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Sikorsky seeks to HEX 
eVTOL competitors
by Mark Huber

Lockheed Martin’s Sikorsky unit (Booth C1020) 
is getting into the eVTOL race in a big way. It 
announced plans on Tuesday to partner with 
GE to develop “HEX,” a fully autonomous, 
hybrid-electric demonstrator eVTOL prototype. 

Plans call for the uncrewed aircraft to fly 
by 2026 or 2027. It would have a maximum 
weight of more than 7,000 pounds and a range 
of greater than 500 nm and serve as a flying 
testbed to evaluate large aircraft design, novel 
propulsion, and control architectures for sus-
tained hover. Igor Cherepinsky, director of 
Sikorsky’s innovations and rapid prototyping 

group, will lead the project.
For HEX, GE will combine its CT7 turboshaft 

engine with a 1 MW-class generator and asso-
ciated power electronics, building on hybrid 
propulsion systems it already is developing for 
NASA and the U.S. Army. 

The aircraft will use Sikorsky’s Matrix auton-
omous flight control system and the manufac-
turer will design, build, and system integrate the 
aircraft. The company envisions HEX spawning 
an entire family of eVTOLs scaled to carry pas-
sengers and payload for both the civil and mili-
tary markets.

Sikorsky has developed and extensively 
tested Matrix over the last decade. During 

the U.S. Army’s Project Convergence 2022 
exercise recently held in Yuma, Arizona, an 
uncrewed, Matrix-controlled Sikorsky Black 
Hawk successfully demonstrated optionally 
piloted supply missions.

“Sikorsky’s HEX aircraft will provide critical 
insights into the possibilities of electric systems 
in VTOL aircraft,” said Paul Lemmo, Sikorsky 
president. “Ultimately, we want to show the 
potential of large, advanced air mobility vehi-
cles to perform utility missions for the U.S. mil-
itary and transport passengers between cities. 
As Sikorsky celebrates 100 years of flight inno-
vations, it’s fitting to highlight our continued 
commitment to safe and sustainable transfor-
mative flight.”

“We are committed to developing hybrid-elec-
tric propulsion systems that save fuel and 
optimize performance for the military and 
commercial applications,” said Amy Gowder, 
president and CEO of defense and systems, GE 
Aerospace. z

With more than 650 exhib-
itors and 52 helicopters 
at this year’s Heli-Expo in 
Atlanta, the packed floor 
forecast by HAI president 
and CEO James Viola 
proved prescient.
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Sikorsky shelves S-92B
by Mark Huber

Sikorsky senior executives con-
tinued to voice the company’s 
support of the civil market, even 
as they announced the shelving 
of the S-92B program and moved 
the anticipated certification date 
of its A+ upgrade for the helicop-
ter into 2025, some three years 
later than originally planned.

As a result, deliveries of A+ kits 
ordered today would not happen 
until 2026. While several heli-
copters in the installed fleet of 
more than 300 S-92s have nearly 
reached their 30,000-hour life 
limit, Sikorsky has no plans to 
extend it. And, while Sikorsky 
continues to take orders for new 
S-92s, it cannot deliver one for at 
least two to three years.

Meanwhile, the company has 
yet to choose a new assembly 
facility for the S-92 following the 
closure of its Coatesville, Penn-
sylvania facility in 2022, should 
orders resume. The five remain-
ing S-92s under construction are 
being assembled at the compa-
ny’s West Palm Beach, Florida 
testing and prototyping facility.

Leon Silva, Sikorsky executive 

vice president of global, commer-
cial, and military systems, said that 

“market forces” have driven the 
developments while maintaining 
that “the best aircraft to replace 
an S-92 is an S-92.” However, he 
said the S-92B program failed to 

gain traction with potential cus-
tomers. Those customers are pre-
dominantly leasing companies, 
which now control the majority 
of the S-92 fleet. 

Meanwhile, record utilization 
rates have driven fleet aggregate 

flight hours to 2.1 million; however, 
ongoing supply chain disruptions 
have driven S-92 dispatch rate 
percentages, typically in the mid-
90s, down into the high 80s. Silva 
said the company “continues to 
work diligently on the supply 
chain” and has established what 
amounts to an emergency center 
at Sikorsky’s Trumbull, Connecti-
cut facility to work with suppliers 
to resolve issues. 

Sikorsky (Booth C1002) is no 
longer taking orders for its S-76D 
model after making the strategic 
decision not to update it with 
FAA-mandated crash-resistant 
fuel systems. Three remaining 
S-76Ds for the export market 
are under assembly at Sikorsky’s 
Owego, New York facility. While 
rumors continue to swirl about 
a potential sale of the S-76 line 
to a foreign manufacturer, Silva 
said the company is not ready to 
announce anything.  z

Bell sells seven more 407 GXis to European customers
Bell has logged seven more sales for its 407 GXi 
single-engine helicopter. On Tuesday, the manu-
facturer (Booth B5504) announced deals at the 
Heli-Expo show potentially worth around $17.9 
million based on list prices.

The Polish National Police signed a purchase 
agreement for four of the aircraft with local dis-
tributor JB Investments. It plans to use them for 
highway surveillance flights as part of efforts to 
improve road safety. They will join a fleet that 
already includes three 407 GXi models, as well 
as two Bell 206s and a Bell 412HP.

Bell also booked purchase agreements with 
two undisclosed UK-based corporate customers 
and with Ireland-based packaging group Zeus 
Essential Holding. Company owner Brian O’Sul-
livan said he will use the helicopter to travel 
between various locations in Europe.

The 407 GXi is powered by the latest Rolls-
Royce M250-C47E/4 turbine engine with dual-chan-
nel fadec controls that Bell says delivers strong 
hot and high performance, fuel efficiency, and a 
cruise speed of 133 knots. In the cockpit, pilots use 
Garmin’s G1000H NXi integrated avionics suite with 
high-resolution displays and fast processors. C.A.

The Sikorsky 
S-92 fleet of 
more than 300 
helicopters has 
flown about 2.1 
million hours.
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Bell’s Rolls-Royce-M250-powered 407 GXi contin-
ues to rack up sales.



SAVING LIVES. 
ANYTIME.
ANYWHERE.

For Medical Services operations, speed of response is critical.
Thanks to the combination of advanced technologies and inherent flexibility, Leonardo’s product range guarantees a rapid
and capable response. Spacious and readily reconfigurable cabins, advanced avionics and all-weather capability, day
and night, ensure that medical personnel can always be there when it counts.
Visit us at HAI HELI-EXPO, Booth B1005

leonardo.com
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Airbus launches IFR-capable H125
by Charles Alcock

Airbus Helicopters is introducing instrument 
flight rules (IFR) capability for its H125 sin-
gle-engine aircraft. Developed in partnership 
with Genesys Aerosystems, the upgrade could 
significantly improve the operational flexibil-
ity for missions such as law enforcement and 
emergency medical services. The partners 
expect to make it available in the second half 
of 2024.

