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Briefing to State Legislators 
 

Aeronautics Fund Requirements to Address the Future of California’s General 
Aviation Airports 

 
 

Background: 
 

• We are here today to brief you on some important considerations regarding 
California airports.  We are members of the California Transportation 
Commission (CTC), its staff, and its Technical Advisory Committee on 
Aeronautics (TACA). 

 
• The CTC is responsible for programming and allocation of State funds for 

construction of highway, rail, transit, and airport improvements throughout the 
State, and is an active participant in development and support of legislation 
which seeks to secure financial stability for the State’s transportation needs, 
including airports. 

 
• The CTC appoints members of its Technical Advisory Committee on Aeronautics 

to give advice on the full range of issues considered by the CTC in aviation 
matters, including the California airports’ capital project and related financial 
needs. 

 
• There are 246 public use airports in California, 191 of which are of a category of 

importance to be in the federal National Plan of Integrated Airport Systems 
(NPIAS). 

 
• About 90% of the public use airports are General Aviation (GA), which covers all 

aviation other than scheduled airline and military uses. 
 

• These airports, along with the 30 commercial airline airports in California, are an 
important part of the State’s economy, contributing 9% of the state’s GDP, 9% of 
the jobs, and generating over $350M in taxes for the State. 

 
• Air cargo is also an important component of the value brought by California’s 

airports.  Over 11% of our country’s air cargo volume is handled by California’s 
airports, with a total value exceeding $100B/yr., with airborne agricultural exports 
from California alone valued at over $500M/yr.  Smaller, regional airports are all 
a part of this airport system which enables this air cargo economic benefit. 
 

• The leading state in terms of total general aviation economic contribution was 
California, with a contribution of over $18.2 billion.  The next closest state in 
terms of total contribution was Texas, at $11.2 billion. 
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• According to a 2006 study conducted by the General Aviation manufacturers 
Association and the National Association of State Aviation Officials, general 
aviation contributed over $150 billion to the national economic output in 2005. 

 
• About 80% of all aircraft operations (landings/takeoffs) in California are General 

Aviation, and 80% of Commercial Service Airports have more than 50% GA 
operations.  GA operations include business and personal use, law enforcement, 
fire fighting, patient and organ transport, agricultural applications, and other uses. 

 
• General Aviation airports in the NPIAS are eligible for federal funding of various 

capital improvements, and include land acquisition, planning, and noise exposure 
reduction projects.  Typically this funding comes from the federal Airport and 
Airway Trust Fund via Airport Improvement Program (AIP) 95% grants.  The local 
GA airport operator is responsible for the 5% matching amount, and it is difficult 
for GA airports to compete for these funds, which are highly sought after by 
Commercial Service Airports throughout the State and nation. 

 
• The State of California, through its Aeronautics Account, provides funding, when 

available, to support eligible California GA airports as follows: 
1) 2.5% match for an eligible airport’s FAA AIP grant offer 
2) Acquisition & Development (A&D) grants for 90% of eligible airports’ 

capital projects 
3) Annual grants or “credits” of $10K for 143 of the State’s public use 

airports 
4) The Local Airport Loan Account, for airport revenue producing projects 

 
• During FY 2010/11, the Caltrans Division of Aeronautics provided the following 

amount of funding, through the Aeronautics Account, to the State’s GA airports:  
AIP match = $487K, A&D = $2M, and annual grants = $1.5M.  

 
What is Needed: 

 
• The State Aeronautics Account gets its funding via aviation user fees.  User fees 

come in the form of a $.02/gal excise tax on GA jet fuel, and a $.18/gal excise tax 
on GA Avgas. 

 
• Unfortunately, the revenue from these excise taxes has been dwindling over the 

years because of a reduction in fuel sales.  For example, Avgas gallons sold in 
FY 2010/2011 was 16.9M gal., lowest in the past 11 years (highest sales year 
was FY 2001/2002, with 28.8M gallons sold).  GA jet fuel gallons sold in FY 
2010/2011 was 116.9M gal., the second lowest in 11 years (the highest sales 
year was FY 2007/2008, with 152.7M gal. sold, the lowest sales year was FY 
2009/2010 with 112.3M gal. sold). 
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• This reduction revenue caused the Aeronautics Account revenue to be $5.54M 
for FY 2010/11, compared to the highest of $7.75M (FY 2003/2004) in the past 
11 years. 

 
• This reduction in Aeronautics Account revenue comes at a time when GA 

airports in California are unable to keep up with capital funding requirements for 
infrastructure maintenance/repair, safety projects, upgrades to meet minimum 
safety standards, and upgrades to address changing user needs, including many 
“public purpose” need. 

 
• Specifically, based on the Caltrans Division of Aeronautics 2011 Capital 

Improvement Plan, $64M is needed over the 10-year forecast period, which 
translates into approximately $6.4M/yr from State funding of California GA airport 
projects.  This is compared to the roughly $4M/yr currently available. 

 
• Without this adequate funding for the State’s GA airports, there will likely be 

inadequate funding of airport safety-related projects, which over time could result 
in closure of some or many of these airports. 

 
• Reduction in functionality or even existence of these airports, including those in 

highly dependent rural areas, will have a significant impact on the economic and 
air transportation benefits noted above (including public safety, air cargo, 
commuter, and other aviation uses). 

 
• It is therefore very important to allocate additional user fee revenue of 

approximately $2.4M/yr in order to meet GA airport needs in California.  Given 
that roughly $150M is received each year by the State’s General Fund from 
aviation taxes within the State, a 1.6% “redirection” of these funds to the 
Aeronautics Account would address this lack of adequate State support for GA 
airport capital needs.  This aviation benefit from aviation fees is consistent with 
the model used for highway/transit funding from vehicle gas taxes. 

 
• This revenue shortfall problem is made worse by the fact that historically, the 

Aeronautics Account has sometimes been used for non-aeronautical purposes. 
For example, the State’s General Fund in FY 2009/2010 not only took $4m from 
the Aeronautics Account, but also shut down all of the State aviation user fee 
supported grant program funding for the State’s GA airports, which ended up 
disallowing any grants from newly collected user fees through January of 2011. 

 
Request for Action: 

 
•  In sum, our request is that the State legislators help support the strong 

economic, public service, and air transportation benefits provided to our rural and 
urban communities throughout California by our GA airports, by assuring 
adequate funding support of their projects, using State funds all generated by GA 
users.  This can be done by designating an additional $2.4M annually from GA 



Page 4 of 4 
 

fuel tax receipts received by the State, to be placed into the Aeronautics Account 
for aeronautical support purposes.  These additional funds, when combined with 
the current Aeronautics Account revenue generated from GA fuel sales, would 
fund the forecast capital needs of GA airports with its current grants program, 
without raising any taxes/fees on the users. 

  
• Also, it is our hope that the State supports its GA airports by ensuring that the 

State’s Aeronautics Fund not be used of non-aeronautical purposes, as has 
happened before.  

 
 
For additional information, please contact Maura Twomey, Deputy Director, California 
Transportation Commission, at Maura_Twomey@dot.ca.gov or (916) 653-3148. 
 
Thank you, your support is greatly appreciated. 
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