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Residential Airparks

Introduction


December 17, 1903, Kitty Hawk, NC:  This day must have been quite amazing.  Imagine the rolling sand dunes and billowing seas that comprise the North Carolina Outer Banks.  The day was windy, picking up the beach and sandblasting all equipment and people; waves crashed on the shore as apprehension infused the mood.  And there lay a single wooden track and canvas-covered foreign contraption.

Graceful looking?  Maybe.  Graceful sounding? Certainly not!  As the craft lifted off the track and history was made, another milestone was also reached: the first airport.


The last 100 years have been kind to powered aircraft design.  There have been the jets, the helicopters, the composites, the supersonics… But airports have also matured as their specialization sparks improvement.  Today, we detail a relatively new invigoration of an old idea: the residential airpark.


A residential airpark is different from an airport.  An airport’s mission is to provide a terminal for air travel – it exclusively supports the aircraft’s need for a place to takeoff and land.  The airpark must meet this mission, but it also has the responsibility to provide for the needs of a community.  An airpark is a collection of homeowners who own airplanes and prefer the convenience of fly-in parking.  Picture Levittown meets Meigs Field.
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Airparks Today

It is unclear what airpark was recognized as the very first.  According to a major airport consulting firm, airparks really didn’t develop until the 1950s and 60s.  The Living With Your Plane Association (LWYPA) conservatively estimates that there are at least 426 airparks in the United States, and at least nine more in Canada.

From the LWYPA: “There are nearly 22,000 airpark homesites…  The number of airparks grows each year.  Florida leads all states with a total of at least 52 airparks.  Washington state follows closely with 50.” 

LWYPA organizer David Sclair defines the residential airpark as an airport with two or more homes or homesites adjacent to a runway or accessible to it by a taxiway or very short walk.

A state by state count of airparks is as follows:
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The Typical Airpark

Today’s airpark is typified by large homes on large acreage.  According to the aviation consultant, “If the resident can afford an airplane, he is typically going to be able to afford a nice home.”

Many airparks are paved, though some are turf.  Most have a single runway; most do not have instrument approaches (although GPS is changing that quickly); and many are unlit at night.  None have ATC towers.  Most runways are narrow and minimal in size (under 4000’), and most do not have parallel taxiways.  Usually the neighborhood streets double as taxiways and operators roll off the runway and into their hangar-garages.  Most lack on-field weather reporting.”

The typical resident is retired, although that does not mean they are “65+ years old.”  An LWYPA survey found that ages 45-65 was the major age group and that was split almost evenly between 56 to 65 and 46 to 55 years old.

Many residents come from a successful professional career and retire wealthy and early in their life.  The LWYPA survey revealed that only 10% of respondents reported having children in their airpark home.

Most flight operations at airparks are personal in nature.  Airparks do not have scheduled airline service and typically lack any type of based commercial operation.  This does not preclude the occasional aerial photographer or person commuting from home for business, but rarely are flight instruction or other commercial operations present.

Airparks are usually not small.  Because of the financial cost of a runway and other community amenities, most airparks have 30 or more residents.  They usually belong to a homeowners association and pay for common area management through member dues.  Actor John Travolta and NASCAR driver Mark Martin are two notable people who have resided in a residential airpark.

A recent search for airpark homes on taxiway property yielded a range from $465,000 to $5,750,000 at Spruce Creek Fly-In, arguably the most famous and most exclusive residential airpark.  A search for airpark building lots yielded a range from $110,000 to $375,000 at 

paved Spruce Creek*.  Winfield Airpark in Winfield, AR, has lots available from $16,000 to $26,000 that are connected to a 2600’ grass strip.**

Trends affecting residential airparks

Several recent trends, both aviation-specific and societal, have the potential to increase the viability of residential airparks.  The ability to capitalize on these trends will be crucial for anyone who would develop such communities.

With an increasing number of vocations independent of being performed in any one particular location, more individuals will be able to live in airparks that are not close to major metropolitan areas.  Providing the infrastructure that allows for tele-commuting, i.e., high speed data lines and other business services, will help make these communities attractive to these workers.  Airparks could also be attractive to individuals who travel frequently for work.  Sales occupations are particularly suited to the productivity gains achieved from using general aviation aircraft.

With the maturing baby-boom generation, a greater number of individuals are of an age when the lifestyle of these airparks is attractive.  Many have reached a point in their lives when the benefits of airparks will be greatest.  This generation is also interested in challenging activities such as flying their own aircraft.