The changes needed to free the H125 
from the constraints of operating only 
under visual flight rules (VFR) will include 
an upgraded cockpit, a three-axis autopilot, 
and redundant hydraulic and electrical sys-
tems. Genesys (Booth B4113) has already 
installed the same autopilot under a sup-
plemental type certificate on the larger 

Airbus H145 and also on Sikorsky’s UH-60A 
Black Hawk.

“We have seen some demand for IFR from 
customers and now we want to be ready to 
meet this demand,” Airbus Helicopters, Inc., 
CEO Romain Trapp said on Tuesday morning 
at the Heli-Expo show. “It will enhance the 
all-weather capability of the aircraft and we 
want to reduce the number of days that you 
can’t fly, just as we did by introducing de-ic-
ing capability.”

Initial certification will go through the 
FAA for the U.S. market, followed by Brazil’s 
ANAC air safety agency. Airbus (Booth C2803) 
might subsequently apply for STCs in other 
markets, including Europe.

The IFR upgrade is the latest in a series 
of investments Airbus has made in enhanc-
ing its single-engine aircraft. Last year, the 

manufacturer increased the power of the H125 
to boost payload by 120 kg (264 pounds) in 
hot-and-high operating conditions.

“Thanks to its recent innovations, the H125 
remains an unrivaled product in terms of per-
formance and value for money,” said Jérome 
Ronssin, head of light helicopter programs 
at Airbus. “This new IFR feature will expand 
the helicopter’s mission capabilities in all 
weather conditions, especially for critical 
missions such as public services, including 
law enforcement, emergency medical services, 
and enhanced training—all missions that are 
in high demand worldwide, and in particular 
in North America.”

There are now almost 4,200 H125s in ser-
vice worldwide. In 2022, Airbus logged 161 
new orders for the type, including 39 in North 
America. z

Skytrac snags significant satcom order from air-medical group
Global Medical Response (GMR) has selected Skytrac Systems (Booth 
1420) to provide harmonized satellite equipment and capabilities for 
its fleet of 381 air ambulance helicopters across more than a dozen 
airframe types. Enabled capabilities via satellite and cellular networks 
will include automated flight following and mission management via the 
SkyWeb platform, voice and text messaging, satellite push to talk, flight 
data monitoring, and onboard connectivity for medical devices and EFBs. 
Installations will include Skytrac’s SAFR flight data management (FDM) 
suite and HD cockpit camera with audio and video recording as well as 
automated, post-flight data downloading via cellular 4G/LTE networks.

Meanwhile, VIH Aviation Group is installing Skytrac’s Iridium Certus 
satellite, 4G/LTE, and Wi-Fi solutions in an Omni Helicopters Sikorsky 
S-92A slated to fly search and rescue (SAR) missions off the coast of 
Guyana. The system delivers mission capabilities including automated 
flight following, mission management, patient medical data transfer, 
cockpit and cabin connectivity, real-time exceedance alerting, post-
flight data offloading, real-time image transfer, and satellite push to 
talk, voice, text, and email capabilities. Related hardware includes Sky-
trac’s ISAT-200A onboard server and data acquisition terminal, Skylink 
7100 Iridium Certus satcom system, cockpit control display panel, and 
dispatch voice interface for voice and text, and related antennas. ISAT-
200A will be used to transmit any exceedances to operational control 
centers in real time. 

Skylink enables connectivity rates of up to 88 Kbps for LEO sat-
com, 50 Mbps of 4G/LTE cellular, and it can act as a Wi-Fi hotspot for 
onboard electronic flight bags and personal and medical devices. It 
also allows for photo transmission in real time.  

The Omni S-92A is on display at Heli-Expo in the Sikorsky booth 
(C1020).  M.H.

This Omni Helicopters S-92A will fly search and rescue missions off the 
coast of Guyana, aided by Skytrac’s Iridium Certus satcom.



We train you to stay sharp, fine tune, and always be prepared—for whatever the next 
flight throws at you. This kind of training is more than fulfilling a requirement. It is an 
achievement. And it’s reserved for the sky’s most elite. 

FSI. Nothing short of excellence.

READY 
 FOR ANYTHING

Visit us at HAI HELI-EXPO booth B6723
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DisruptiveLab testing 
latest rotorcraft tech
by Gregory Polek

The first flight of Airbus Helicopters’ Disrup-
tiveLab flying test demonstrator on January 13 
marked the latest milestone in the company’s 
decade-long effort to accelerate improvements 
in rotorcraft performance and fuel efficiency. 
Now in the midst of testing a series of mainly sus-
tainability advances, Airbus expects Disruptive-
Lab to deliver technology that will slash carbon 
dioxide (CO2) emissions in half, thanks largely 
to a planned fully parallel hybrid propulsion sys-
tem that allows for battery recharging in flight.

Other advances include a more com-
pact rotor head for reduced drag, improved 
energy efficiency, and lower perceived noise, 
enabled through more efficient integration 
with its three blades. What Airbus Helicopters 
director of research and innovation Tomasz 
Krysinski called dynamic optimization of the 
rotors, in part using a new damper concept 
and blades with thinner tips, accounts for 15 
percent of the 50 percent reduction in CO2 
targeted for DisruptiveLab. Speaking with 
AIN ahead of the Heli-Expo show, Krysinksi 
called the feature “really key because the 
future is to reduce the energy need for flight.

“Optimizing the blade is basic to our engi-
neering,” he explained. “We did 40 wind tunnel 

campaigns to reduce the drag and the result is 
already 15 percent of the energy you don’t need 
for flight. I always say the best energy for flight 
is energy we don’t need.”

The clean-sheet design testbed aircraft is now 
flying each week with the DisruptiveLab team 
reviewing the data from each flight and then 
agreeing on the objectives for the next sortie. 
During a February 14 visit to the company’s head-
quarters at Marignane in southern France, AIN 
witnessed the fifth weekly flight, which achieved 
maximum continuous power and confirmed the 
expectations of Krysinski’s team that a five-kilo-
gram reduction in weight would equate to a one 
kilowatt reduction in power requirements.

The reductions in drag Airbus is seeking to 
achieve from the new airframe and rotor archi-
tecture are a significant part of this equation. A 
new landing gear design with just three connec-
tion points to the fuselage is another factor in 
reducing drag and ground resonance.

Another 25 percent of the fuel burn reduction 
is expected to come from a new thermodynamic 
cycle in the powertrain and the final 10 percent 
from a planned move to a new hybrid-electric 
option that has yet to be fully defined, noted Kry-
sinksi. Airbus is aiming to demonstrate a hybrid 
system that allows for use of both an as-yet-un-
specified electric motor and the turbine engine 

simultaneously or separately to allow the pilot 
to switch between the power sources depending 
on what is most efficient at a particular stage in 
the flight. Beyond this technology, the manufac-
turer is eager to tap the potential for hydrogen 
propulsion for rotorcraft.

According to Krysinksi, the technology being 
pioneered on the DisruptiveLab is all scalable 
and could be applied to different sizes of heli-
copters. He said that his team is already fielding 
internal requests from different Airbus Helicop-
ter programs to apply these innovations and it 
is now focusing on how it could minimize any 
recurring costs for doing this.

