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The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) established the National Ambient Air Quality Standard in 1978 and in 1995 the EPA banned the use of leaded gasoline in highway vehicles. This regulation has dramatically reduced the emissions from the transportation industry yet there is still another aspect of the transportation industry that is still using leaded gasoline.  Currently most general aviation aircrafts burn aviation fuel called 100LL (100 Low Lead).  This 100LL contains approximately 2.2 grams of lead per gallon and based on a Department of Energy report there was 280 million gallons of 100LL sold in 2006.  This equates to approximately 616 metric tons of lead burned in general aviation aircraft during 2006.  If the EPA places a mandate on general aviation aircraft without consideration for the existing fleet this would cause most existing aircraft owners thousands of dollars to retrofit their aircraft, thus crippling the general aviation economy.  If the EPA does not place a deadline for general aviation aircraft to conform to some standard lead will continue to be polluting the air we breathe.   

Automobiles in the United States have been manufactured to conform to the National Ambient Air Quality Standard now for almost 30 years and yet general aviation aircraft are still being manufactured to burn 100LL today.  It is time to stop manufacturing general aviation aircraft that burn 100LL that dumps lead into the air we breathe.

The FAA has allowed certain owners of general aviation aircraft to modify their aircraft to burn unleaded automobile fuel.  Recently the FAA issued a bulletin CE-07-06 dated October 2007,  “This Special Airworthiness Information Bulletin alerts you of an airworthiness concern where you could have alcohol (ethanol or methanol) present in the automobile gasoline on any General Aviation airplane type certificated to use automobile gasoline” (1). Methanol has only 55 percent and Ethanol 73 percent of the energy content of gasoline that do not contain them.  This reduction of energy content reduces the performance of engines during take-off and cruise settings.  As an example, an engine that normally burns 17 gallons an hour may burn as much as 20 to 25 gallons an hour which will, unbeknownst to the pilot, reduce the amount of time that the aircraft will stay airborne before running out of fuel.  Aircraft manufacturers have conducted a series of test, monitored by the FAA, to provide pilots with the proper burn rates.  General aviation flights are measured in time not miles, this is due to the affects of loading the aircraft and which way the winds are blowing.  This bulletin demonstrates that the FAA supports the use of unleaded fuels but takes issue when the fuel that is burned in general aviation aircraft places a risk on the safety of air operations.

During the month of November 2007 the “Friends of the Earth” filed a petition with the EPA to limit lead emissions from general aviation aircraft, “EPA action regarding lead in general aviation aircraft is long overdue” (4).  This petition reiterates the need for clean air within the United States and re-states the health effects of lead emissions. It indicates that lead affects the immune system, red blood cell production, cardiovascular system, kidney, bones, teeth and reproductive systems.  

In response to the EPA Request for Comments, Andrew V. Cebula, Executive Vice President of the “Aircraft Owner and Pilots Association” (AOPA), maintains, “Any change in the fuel used by general aviation aircraft must be compatible with all existing and new piston-powered aircraft”(1).  AOPA, which I am a member of, is an organization with a membership of more than 415,000 pilots. This letter did state that the AOPA has been involved with the FAA’s research council, which has been actively searching for a safe alternative to the current leaded fuel.   AOPA states that the FAA needs to take the lead in this matter since they are the regulatory agency that is tasked to ensure these aircraft are in an airworthy condition. This response also reiterates the positive impact that general aviation has had on the U.S. economy, “Activities related to general aviation account for over 1.3 million U.S. jobs” (AOPA, 3).

General aviation contributes other non-economic factors in the U.S.  During the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina general aviation pilots donated their time, money and aircraft to fly evacuees from Baton Rouge Louisiana to destinations throughout the United States.  Most of these pilots, like myself, are members of an organization called Angel Flight.  Angel Flight and other similar organizations fly patients to or from medical appointments at hospitals like the M. D. Anderson Cancer Center in Houston Texas at no expense to the patient.  Some of these patients may have been affected from the lead that this country has dumped into the atmosphere during this country’s earlier automobile age.  The lead may not have directly caused the disease but may have diminished their ability to fight off the disease.

  The issue at hand is a very complex one, the “Friends of the Earth” want cleaner air for the general population but certainly do not want to compromise the safety of general aviation aircraft and the AOPA has already been actively pursuing alternative fuels with the FAA.  A compromise may yet to be considered.  Set a deadline for the manufacturing of new general aviation aircraft that require 100LL.  This deadline should be calculated by the normal amount of time that it takes to design, test and gain the FAA’s approval for an engine that burns on an alternative fuel.  By setting a deadline this will give the “Friends of the Earth” some chance of seeing light at the end of the tunnel.
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