ground to a halt. Most of all, China´s economic re-
balancing act looks in peril, significantly impacting 

The National Business Aviation Association will hope that the 
industry´s annual meeting in Las Vegas in November will help steady 

the North American business aviation market. Its continued post-
crisis recovery in 2015 has so far been weaker than expected. 

September´s decision by the US Federal Reserve to further delay its 
raising of interest rates is a recognition of weakness in the wider 
economy. This is most manifest in the recently turbulent financial 

markets, especially spooked by the warning signs coming from the 
Chinese economy during this summer. 
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its ability to soak up the West´s exports. Between 
2009 and 2012, the BRIC countries offered a life-
line to North American business jet manufacturers 
whose domestic markets had collapsed. That life-
line now looks to have withered away.

DOWNWARD TREND
Not only are the US aircraft manufacturers selling 
into weakened export markets, but the relatively 
stronger US economy has strengthened the dollar, 
increasing the price of mostly dollar-denominated 

aircraft worldwide. The Fed´s rate rise, when it does come, will exacerbate 
this appreciation. Instead, the industry has become more reliant on a cycli-
cal recovery in domestic demand for business jets. Many of the industry´s 
cyclical indicators have pointed in the right direction. Inventory levels 
in particular - the proportion of the active fleet registered for sale - have 
touched their lowest points since 2009. With interest rates so low, financ-
ing is relatively cheap and the range of financing options have improved. 
However, the latest surveys of the US customer market are not promis-
ing. The monthly UBS index of the aircraft brokerage market has shown 
a downward trend in the perception of business conditions since January. 
Interestingly the index trend is weakest for large cabin aircraft, which until 

last year had provided the back-
bone to the sagging market. 
In 2013, the delivered value of 
business jets with price tags over 
$25m increased 24%, whilst 
cheaper aircraft delivery values 
fell 9%. Small and midsize de-
liveries then bounced back 11% 
in 2014, as large cabin aircraft 
deliveries fell 3%. In the first 
half of this year, large cabin de-
liveries are down a further 13%, 
as midsize and light aircraft de-
liveries continued their recovery 
with 4% growth.

The demand for large cabin 
jets has been hardest hit in 
oil and commodity exporting 
markets. Conversely, as a net 
oil-importer, the US economy 
has an aggregate benefit from 
lower fuel prices. Certainly the 
average consumer has, but the 
effect is more mixed in the busi-
ness aviation market. Opera-
tors have benefited from lower 
fuel costs, and may have passed 
some savings to users, although 
this is not noticeable in activity. 
Some owners may have been 
encouraged by lower operat-
ing costs to hold off upgrades 
to newer, more fuel-efficient 
aircraft. Also many of North 
America´s largest companies 
and richest individuals ben-
efited from the energy boom of 
the last few years, and will have 
seen their incomes fall since oil 
prices plunged.

The jet manufacturer most 
visibly impacted by the slowing 
demand for large cabin aircraft 
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6.829DASSAULT-Falcon 50

LEARJET-45 15.907

EMBRAER-Phenom 100 9.623

EMBRAER-ERJ-135 3.400

CESSNA-Cessna I/SP 2.703

LEARJET-55 2.765

ECLIPSE-500 4.449

LEARJET-40 4.140

SOCATA-TBM 700 3.598

SOCATA-TBM-850 2.905

BEECH-King Air 100 A/B 2.881

DASSAULT-Falcon 900 8.753

LEARJET-31/A/B 6.311

BEECH-Super King Air 350 20.349

GULFSTREAM-V/G500 10.242

PILATUS-PC-12 47.021

DASSAULT-Falcon F7X 1.721

EMBRAER-Phenom 300 14.236

LEARJET-35/36 12.762

BOMBARDIER-Global 5000 2.331

BOMBARDIER-Global Express 4.498

Q2: Departures
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ing up strongly, with older Citations flying more, 
and newer jets such as the Phenom 300 growing 
activity more than 30%. Interestingly, Very Light 
Jet activity was down almost 10% in the first half. 
Partly this may be due to increasing competition 
from the turboprop market with the King Air 350 
and PC12 in strong demand. The increase in overall 
activity so far in 2015 is notwithstanding a drop a 
private/owner activity, that is, Part 91 operations. 
The number of these flights dropped 2% in the 
first half, and as they represent 50% of all activity, 
with over 400,000 flights per year, this decline has 
dampened the overall outlook. It may reflect an in-
creasing number of aircraft being put up for sale as 
owners prepare to upgrade to new models coming 
into the market. This slowdown has been offset by 
charter activity, which has grown steadily but sol-
idly the last two years. Part 135 activity is reflected 
in the market leadership of operators like Travel 
Management and XO Jet, as well as market new-
comers such as Vista Jet and Wheels Up.