Airbus aims to complete the “hybridization” 
of the DistruptiveLab aircraft in 2024, using a 
concept that Krysinski said is similar to that 
used for Toyota’s Prius car. In around three 
months, it aims to start flight testing new sim-
plified fly-by-wire systems.

As the latest of three Airbus Helicopters 
current technology demonstrators, the Disrup-
tiveLab complements the company’s FlightLab 
demonstrator, which uses an existing H130 plat-
form and whose main mission involves enhanc-
ing autonomy and safety “technobricks.”

Flight tests of the FlightLab started in April 
2021, when Airbus used the demonstrator to 
measure helicopter sound levels in urban areas 
and, in particular, to study how buildings might 
affect people’s perception. Tests showed that 
buildings play an important role in masking 
or amplifying sound levels. Airbus called the 
studies instrumental to sound modeling and 
regulation setting, especially for advanced air 
mobility initiatives. Airbus also used FlightLab 
to evaluate the Rotor Strike Alerting System, 
which alerts crews about the imminent risk of 
collision with the main and tail rotors.

Last year’s trials included testing an 
image-detection system using cameras to 
enable low-altitude navigation, the viability 
of a dedicated health and usage monitoring 
system for light helicopters, and an engine 
backup system, which will provide emergency 
electric power in the event of a turbine failure.

Testing on the FlightLab demonstrator also 
evaluated a new ergonomic design for more 
intuitive pilot flight controls intended to fur-
ther reduce the pilot workload in traditional 
helicopters and other VTOL aircraft designs 
such as UAM. z

Airbus Helicopters’ DisruptiveLab 
employs a fully parallel hybrid 
propulsion system that allows for 
battery recharging in flight. The 
demonstrator flew for the first 
time on January 13. 
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Leonardo 
targets air 
ambulance 
market at 
Heli-Expo
by Mark Huber

Leonardo (Booth B1005) plans to highlight 
its EMS capabilities at this year’s Heli-Expo, 
partly via the display of an air-ambulance-con-
figured AW169 medium twin helicopter at the 
company’s booth. Leonardo sees its continu-
ing penetration of the rotorcraft EMS market 
as a growing opportunity and estimates that 
it already has 27 percent of that world market 
with 700 of its AW109, AW119, AW139, and 
AW169 models. It is aggressively promoting 
the use of its under-development AW09 tur-
bine single and AW609 civil tiltrotor aircraft 
in this role as well.

With the AW169 in particular, Leonardo 
sees an opportunity for more market capture, 
said Sam Schaab, EMS specialist for the com-
pany. “The AW169 is our fastest-growing plat-
form, specifically around the EMS segment,” 
Schaab told AIN. “It’s the only helicopter in 
its category that has such a large cabin, so it’s 
especially useful for providers who are try-
ing to do specialty team transport and need 
to carry additional personnel on board. The 
modular cabin can be quickly reconfigured 
for different mission profiles.” Schaab said 
the company has a “large number” of the air-
craft on order and that the continued addi-
tion of options, including skidded landing 
gear and avionics upgrades, should promote 
additional sales.

More than 150 AW169s have been deliv-
ered and 300 are on order. Announced in 
2010 and FAA certified in 2016, the AW169 is 
a downsized version of Leonardo’s popular 

intermediate AW139 and is certified for single- 
pilot IFR, advanced search and rescue, and 
flight into known icing operations. The air-
craft features avionics with three 10-by-8-
inch Collins displays mated to touchscreen 
controls with capabilities including night-
vision- goggle compatibility, four-axis digital 
automatic flight-control system, dual flight 
management system, digital maps, weather 
radar, satcom, traffic and terrain avoidance, 
dual radar altimeters, ADS-B, enhanced 
vision, and a health and usage monitoring sys-
tem. The model also features LPV approach 
capability and a helicopter terrain-aware-
ness warning system. The avionics recently 
received its Phase 8 core software release. 
Power comes from a pair of Pratt & Whitney 
Canada PW210A engines.

Speedy Helo
Maximum speed is 155 knots, range with full 
fuel and 30-minute reserve is 366 nm, and 
maximum useful load (passengers, bags, and 
fuel) is 4,350 pounds. The 222-cu-ft passenger 
cabin can accommodate eight to 11 people in 
a utility configuration, eight in an executive 
design, or six to seven in a VIP layout.

The focus on an EMS-configured AW169 fol-
lows Leonardo’s promotion of the AW609 at 
last year’s Air Medical Transport Convention. 
Leonardo believes the AW609 is well suited 
for longer-haul air medical work. The aircraft 

features a 35-inch-wide main cabin door that 
easily accommodates patient transfer from 
ground ambulance litter to the aircraft’s 
medical pedestal. The cabin is large enough 
for one patient and four medical attendants 
or two patients with fewer attendants.

AW609 marketing manager William Sunick 
believes a large untapped market exists for 
the aircraft in rural areas and for use to co- 
transport transplant organs and associated 
medical teams. “The aircraft has drawn a lot 
of attention, especially in the EMS configura-
tion,” he said. “The ability to have a point-to-
point, high-speed, vertical-lift aircraft with a 
pressurized interior to transport that organ is 
huge.” In rural applications, the 609 has the 
ability to do scene work and quickly trans-
port patients to the medical facility with the 
most appropriate level of care, including for 
special needs such as treatment of burns and 
eye injuries, according to Sunick. “You don’t 
have to go to the first medical facility that you 
come across,” he said. Sunick also pointed out 
that the cabin can be pressurized to sea level, 
enabling a higher level of care to be adminis-
tered to patients.

While Leonardo is officially noncommittal 
on estimating a certification date for the AW609, 
Schaab said that he expects it to occur “rela-
tively quickly” and noted that Leonardo’s train-
ing center in Philadelphia already is equipped 
with a roll-on/roll-off AW169/AW609 simulator.

A Babcock 
International- operated 
Leonardo AW139 flies 
EMS missions in Italy.



ainonl ine .com •  March 8, 2023 •  HAI Convention News 9

MASTERS OF
OUR CRAFT

New Enstrom helicopters will be ready to 
fly this year – start building yours today!

EnstromHelicopter.com

Visit us at Booth C2820 to meet our team
and see our latest projects.

Trusted as one of the safest, most dependable 
and versatile helicopters in the world – Enstrom is 
putting the “craft” back into rotorcraft.

We design, pour, mold & manufacture in the heart 
of America, where each helicopter is engineered 
and assembled by an elite team with a passion as 
great as yours. And long after your first flight, you’ll 
be supported by a company that will always go 
above and beyond to meet your needs.

Whether you patrol the skies, tend to farmland, 
travel, or are training the next generation of pilots, 
Enstrom will always work for you.

In the single-engine helicopter EMS mar-
ket, Schaab noted, the AW119 series already 
has established itself as a solid performer and 
the addition of the AW09 configured for EMS 
will be complementary, not competitive. He 
said both models have pros and cons. With 
the AW09, patients can be loaded through 
clamshell doors in the rear of the helicopter, 
but the AW119 likely will be “a little bit faster.

