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General Aviation 

The FAA uses estimates of fleet size, hours 
flown, and utilization rates from the General 
Aviation and Part 135 Activity Survey (GA 
Survey) as baseline figures to forecast the 
GA fleet and activity.  Since the survey is 
conducted on a calendar year (CY) base and 
the records are collected by CY, the GA fore-
cast is done by CY.  Forecasts of new aircraft 
deliveries, which use the data from General 
Aviation Manufacturers Association (GAMA), 
together with assumptions of retirement 
rates, generate growth rates of the fleet by 
aircraft categories, which are applied to the 
GA Survey fleet estimates.  The forecasts 
are carried out for “active aircraft,”5 not total 
aircraft.  The FAA’s general aviation forecasts 
also rely on discussions with the industry ex-
perts conducted at industry meetings, includ-
ing Transportation Research Board (TRB) 
meetings of Business Aviation and Civil Heli-
copter Subcommittees conducted twice a year 
in January and June.   

The results of the 2019 GA Survey, the latest 
available, were consistent with the results of 
surveys conducted since 2004 improve-
ments to the survey methodology.  The ac-
tive GA fleet was estimated to be 210,981 
aircraft in 2019 (0.4 percent decline from 

2018), as increases in fixed wing turbine, ro-
torcraft, lighter-than-air and light sport air-
craft (LSA) were offset by decreases in the 
fixed wing piston, experimental aircraft and 
gliders. Total hours flown were estimated to 
be 25.6 million, up 0.2 percent from 2018.  In-
creases in fixed wing piston aircraft, ro-
torcraft, LSA, experimental and lighter-than-
air aircraft hours offset declines in fixed wing 
turbine aircraft and glider hours. 

In 2020, deliveries of the general aviation air-
craft manufactured in the U.S. decreased to 
1,552, 12.4 percent lower than in CY 2019.  
Deliveries of single-engine piston aircraft 
were up 3.2 percent, while the much smaller 
segment of multi-engine piston deliveries 
were down by 46.6 percent (summing to a 
0.1 percent decline in the fixed engine piston 
deliveries). Business jet deliveries declined 
by 29.8 percent and turboprop deliveries 
were down by 17.7 percent, amounting for a 
24.5 percent decrease in fixed wing turbine 
shipments. While the GAMA statistics for fac-
tory net billings were not available yet for the 
U.S. manufactured GA aircraft, global billings 
decreased in 2020 by 14.8 percent to $20 bil-
lion, nearly the same level as in 2018.

 

                                                
5 An active aircraft is one that flies at least one 
hour during the year. 
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GAMA also reported the rotorcraft deliveries 
declined at a global level in 2020 in both pis-
ton and turbine segments by 20.7 percent 
and 16.9 percent, respectfully. 

Against these current conditions, we expect 
the GA sector, which was not as severely af-
fected by the pandemic as the airlines, to re-
cover sooner to its 2019 levels by aircraft 
type than the other sectors. Then, the long- 
term outlook for general aviation, driven by 
turbine aircraft activity, remains stable. The 
active general aviation fleet, which showed a 
decline of 2.8 percent between 2019 and 
2020, is projected to slightly increase from its 
current level, as the increases in the turbine, 
experimental, and light sport fleets remain 
just above the declines in the fixed-wing pis-
ton fleet. The total active general aviation 
fleet changes from an estimated 204,980 in 

2020 to 208,790 aircraft by 2041 (a small in-
crease of 0.1 percent annually). When meas-
ured from pre-COVID-19 levels in 2019, the 
active GA fleet of 210,981 remains statisti-
cally flat, or experiences an annual decline of 
0.05 percent on average.   

The more expensive and sophisticated tur-
bine-powered fleet (including rotorcraft) is 
projected to grow by 12,990 aircraft between 
2020 and 2041 to total 45,530 in 2041, an 
average rate of 1.6 percent a year during this 
period, with the turbojet fleet increasing 2.3 
percent a year.  When measured from the 
2019 levels, the growth rate for the turbine-
powered fleet is also 1.6 percent.  The 
growth in U.S. GDP and corporate profits are 
catalysts for the growth in the turbine fleet. 

The largest segment of the fleet, fixed wing 
piston aircraft, is predicted to shrink over the 
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forecast period by 23,410 aircraft (an aver-
age annual rate of -0.9 percent – whether it 
is measured from the fleet of 141,396 in 2019 
or 140,315 in 2020, by the time it reaches to 
116,905 in 2041).  Unfavorable pilot de-
mographics, overall increasing cost of air-
craft ownership, availability of much lower 
cost alternatives for recreational usage, cou-
pled with new aircraft deliveries not keeping 

pace with retirements of the aging fleet are 
the drivers of the decline. 