Airparks may also be attractive to those who utilize fractional aircraft ownership and air taxi programs.  In these cases they would not pilot the aircraft themselves but have them professionally flown.  Living on an airpark would give them ready access to these programs, particularly those using some of the new, smaller business jets.  Developments that combine other features such as golf courses and marina facilities would be attractive to the affluent individuals these services seek.

* Information was obtained through the Internet Web site of Spruce Creek Fly-In Realty, 202 Cessna Blvd., Daytona Beach, FL 32128, 386-788-4991, at http://www.fly-in.com on June 20, 2003.

** Information was obtained through the Internet Web site of Winfield Airpark, 969 W. Federal Hwy., Roscommon, MI 48653, 989-275-4317, at http://www.kirtland.cc.mi.us/auto/winfield/ on June 20, 2003.
Next-generation personal aircraft also will benefit residential airparks.  With the development of new avionics and airframes, more individuals will be attracted to using general aviation as a means of transportation.  Of those, a certain number will also recognize the benefits of having ready access to their aircraft.

Enhanced automation will also increase the appeal of general aviation aircraft.  As the ability to safely operate in a greater variety of weather conditions increases, general aviation aircraft are of greater value as a reliable transportation tool.  The advent of non-ground-based instrument approaches will also benefit these facilities.

Conclusion

For many of us who grew up reading Flying or Popular Mechanics, the idea of an airplane in every garage was a concept that always seemed to be 20 years in the future.  One would be able to hop in one’s plane for a quick commute to a distant city.  It was a wonderful vision but one that has been realized in a very limited fashion.

We now see that many of the promised innovations in aircraft are starting to happen.  As we enter the second century of flight, the potential for residential airparks may also be more than just another promise of the future. 

Photos
Kelly Airpark, near Elbert, CO
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Winfield Airpark, Winfield, AR
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Homes from Bourland Field Estates Airpark, Ft. Worth, TX 
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Mountain Air, NC
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Appendix: The LWYPA Survey

(Note: This is a reprint from a Living With Your Plane Association Survey featured in a 2001 association newsletter.  This reprint was provided by Dave Sclair, author and LWYPA organizer, who graciously gave us access to the association Website:

http://www.livingwithyourplane.com/

Income Data

Fifty-seven percent of residents indicated an annual income of more than $100,000.  Another 39% reported they had income of between $50,000 and $100,000 while only 3% said their income was less than $50,000 per year.  The airpark home in which the respondents said they lived was the principle residence for 85% while another 14% said they had a different home that they considered their primary home.

There were mortgages on 61% of the airpark homes while 39% said they were debt free. 

As was expected, 96% of those residing on a residential airpark own an airplane while only 3% said they did not own an aircraft.  We tallied 31% of the respondents as owning either a boat or motorhome but the majority, 60%, said their plane was their only major recreational craft.

How close to a metropolitan area does a residential airpark need to be located?

Half of the respondents indicated that an airpark should be no further away from a metropolitan area than between 10 and 25 miles.  Another 30% felt it could be more than 25 miles away.  There were 16% who felt 5-10 miles was the proper distance and the other 4% opted for no more than 5 miles from the city.

How important to a residential airpark is the close location of recreational facilities such as golf course, lake or river, mountains, etc.?

This was extremely important to 30%, fairly important to 42% and slightly important to 20%.  Only 8% of those participating in the survey felt this was unimportant.

How important to a residential airpark is having a full-service FBO at the airpark location?

Somewhat surprisingly, 10% said an FBO at the airport was extremely important and another 20% thought it was fairly important.  The largest group of respondents, 34%, indicated it was only slightly important while 35% said having a full service FBO on the airpark was not important at all.

What is the preferred number of lots on a residential airpark?

About a third (34%) of survey respondents said 36-50 lots was the best number for an airpark to have.  Another 25% felt that it was great to have 50 or more lots on the project.  Between 21 and 35 lots was the favored choice of 20%, while 15% voted for 11-20 lots and only 3% wanted an airpark with no more than 10 lots on it.

What size lots are most preferable on a residential airpark?

When considering what size property they wanted for their airpark home, two-thirds of the survey participants wanted between 1-2.5 acres.  Another 17% wanted 3-5 acre lots, and 11% indicated they favored a lot under an acre.  Properties between 6-10 acres were favored by 3%.  Only 1% wanted lots over 10 acres.

Is the proximity of a residential airpark to a major highway important?

An airpark's location to a major highway was deemed fairly or slightly important by 76%.  An even 12% each thought it was extremely important or not important at all.

How important is it for a residential airpark to have a paved runway?

It is fairly important to have a paved runway for 38% of those responding to our survey.  Another 30% indicated it was extremely important.  Of those responding, there were 15% who indicated the hard surface was slightly important and 17% said it wasn't important to them.
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