“They are both going to be IFR-capa-
ble, which is really important from a safety 
standpoint,” he continued. Leonardo’s IFR- 
certified AW119Kx gained FAA approval in July 
2019. It already has made its first deliveries of 
single-pilot IFR AW119Kx models to U.S. air 
ambulance providers Life Link III and Mercy 
Flight Central.

AW09 Certification
Final certification flight testing is proceed-
ing on the AW09 following Leonardo’s 
announcement earlier this year that it had 
switched powerplants on the helicopter 
to the 1,000-shp-class Safran Helicopter 
Engines Arriel 2K. Until now, AW09 (née 
Kopter SH09) prototypes have flown with 
the Honeywell HTS900 engine. Leonardo 
acquired Kopter Group, including what is now 
the AW09 program, for $185 million in 2020. 
In 2021, it revamped the prototype’s design 
with an elongated mast, updated flight con-
trols, Garmin G3000H avionics, revised upper 
cowlings for improved aerodynamics, and a 
new main rotor hub and blades. The Arriel 2K 
engine is installed in AW09 prototype PS4 and 
ready for flight tests at Kopter’s Mollis, Swit-
zerland, facility.

Mollis will continue developing and testing 
the AW09 while also serving as a technology 
incubator for aircraft hybridization and elec-
trification under Leonardo’s “Be Tomorrow 
2030” strategic plan. A Leonardo spokesman 
told AIN that the company isn’t announcing 
anything regarding the advanced air mobil-
ity market. However, he left little doubt that 
work in this area is moving ahead, revealing 
that Leonardo has already submitted requests 
for related patents to European authorities.

“We are not showing designs or announcing 
programs,” he said. “Not because we do not 
believe it’s important, but simply because we 
are making our own evaluations.”  z

www.EnstromHelicopter.com
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Two new GE engines 
nearing service entry
by Mark Huber

GE Aerospace (Booth C5023) is readying 
two new turboshaft programs, one civil and 
one military.

On the civil side, GE works with Bell 
as it completes certification of the Bell 
525 super-medium twin-engine helicopter 
later this year. GE provides its CT7-2F1 
engines for the 525. The engines received 
FAA certification in 2019. “We are actively 
supporting the [525] flight test campaign 
to work through that closure,” said Elissa 
Lee, GE director of commercial rotorcraft 
programs.

The 2,129 shp (maximum, 1,979 shp 
takeoff) CT7-2F1 is a derivative of GE’s 
CT7/T700 engine family, 25,000 exam-
ples of which GE has delivered to date. 
The new engine features an improved-
life high- pressure turbine, engine elec-
tronic control unit, and a health and usage 
monitoring system (HUMS). GE will 
offer its TrueChoice flight hour mainte-
nance program for the engine. Interest in 
TrueChoice is growing from operators of 
other CT7 platforms, especially among 

the Sikorsky S-92A community, Lee said.
Lee said that GE intends to establish a 

rotorcraft operating center based on what 
it furnishes to its fixed-wing customers to 
provide remote diagnostics and analytics. 

“We’ve been working with some key cus-
tomers on how we can provide that product 
to expand our services offering,” she said, 
adding that GE would say more about it at 
Heli-Expo. However, Lee did say that the 
company plans to make it available to com-
mercial customers including Bell, Leon-
ardo, and Sikorsky. A start date depends on 
demonstrated customer interest, but the 
nuts and bolts already are there. “It’s some-
thing that we use today internally,” Lee said.

In the commercial rotorcraft space, GE 
continues to focus on digital capabilities as 
a means to “better support technologies and 
product offerings for sustainable aviation” 
as well as study additive technologies (3-D 
printing) in its engine manufacture. “It’s 
about where it fits on the engine and how it 
helps make a market change for the engine,” 
she said. GE is pursuing the technology for 
the CT7 family. “When we’re ready to make 
an announcement on that, we’ll let you 

know,” Lee said. “They are seeing that there 
is untapped value from their perspective.”

On the military side, GE is pressing ahead 
with its Improved Turbine Engine Program 
(ITEP, now designated T901) for the Army, 
according to Mike Sousa, GE manager for 
advanced programs. The company designed 
the T901 as a plug-and-play replacement 
engine for legacy Army rotorcraft including 
the AH-64 and the UH-60. It will also power 
the service’s Future Attack and Reconnais-
sance Aircraft (FARA), and the semifinalists, 
Bell and Sikorsky, eagerly await the delivery 
of those engines from the Army to enable the 
continuation of competition for that con-
tract. The new engine provides a 50 percent 
increase in power, to 3,000 shp, and a 25 per-
cent reduction in specific fuel consumption.

Replacing the engines on the legacy heli-
copters could require 6,000 units or more, 
making it a substantial program akin to 
GE’s T700, some 20,000 of which the com-
pany has delivered to date.

“[We’re] in the middle of testing the 
engine right now,” explained Sousa. “We’re 
testing components every day of the week 
and collecting a variety of measurements. 
Then it will be tested at various altitudes in 
an altitude test cell that negates the need 
to obtain the data by flying the engine on 
an actual aircraft. Once that testing is com-
plete and the Army signs off, the engines 
will be delivered to the OEMs to test them 
on their aircraft.” z

Bell expects its 525 to 
receive FAA certifi-
cation this year. The 
fly-by-wire super- 
medium twin-engine 
helicopter is powered 
by GE’s CT7-2F1, a 
derivative of the CT7/
T700 engine family.
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Bell planning updates, 
more support options
by Kerry Lynch

While Bell capped off 2022 with the U.S. Army 
Future Long-Range Assault Aircraft (FLRAA) 
program win valued at up to $80 billion, 
president and CEO Mitch Snyder stressed 
that its commercial business remains firmly 
cemented in the company’s future.

Noting he has received many questions on 
whether it will turn its focus on the military 
side, Snyder stressed to reporters during a 
recent media day in Fort Worth, Texas, that 
Bell (Booth B5504) has invested at least as 
much in the commercial business, if not 
more. “We found the right balance, in my 
mind,” he said.

He pointed to the “clean sheet” 525 Relent-
less super medium design, bringing to mar-
ket the 505 light single, and upgrades to the 
407, among other efforts. Once the 525 gains 
certification, Snyder added, Bell will need to 
continue to develop kits and upgrades for 
that model.

Looking forward, “you’ll start to see refresh 
coming on that side of the business,” Snyder 
said, citing a push to continually elevate safety. 

“I’ve always wanted our innovation team to 
look for innovative products that make our 
aircraft safer.”

Michael Thacker, executive v-p for Bell’s 
commercial business, added that the company 
will consider upgrades for both aftermarket 
and forward fit customers and cited as exam-
ples bird-strike-resistant windshields and 
improved pilot situational awareness for wire 
strike protection.

Along with upgrades, Bell’s support proj-
ects include the development of an Exec-
utive Advantage maintenance and support 
plan option for customers that operate less 
than 200 hours a year. These operators, he 
said, have different needs than heavy users. 

“When you look at those needs, we have tried 
to make sure we have support plans and pack-
ages that fit and help level load their costs as 
they go forward as well, so they can plan for 
what that’s going to look like in their future,” 
he said.