GRADUAL RECOVERY
Fractional activity appears to be in gradual recovery 
in the US after its long recession since 2008. Hav-
ing grown for 17 years prior to the financial crisis, 
the fractional fleet then contracted 25% in the last 
5 years. In the last year, it´s begun to grow again, 
with particularly strong growth in Part 91K activ-
ity in the second Quarter. Fractional operations 
have benefited from consolidation, with Flexjet 
and Flight Options combining in 2014. The lead-
ing fractional operators have also invested heavily 
in new aircraft programs. Fleets rejuvenated at both 
heavy and light ends with a recent influx of Global 
and Phenom jets. NetJets will then hope to see a 
successful entry of its Citation Latitude aircraft next 
year to galvanize the mid cabin section.

Recent aircraft programs are scheduled to pro-
vide an unprecedented influx of new products into 
the market in the next two to three years, and this 
is probably the single strongest driver for growth in 
the US market. Manufacturers have wagered that 
Corporate America will shrug off the wider mac-
roeconomic concerns and the recent stock market 
wobbles and persevere with its historical trade-in 
and upgrade of existing fleets. But the new aircraft 
will further complicate the pre-owned market. New 
capacity could generate a cascade of price discounts 
down the older product line, confounding the de-
preciation expectations of existing owners. The last 
thing the US industry wants in this climate is to 
shake the fundamental faith of its aircraft owners 
in the value of business aviation. n
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is Bombardier. This was initially manifested in the 
sidelining of its new super-mid aircraft, the Lear 85. 
Since then, having replaced its CEO and released a 
large number of personnel, Bombardier has slowed 
production of its Global 6000 and delayed the in-
troduction of the Global 7000 and 8000. As and 
when Bombardier start discounting the Global 
6000 to stimulate the market, other Global aircraft 
pricing will adjust downwards, weighing down the 
pre-owned large cabin market in general. So far 
only the Gulfstream 650 has held its value, but with 
over 130 now delivered into the market, demand is 
beginning to soften.

POSITIVE FLIGHT ACTIVITY 
In terms of flight activity at least, trends have been 
more positive in the US for almost 3 years. The 
number of flights is now some 30% recovered from 
its trough in 2009, with 2.5m departures last year 
up 3% on the year before. Having said that, aggre-
gate volumes are still 10% short of 2007 levels, and 
in terms of aircraft unit utilization, operational ac-
tivity has barely recovered at all. In the first half of 
2015, flight activity in North America was up 1.9%, 
with Q2 a little weaker than Q1. The subsequent 
summer has been strong, with July and August ac-
tivity up by 5%. Domestic flights have been stronger 
than international connections. For example there 
have been some 5700 flights from the US to Europe 
this year, flat year on year, and in fact down by 5% 
in August. The busiest regions for flight activity in 
the US has been the West coast, specifically Cali-
fornia. In the first half of the year there were over 
30,000 flights within California, up more than 
20% year on year. Van Nuys to Las Vegas is the 
busiest connection, up 10% this year. Texas is the 
next busiest state for flight activity, but declining 
this year, probably linked to the slowdown in the oil 
industry. New York and the East coast in general is 
doing brisk business, no doubt related to the strong 
financial sector and busy M&A market. Flights 
within the state were up 13%, and from next-door 
New Jersey, Teterboro´s 36,000 movements in the 
first 6 months of 2015 makes it by far the busiest 
global business aviation hub.

The strength of the large cabin market back in 
2013 and 2014 swelled the heavy jet fleet and is 
evident in the big increase in its aggregate activ-
ity, up 9% in the first half of the year. Bombardier 
Global Express aircraft activity was up around 15%, 
the Gulfstream ultra-long range segment up by 
8%. Super midsize, Midsize and Super light activity 
was weaker, notably for the Citation X and Sover-
eign. But light aircraft activity overall was trend-