On the other hand, the smallest category, 
light-sport-aircraft (created in 2005), is fore-
cast to grow by 4.5 percent annually, adding 
about 3,270 new aircraft by 2041, doubling 
its 2019 fleet size of 2,675.  

 

 

Although the total active general aviation 
fleet is projected to marginally decline, the 
number of general aviation hours flown is 
forecast to increase an average of 0.6 per-
cent per year through 2041, from 25.6 million 
in 2019 to 29.4 million, as the newer aircraft 
fly more hours each year. Fixed wing piston 
hours are forecast to decrease by 0.9 per-
cent, the same rate as the fleet decline.  

Countering this trend, hours flown by turbine 
aircraft (including rotorcraft) are forecast to 
increase 2.2 percent yearly between 2019 
and 2041. Jet aircraft are expected to ac-
count for most of the increase, with hours 
flown increasing at an average annual rate of 
3.1 percent over the forecast period.  The 
large increases in jet hours result mainly from 
the increasing size of the business jet fleet.  
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Rotorcraft activity, which was not as heavily 
impacted by the pandemic conditions as 
most of the other aircraft categories, faces 
the challenges brought by lower oil prices, a 
continuing trend. The low oil prices impacted 
utilization rates and new aircraft orders both 
directly through decreasing activity in oil ex-
ploration, and also through a slowdown in re-
lated economic activity. Their active fleet is 
projected to grow at a slower rate than the 
previous year’s forecast, more so for the pis-
ton segment, to reach from a total of (piston 
and turbine together) 10,198 in 2019 to 
13,390 in 2041. Rotorcraft hours are pro-
jected to grow by 1.7 percent annually over 
the forecast period.   

Lastly, the light sport aircraft category is fore-
casted to see an increase of 4.0 percent a 
year in hours flown, primarily driven by 

growth in the fleet. 

The FAA also conducts a forecast of pilots by 
certification categories, using the data com-
piled by the Administration’s Mike Monroney 
Aeronautical Center.  There were 691,691 
active pilots certificated by FAA at the end of 
2020. The number of certificates in some pi-
lot categories continued to increase, while 
there were different rates of declines in the 
rotorcraft only, ATP, private, and recreational 
certificates. The FAA has suspended the stu-
dent pilot forecast for the forth-consecutive 
year.  The number of student pilot certificates 
has been affected by a regulatory change 
that went into effect in April 2016 and re-
moved the expiration date on the new stu-
dent pilot certificates.  The number of student 
pilots jumped from 128,501 at the end of 
2016 to 149,121 by the end of 2017, and to 
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222,629 at the end of 2020. The 2016 rule 
change generates a cumulative increase in 
the certificate numbers and breaks the link 
between student pilot and advanced certifi-
cate levels of private pilot or higher.  There is 
no sufficient data yet to perform a reliable 
forecast for the student pilots. 

Commercial and air transport pilot (ATP) cer-
tificates have been impacted by a legislative 
change as well. The Airline Safety and Fed-
eral Aviation Administration Extension Act of 
2010 mandated that all part 121 (scheduled 
airline) flight crew members would hold an 
ATP certificate by August 2013. Airline pilots 
holding a commercial pilot certificate and 
mostly serving at Second in Command posi-
tions at the regional airlines could no longer 
operate with only a commercial pilot certifi-
cate after that date, and the FAA data initially 
showed a faster decline in commercial pilot 
numbers, accompanied by a higher rate of 
increase in ATP certificates. The number of 
both commercial pilot and ATP certificates 
had increased until 2012 for three years. 
Commercial pilot certificate holders contin-
ued to increase in 2020 to 103,879. Signifi-
cantly reduced number of flights and a large 
number of parked aircraft due to the pan-
demic generated an overcapacity for the 

ATPs employed by the airlines, despite gov-
ernment support to the aviation sector. Con-
sequently, the number of pilots holding an 
ATP certificate slightly declined in 2020 for 
the first time since 2011 to 164,193 (still 
higher than the 2018 level). 

Private pilots experienced a slight decrease 
in 2020 as well, from 161,105 in 2019 to 
160,860. Sport pilot certificates, created in 
2005, kept their steady increase since their 
inception to reach 6,643 by December 31, 
2020. Rotorcraft pilots continued their de-
cline since 2016 to end up with 13,629 by the 
end of 2020.   

The number of active general aviation pilots 
(excluding students and ATPs) is projected 
to decrease about 2,650 (down 0.04 percent 
yearly) between 2020 and 2041.  The ATP 
category is forecast to increase by 27,400 
(up 0.7 percent annually).  The much smaller 
category of sport pilots are predicted to in-
crease by 2.7 percent annually over the fore-
cast period.  On the other hand, both private 
and commercial pilot certificates are pro-
jected to decrease at an average annual rate 
of 0.42 and 0.06 percent, respectively until 
2041. 
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