Thacker called 2022 “a fantastic sales year,” 
when Bell sold more than 200 commercial air-
craft. “We continue to see a bounce back in 
the commercial market,” he noted. “Our cus-
tomer interest continues despite the ongoing 
global challenges in numerous areas.” Bell has 
seen significant growth coming from corpo-
rate, military, and public safety segments, and 
plans to take a more comprehensive approach 
to its special missions business.

“The corporate market continues to be 
healthy, and we saw positive sales activity 
across all regions and all segments, particu-
larly adding customers that were new to avi-
ation, as well as converting from competitive 
folks to have them join the Bell family for the 
first time,” Thacker added.

He also cited several military training con-
tracts for the 505 in Asia and growth from a 
variety of customers in Europe. Bell delivered 
the 400th 505 last year to a UK customer and 
Thacker said 80 now operate in the region. He 
further noted Latin America led the globe for 
412 sales with 50 confirmed in the region.

He also appeared upbeat about China. “For 
many years, we’ve seen China as an incredi-
bly underserved market,” Thacker noted. “As 
China reopens, Bell is engaged with our part-
ners and customers as they work to tackle infra-
structure development, training, and access to 
lower airspace.”

The company continues to see market 
recovery in steps since the pandemic. “We 
expect for the growth to continue in 2023 as 
well,” said Thacker.

Commercial deliveries increased from 156 
aircraft in 2021 to 179 last year, despite supply 
chain disruptions. “That really was a lot of hard 
work for a lot of people right up to the end of 
the year to make it happen,” he explained.

Supply chain kinks remain an ongoing concern, 
so much so that Bell created a position on the 
senior leadership team, naming Eli Javanmardi 
executive v-p of global supply chain to steer 
those efforts. It remains a focus in meetings as 
well.  Snyder maintained that Bell is taking a “very 
thoughtful, very deliberate” approach, tapping 
into strong tier-one suppliers on key programs 
and reconfiguring the chain to ensure the needed 
support. “Some of that is trying to branch in new 
spaces if we have to,” noted Snyder. “But one 
thing that we have done is we’re very deliberate 
about being vertically integrated in certain places.”

Bell learned, as many other companies have 
done across multiple industries, that it might 
have outsourced too much and could no longer 
control its destiny. “We’ve decided to make sure 
that we were vertically integrated in a lot of areas 
so we can control that, so we can really go from 
raw material to product as opposed to going 
through multiple supply or multiple processing 
to get there,” he concluded. z

Bell’s llight-single 505 has made significant inroads in both commercial and military markets. The 
400th 505 was delivered last year to a UK customer.  
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VFS taps 
Collins as 
new director
by Charles Alcock

The Vertical Flight Society (VFS) will oper-
ate under new leadership starting June 1 
when Angelo Collins succeeds Mike Hirsch-
berg as executive director. Collins, whose 
appointment the VFS announced on Tues-
day, becomes the organization’s seventh 
leader in its 80-year history.

The not-for-profit group is dedicated to 
the advancement of vertical takeoff and 
landing aircraft and technology. It now 
counts 6,500 individual members world-

wide from industry, aca-
demia, and government 
agencies, as well as 185 
corporate members and 
30 educational members.

Collins, a VFS member 
since 2008, now works 
as an aerospace engineer 
with Booz Allen Hamil-
ton, managing the science 
and engineering tech-
nical assistance support 

contract for the Defense Advanced Research 
Projects Agency’s Tactical Technology Office. 
With 15 years of experience in aerospace engi-
neering, project management, and technical 
consulting, he started his career as an intern 
with DARPA contractor Centra Technology, 
where he was recruited by Hirschberg himself. 
He earned a bachelor’s degree in aerospace 
engineering from the University of Maryland 
and a master’s degree in engineering admin-
istration from Virginia Tech. 

Hirschberg joined the VFS as executive 
director in 2011 and will stay with the orga-
nization in the new role of director of strat-
egy. He also led the society’s prominent role 
as an advocate for new vertical flight tech-
nology, most notably eVTOL aircraft, and 
its rebranding from its former name the 
American Helicopter Association.  z

Angelo Collins, new 
VFS exec. director

Entrol (Booth B5036), a flight simulator manufacturer based in Madrid, has launched its first advanced 
aviation training device (AATD) for the Bell 505 single-engine helicopter. Called the H1000, the new 
simulator is on display at Heli-Expo in Atlanta this week for attendees to try out. The simulator is 
a nearly exact copy of the Bell 505 cockpit, complete with Entrol’s replica of Garmin’s all-glass 
G1000H avionics suite.

New Career
Opportunities
Join the elite team that’s building the 
next generation of Enstrom helicopters! 
We have immediate openings in 
several skilled positions:

Engineers
Tool Makers
Inspectors

Machine Operators
Avionics Technicians
Fabricators & More

Visit EnstromHelicopter.com/careers or scan 
the code to see all of our current openings, 
and stop by Booth C2820 to meet our team!
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Babcock will lease AW139s 
for EMS ops in Australia
by Charles Alcock

Leasing group LCI said it plans to deliver a 
pair of new Leonardo AW139 helicopters to 
Babcock’s operation in Australia in early 2024. 
Valued at more than $40 million, the two heli-
copters will perform emergency medical ser-
vice (EMS) flights under a long-term lease.

The AW139 can carry up to 15 passengers in 
its spacious cabin, which can be configured for 
other roles. Italian manufacturer Leonardo 
(Booth B1005) has now delivered more than 
1,100 units. LCI (Booth B2408) already has 16 
AW139s on lease with operators in Australia 
for EMS and offshore support services.

Ireland-based LCI’s lease portfolio includes 
80 Leonardo helicopters operating in 22 coun-
tries worldwide. In addition to EMS and off-
shore roles, the aircraft serve in search and 
rescue operations.

“LCI is a longstanding, flexible, and proven 
partner which has supported our burgeoning 
helicopter operations across the globe for a 

decade,” said Peter Newington, managing 
director of aviation and critical services with 
Babcock Australasia. “We’re confident they 
will help us deliver an expanded, outstanding 
level of EMS provision in Australia.”

The leasing group also is exploring the 
potential to add eVTOL aircraft to its portfo-
lio. It has signed provisional purchase agree-
ments with Beta Technologies for its Alia 250 
all-electric vehicle and with Elroy Air for its 
Chaparral autonomous cargo aircraft. z

NEWS CLIPS

Job Market Favors Employees

The continued tight personnel market is driving 

record business at aviation job website JSFirm 

(Booth C2204). Thus far in 2023, JSFirm has 

seen a 143.16 percent increase in the number 

of advertisers on its site and a 105.76 percent 

increase in applicant job flow over 2022 “due to 

people changing jobs and better opportunities.” 

JSFirm said it is confident the trend will continue 

throughout 2023. 

“Companies who traditionally have not had 

a problem making hires are now turning to our 

website to increase their applicant flow,” said 

Abbey Hutter, JSFirm executive director. “It’s so 

competitive right now, companies literally can’t 

keep up with what their competitors are offering.” 

