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Subject:         Investing in the State’s airport system 

 
California’s system of nearly 250 public use airports is a vitally important part of the 
State’s economic and transportation infrastructure.  For many decades, these regional 
and community airports have provided access to State, national, and worldwide 
destinations.  California airports carried over 175 million passengers and more than 4 
million tons of goods worth billions of dollars, as recently as 2008.  In addition, 
airports provide a variety of essential services such as fire fighting, law enforcement, 
medical transport, and corporate business travel. 
 
Through the State Aeronautics Act, the Department of Transportation, Division of 
Aeronautics (Division) supports and advocates for a safe and capable system of 
commercial and general aviation airports that is an integral component of an efficient, 
multimodal transportation system.  The Division issues airport operating permits and 
periodically inspects them to identify safety discrepancies and conformance to 
applicable design standards.  It also monitors the development and land use outside of 
airport property for aircraft noise and aviation safety issues, and provides grants and 
loans to eligible airports for aviation related capital improvement and planning 
projects.  State support for all of these activities comes from just one source: the 
excise tax on aviation fuel that has declined 1.3 percent annually over the last ten 
years.  In 2009, excise taxes were reduced to a record low of $7.2 million.  As a 
result, it has become increasingly apparent that the funding these taxes provide is not 
keeping up with the demands to provide a safe airport system. 
 
The State’s airports need a stable and dedicated financial support base to maintain 
safe operations and protection from surrounding land use encroachment by adjacent 
communities.  The State’s Airport Capital Improvement Program and General 
Aviation System Needs Assessment indicate demand for financial support exceeds 
$3.6 billion over the next 10 years, well above current and forecast aviation fuel 
revenue projections.  To satisfy the unfunded demand for supporting critical aviation 
infrastructure needs and compatible land use planning efforts, the Division supports 
recent discussions by members of the Technical Advisory Committee for Aeronautics 
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(TACA) to provide the Aeronautics Program an increased portion of aviation 
generated tax revenues. 
 
The source and amount of tax revenue generated through aviation activities that is 
lost to non-aviation purposes is illustrated in the attachments to this letter.  The charts 
illustrate that taxes paid by the State’s aviation users generated over $365 million in 
FY 2007-08, while only the aviation fuel excise tax portion (less than 2 percent of the 
total) was provided to the Division of Aeronautics for reinvestment into the airport 
system. 
 
Compounding the massive revenue shortfall to maintain the State’s system of 
airports, the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) is programming additional funds 
for airport improvement projects as they move full-speed towards implementing Next 
Generation (NextGen) technology to enhance the air transportation system.  While 
the FAA is funding the bulk of the multi-billion dollar NextGen program, it is 
reasonable to expect that States who desire to receive the technology and its 
associated benefits will be expected to contribute financially.  Such monetary 
demands will represent the long standing nature of aviation system investment 
between federal, State and local entities. 
 
It should be noted that Budget Bill AB X4 10, effective July 28, 2009, transferred    
$4 million from the Aeronautics Account into the General Fund and suspended the 
issuance of new grants from our Annual Credit, Airport Improvement Projects (AIP 
local match) and Acquisition and Development programs for FY 2009-10.  
Additionally, approximately $8 million was transferred from the Airport Loan 
Account to the General Fund in 2008.  Several airport projects still need to be 
constructed that have been delayed due to the State budget cuts resulting in 
suspension of the State grants and the inability of airport sponsors to meet their local 
share.   
 
A survey by the National Association of State Aviation Officials (NASAO) indicates 
the average amount received by Aeronautics programs by other states averages  
$15-$50 million annually.  But the State of California, having more than 10 percent 
of all FAA certificated pilots, registered aircraft, and public-use airports in the 
country has a revenue source that produces less than half of the average amount 
dedicated to Aeronautics by other states.  Compounding the problem is the fact that 
California’s Aeronautics funds are not constitutionally protected; thus approximately 
80 percent of these funds (i.e. $12 million) have been transferred to the General Fund 
during the last two years.  The Division encourages TACA members to support an 
increase of aviation generated funding for critical airport projects and planning 
activities by requesting that a larger portion of existing aviation based tax revenues be 
dedicated to the State’s Aeronautics Program. 
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Figure 1 California Aviation Tax Revenue Sources and Distribution (FY 2007-08) 
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Figure 2 Division of Aeronautics Expenditure Schedule 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*Figures represent an average over the last ten years and fluctuate based on actual received aviation use taxes.  The rate of 
use tax decline has been approximately 1.3% per year for the period 1999-2009. 

 
 

$7.6m Revenue* 
(Continuously Appropriated) 

$3.4m Division Operations 
$1.5m Annual Credit Grant 
$1.7m AIP Matching Grants 

$1.0m A&D Grants 