Cadorath Now Approved For 
Airbus Helicopter Repairs

Winnipeg, Canada’s Cadorath is now a mem-

ber of the approved repair center network 

for Airbus Helicopters, enabling it to perform 

D-level repairs on dynamic components. In 

2018, Cadorath (Booth C5009) began quali-

fications for the special processes required for 

the designation. The company said it will con-

tinue to present technologies and processes to 

repair more parts.

“Becoming part of the Airbus-approved 

repair network has been a collaboration of the 

incredible people at both Cadorath and Airbus,” 

said COO David Haines.  

Okla School To Fly Guimbal G2
The U.S. distributor for Helicopteres Guimbal is 

delivering a Cabri G2 to a new flight school in 

Oklahoma. TruFlight, based at Gundy’s Airport in 

Owasso, Oklahoma, is receiving the helicopter 

from Precision (Booth C4804).

“The safety, modern technology, and 

designed-for-training features all make the G2 

an obvious choice,” said TruFlight founder Todd 

Guison. “The real deciding factor for us was the 

support. We knew from our conversations with 

Precision and Guimbal that when we had an 

issue, they would have a solution.” 

Oregon-based Precision has been importing 

the two-seat G2 into the U.S. since 2014.  

Precision buys engine support company PTB
Precision Aviation Group (PAG) is boost-
ing its maintenance, repair, and overhaul 
(MRO) portfolio with the acquisition of 
engine support provider PTB. The deal, 
which the companies announced on Tues-
day, adds significant support capability for 
Pratt & Whitney Canada PT6 and Honey-
well TPE331 engines.

The PTB Group consists of Pacific Turbine 
USA Group (also known as Prime Turbines), 
which operates facilities in Texas, Arizona, Flor-
ida, and Pennsylvania, and also Pacific Turbine 
Brisbane, Pacific Turbine Leasing, and Interna-
tional Air Parts in Australia. Along with provid-
ing MRO work for the PT6 and TPE331 engines, 
it offers support for engine and airframe leases 
and various aviation supply chain services.

Atlanta-based PAG did not disclose how 
much it has paid for PTB, which owns and 
operates 23 MRO locations. The group 
already has 20 repair stations for both rotor-
craft and fixed-wing aircraft and more than 
850,000 sq ft of sales and service facilities 
in the U.S., Canada, Australia, Singapore, 
and Brazil. It also boasts parts manufactur-
ing capability.

“This acquisition expands PAG’s engine 
services division with the addition of PT6 
and TPE331 engine services and significantly 
enhances our supply chain offerings,” said 
the group’s president and CEO, David Mast. 

“PTB is focused on providing exceptional 
customer service and exceeding customer 
expectations.” C.A.
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Kaman, PHI partner on 
commercial Kargo UAV
by Hanneke Weitering

Global helicopter services operator PHI Avi-
ation (Booth C3820) has entered into a long-
term agreement with Kaman Corporation 
(Booth B5620) to use Kaman’s Kargo UAV for 
commercial operations, the companies said 
Tuesday at Heli-Expo in Atlanta. As part of the 
new partnership, PHI has agreed to purchase 
50 Kargo UAVs for its commercial operations.

Connecticut-based Kaman has been 

developing the Kargo UAV for a little over a 
year and until now has concentrated on mili-
tary applications for the aircraft. The company 
has signed a deal with the U.S. Marine Corps 
to build and test a prototype for demonstra-
tion purposes. The first Kargo UAV prototype, 
powered by the RR300 turboshaft engine 
developed by Rolls-Royce (Booth B4813), “is 
going to fly in the not-too-distant future,” 
Kaman senior v-p Carroll Lane told AIN.

The Kargo UAV, which has a cargo capacity 

of more than 800 pounds (360 kg) and a range 
of 500 miles (800 km), will support uncrewed, 
remotely piloted missions as well as fully 
autonomous flights. Louisiana-based PHI, 
which operates a fleet of more than 250 heli-
copters around the world, plans to use the 
Kargo UAV for its commercial operations, 
which include offshore oil and gas, mining, 
emergency medical transport, and search-
and-rescue services. 

“  When we look at the technology embod-
ied in the Kargo, what we really liked about 
it is that it is moving incrementally on exist-
ing technologies, using things that already 
work, and therefore you’re going to get to 
market faster and be commercially via-
ble faster,” Keith Mullett, PHI’s managing 
director, told AIN. 

Mullett explained that PHI’s partnership 
with Kaman will cover three key areas. First, 
the companies will work together to examine 
the addressable market “and really under-
stand commercially where this thing is going 
to have success and where we should focus 
our efforts.” PHI will also assist Kaman in 
the demonstration, design, and certification 
of the commercial system, he said, adding 
that the commercial variant might be slightly 
different than what’s being developed for the 
military. The third phase of the partnership 
will involve the commercial launch of the 
Kargo UAV and signing contracts with launch 
customers, he said. z

Enstrom adds Garmin glass displays to helicopter cockpits
Enstrom Helicopter is offering new all-glass instrument panels for its 
480B and 280FX rotorcraft. The manufacturer said on Tuesday that it 
will base the cockpit upgrade on Garmin’s G500H TXi electronic flight 
information system display.

A Mid-Continent Standby Attitude Module that provides redun-
dant flight instrumentation in a small digital format backs up the 
G500 digital display. The latest cockpits will also feature the GTN 
750 and 650 TXi GPS navcoms and remote-mounted transponders, 
as well as an audio panel and comm radio options.

“The G500H’s touchscreen interface makes it quicker and more 
intuitive to use than the old button and knob systems,” said Enstrom 
engineering vice president Bill Taylor. “That’s less head-down and 
hands-off-the-controls time for increased safety and quicker training.”

Also part of the new fit for the 2023 480B and 280FX models is a 
Howell digital engine instrumentation system with fully redundant dual 
displays. The equipment incorporates all engine monitoring functions, 
as well as the airframe caution and advisory system.

“The ability for the avionics to interface with each other and utilize 
remote options saves panel space and simplifies operations,” Taylor 
explained. “And the new system’s data log will make the maintenance 
technician’s job much easier.”

In February, Enstrom (Booth C2820) announced that Todd Tetzlaff 
will take over as the Michigan-based company’s president in April, 
when Matt Francour retires. Tetzlaff, who has previously held engi-
neering roles with Enstrom, has also worked for Boeing, Raytheon, 
and Gulfstream Aerospace. C.A.

PHI plans to use Kaman’s Kargo UAV logistics vehicle for its commercial operations. 
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Leonardo progresses 
on multiple programs
by Mark Huber

Leonardo senior executives at 
Heli-Expo said the company’s 
rotorcraft development programs 
are making solid progress, while 
admitting that some prices and 
wait times have doubled along 
the supply chain company-wide. 
However, Covid-generated dis-
ruptions in civil helicopter pro-
duction were offset by military 
sales including the marketing of 
civil platforms for military and 
parapublic applications on the 
AW119 and AW139, the latter 
with a combined fleet that has 
amassed more than 3.6 million 
flight hours. In what is perhaps 

Leonardo’s most successful 
dual-use program to date, Boe-
ing announced on March 7 that 
the first batch of 13 production 
MH-139A Grey Wolf helicopters 
will commence manufacture. In 
the U.S. Air Force program, Boe-
ing takes a new-build Leonardo 
AW139 manufactured in Phila-
delphia and adds military modi-
fications and mission equipment. 
Up to 84 MH-139As could be 
produced during the course of 
the entire program, whose value 
could total $2.4 billion.

Meanwhile, refinement of 
in-production aircraft continues, 
including the development of 
more than 200 kits to date for the 

AW189 super-medium. 
On the development side, Leon-

ardo reported that the AW609 
civil tiltrotor has reached the 

“final stages of certification,” with 
the FAA preparing to initiate type 
inspection authorization (TIA) 
flight tests. In addition to the 
test fleet, three customer aircraft 

remain in final assembly. How-
ever, under questioning, managing 
director Gian Piero Cutillo admit-
ted that an order for four AW609s 
from an unnamed European cus-
tomer, announced at last year’s 
Heli-Expo, was the largest order it 
had received for the type.

Assembly of the larger, tech-
nology demonstrator Next Gen-
eration Civil Tiltrotor (NGCTR), 
a program largely funded by the 
European Union’s CleanSky 2 
program, has begun and could be 
completed next year. While the 
AW609 has the capacity to seat up 
to nine passengers (utility config-
uration), the NGCTR would seat 
between 19 and 22. 

Cutillo also said that the 
recently announced switch of 
engines on the AW09 (formerly 
Kopter) single from the Honey-
well HTS900 to the Safran Arriel 
2K, would delay certification by no 
more than six months to one year. 

Leonardo (Booth B1005) also 
continues to make progress on 
the development of digital and 
virtual reality products including 
an enhanced training device and 
an extended reality simulator. The 
latter is on display in the compa-
ny’s booth at Heli-Expo. The com-
pany designed it to serve the light 
helicopter market.  z

Airbus invests in strong North American market
Against a backdrop of global macroeconomic 
uncertainty, the North American market is a bed-
rock of optimism for Airbus Helicopters. Along with 
Europe, it is the only market to have returned to 
pre-Covid levels over the past 12 months, company 
CEO Bruno Even said during a Tuesday morning 
press conference at the Heli-Expo show in Atlanta.

In 2022, North American operators achieved a 
10 percent increase in flying hours, much of it driven 
by higher levels of emergency medical service (EMS) 
activity, according to Romain Trapp, who is CEO of the 
Europe-based manufacturer’s U.S. subsidiary (Booth 
C2803). Last year Airbus took orders for 87 aircraft 
in the continent from 56 customers and bookings 
amounted to an almost 50:50 split between single 
and twin models, reflecting increased demand for 
models such as the H145.

Texas-based Airbus Helicopters made 74 North 
American deliveries in 2022, representing a 20 per-
cent increase over 2021, and Trapp said he expects 
the uptick to continue this year at around the same 

rate. The company now claims a 61 percent market 
share in that part of the world, as  EMS, airborne 
law enforcement, private and business aviation, 
and offshore support all saw improvements. Around 
one-third of the 87 new orders last year came from 
customers who are either new Airbus operators 
defecting from rival airframers or those purchasing 
their first-ever rotorcraft.

Strong market conditions have motivated Airbus 
to make further investments in its North American 
footprint, as staffing levels for its customer support 
team grew by 34 percent. It has also expanded its 
blade repair shop, added a new multipurpose test 
bench, and added a new full-flight simulator for the 
H145 aircraft in partnership with Thales. It now has 
the capacity to train more than 1,600 pilots each 
year and plans to add an H160 simulator in 2024.

On Monday, Airbus Corporate Helicopters 
received an order for a pair of H160 twins, fitted in 
the ACH160 Exclusive cabin configuration. The undis-
closed customer is an operator based in India. C.A.
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The latest mockup of Leonardo’s AW09 single-engine helicopter nestles 
between a neon-green medevac-equipped AW169 and the popular AW139. 
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Want to go faster, farther, 
and safer more sustainably?
The 2023 European Business Aviation  
Convention & Exhibition (EBACE2023), Europe’s  
premier on-demand aircraft and advanced air mobility event 
is taking off at the magnificent Palexpo in Geneva, Switzerland,  
and the Geneva International Airport from Tuesday, 23 May through 
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MD Helicopters 
ramps up production
by Hanneke Weitering

MD Helicopters (MDH) says it 
is boosting production capacity 
and hiring more staff to accom-
modate new orders for its Cay-
use Warrior Plus light scout, 
reconnaissance, and attack 
helicopter. 

According to MDH (Booth 
C2729), it has received an order 
for an additional 12 Cayuse War-
rior Plus helicopters from the 

Nigerian Army, which had pre-
viously ordered an initial batch 
of 24. The Nigerian Army plans 
to use the fleet of helicopters to 
assist with counter-insurgency 
and counter-terrorism opera-
tions in the African nation. 

“We are grateful for the trust 
of the Nigerian government 
and are pleased to showcase 
our purpose-built, light attack 
aircraft solution to Nigeria and 
the world,” says MDH president 

and CEO Brad Pedersen. “MD 
Helicopters has streamlined our 
production processes to directly 
address the current and planned 
increase of aircraft orders.”

To fulfill those new Cayuse 
Warrior Plus orders and other 
recent large contracts, the Mesa, 
Arizona-based company plans to 
hire more than 120 new employ-
ees after restructuring its produc-
tion facility. 

MDH also announced that it 
will make changes to its agree-
ments with authorized service 
centers and parts retailers to 
help attract and retain more local 
operators. For example, the com-
pany is working to ensure that its 

service centers geographically 
align with the fielded fleets. 

To help funnel more business 
through the authorized network 
of MD service centers and parts 
retailers, the company plans to 
stop selling directly to any cus-
tomers other than those provid-
ers within its authorized network 
and some select fleet customers. 

It also is working to convert the 
upgrade of the MD 500E helicop-
ter to the MD 530F into a technical 
bulletin, meaning more MD-au-
thorized service centers will be 
able to perform the upgrade 
around the world. For now, the 
company’s facility in Arizona per-
forms all the E to F upgrades. z

Avidyne and IS&S unveil Helix helicopter avionics upgrade
Avidyne and Innovative Solutions & Support (IS&S) last week launched 
their new Helix integrated flight deck as an upgrade package for in-service 
helicopters. The system combines Avidyne’s Helios flight management 
system (FMS) and the IS&S 10.4-inch flat-panel displays.

The companies said they first plan to offer the Helix retrofit package for 
the Sikorsky S-76C++ rotorcraft. They expect to announce pricing later this 
year, once they complete integration work and certification.

Along with the new large-format flat-panel displays, the Helix 
package provides updated avionics capabilities including 3D syn-
thetic vision, electronic charts, ADS-B weather and traffic, and satel-
lite-based augmentation system/localizer performance with vertical 
guidance (SBAS/LPV). The new displays, which feature a 6- by 8-inch 
viewing area, have built-in symbol generators with high-resolution 
XGA multi-color and active-matrix LCDs. They provide an 80-degree 
viewing angle, NVIS-compliant display lighting, and a non-glare, 
anti-reflective display surface.

The Helix installations will include a pair of display units, one config-
ured as a primary flight display and the other as a multifunction display 
and engine instrument display system. As an option, the installation can 
include another pair of displays for a co-pilot.

Avidyne’s dual Helios units are dzus-mounted GPS/SBAS flight man-
agement systems that meet TSO-C146c for full GPS SBAS/LPV approach 
guidance, including flight planning, “one-touch” departure, airway, and 
arrival navigation, and the company’s GeoFill waypoint nomination. The 
equipment features a full QWERTY-style keyboard and a touchscreen 

“hybrid touch” user interface for map panning and rubber-band flight plan 
editing. Other features include integrated wireless connectivity to iPads 

for access to third-party apps, such as Foreflight and Avidyne’s IFD100, as 
well as 16-watt VHF radios, Jeppesen charts and airport diagrams, video, 
fuel flow, ADS-B In display, moving map, and synthetic vision.

“Avidyne and IS&S have put together a solution that is designed and 
targeted to extend the life of a large number of legacy helicopters still in 
operation, including the S-76C++, the Black Hawk, the AW109, and more,” 
said John Talmadge, Avidyne’s vice president of worldwide sales. “We are 
excited to be working alongside IS&S to develop Helix, which will give new 
life to these airframes at a cost that won’t break the bank, and that pro-
vides operators with a whole host of new capabilities while dramatically 
improving reliability and dispatchability.”

Helix is on display at the Avidyne exhibit (Booth C820).  C.A.

A Helix avionics upgrade can include up to four 10.4-inch IS&S displays, 
which are integrated with Avidyne’s Helios flight management system.
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United Rotorcraft ponders  
S-70 Firehawk improvements
by Curt Epstein

United Rotorcraft, which outfits 
the Sikorsky Black Hawk helicop-
ter as S-70 Firehawks, is evaluat-
ing several options and upgrades 
to the firefighting and emergency 
rescue helicopter program. 

The improvements include 
a 1,000-gallon composite water 
tank that the company pro-
duces in collaboration with Dart. 
According to United Rotorcraft, 
the composite tank offers sig-
nificant weight savings com-
pared with standard tanks, thus 
providing mission performance 
improvement. It also plans to 
integrate the Aerometals inlet 
barrier filter system as a standard 
feature in the S-70’s baseline fire-
fighting configuration.

Since 2001, United Rotorcraft 
(Booth B4409) has delivered 17 
Firehawks: twelve new-build 
S-70is and five converted from 
legacy military HH/UH-60s. It 
estimates the fleet has accumu-
lated more than 10,000 hours of 
flight time thus far.

This year it will hand over 
seven more Firehawks; its back-
log shows five with deliveries 
scheduled out to 2025. Currently, 
all operators of the helicopter 
operate in California: Cal Fire, 
LA County Fire Department, San 
Diego County, Ventura County, 
and Santa Barbara County. The 
Orange County Fire Author-
ity expects a delivery this year. 
Meanwhile, the Firehawk will 
finally escape the state’s borders 
with the first delivery to the Colo-
rado Department of Fire Preven-
tion and Control. San Diego Gas 

and Electric will also become the 
first private operator of a Fire-
hawk when it receives the first 
type-certified S-70M.

According to Alexandra Sla-
butu, United Rotorcraft’s regional 
sales manager for EMEA, the 
Firehawk platform has received 
interest from international gov-
ernment agencies across Europe, 
the Middle East, and Asia. “Since 

the fire season differs across 
regions, the multi-role and ver-
satility of the helicopter are very 
attractive as it can be utilized for 
various missions throughout the 
year,” she told AIN. “The S-70M 
variant is produced in Poland 
[by Lockheed Martin unit PZL 
Mielec] and there are several 
countries in Europe already fly-
ing the Black Hawk, which would 

make it a natural transition into 
their fleet with minimal training.”

“With fires around the globe 
becoming a bigger threat each 
year, the Firehawk is the aircraft 
public agencies need to fight back 
in the most effective manner,” 
said United Rotorcraft president 
Larry Alexandre. 

In terms of autonomous oper-
ations for the Firehawk, Michael 
Williams, the company’s senior 
director for strategy and market-
ing, noted that Sikorsky’s Matrix 
autonomous flight control system 
remains under development and 
that its use in aerial firefighting 

“remains on a distant horizon.”
“If and when we reach that 

point, [we] as Sikorsky’s Fire-
hawk partner will certainly be at 
the forefront,” he said.

Williams said there is currently 
no discussion regarding swapping 
the current GE T700-GE-701D 
powerplants for the engine mak-
er’s in-development T901, which 
promises 25 percent better fuel 
efficiency, 10 percent greater 
thrust, and more power and ther-
mal management capability when 
it becomes available. z

Metro delivers EC145e to UC health
Metro Aviation (Booth C4012) has delivered a new 
air ambulance-configured Airbus EC145e to UC 
Health in Cincinnati, Ohio. The helicopter is the 
third new aircraft Metro has completed for UC and 
replaces several older BK117s. 

The new helicopter came equipped with Met-
ro’s standard interior and a Genesys Aerosys-
tems IFR avionics package with integrated 
display units and electronic flight information 
system; the HeliSAS autopilot and stability aug-
mentation system; and Outerlink’s IRIS combined 
voice, video, and flight data recorder that allows 
an operational control center to verify aircraft 

conditions in real-time. Metro and Genesys  
developed the avionics STC for the aircraft in 
February 2019. 

Based in Shreveport, Louisiana, Metro is an 
FAA-approved repair station, an Airbus Helicop-
ters authorized service center, and the largest tra-
ditional air medical operations provider in the U.S. 
It specializes in air medical completions and holds 
related STCs for a wide variety of helicopters. 

UC Health serves the Greater Cincinnati and 
Northern Kentucky region in partnership with the 
University of Cincinnati and a large number of other 
medical partners.  M.H.

While all the operators of the S-70 Firehawk now fly in California, that 
will change this year with the first delivery of the firefighting and 
rescue helicopter outside the state, to the Colorado Department of 
Fire Prevention and Control.
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Aero Asset: tight twin 
market to continue
by Mark Huber

Aero Asset’s (Booth B3022) 2022 
twin-engine helicopter mar-
ket report reveals a continuing 
tight used market. Compared 
with the previous year, transac-
tions of preowned twins fell 4 
percent, the number of helicop-
ters for sale dropped 11 percent, 
light twin retail sales fell 10 per-
cent, and the supply for resale 
decreased in all asset classes in 
2022. However, the aggregate 
value of transactions increased 
by 2 percent, to $558 million on 
171 helicopters. Tight supply led 

to more interest in helicopters 
20 years and older, where sales 

“experienced a strong resurgence,” 
according to Valerie Pereira, vice 
president of market research for 
the consultacy. 

Geographically, North Amer-
ica and Europe combined for 73 
percent of all twin transactions, 
but European transactions 
plunged by 20 percent. While 
pending deals rose 35 percent 
in the fourth quarter of 2022, 
for the year the deal pipeline 
dropped 15 percent from the 
count in 2020 and 2019. 

Top twin-engine performers 

for valuation included the Airbus 
EC/H135, EC/H145, and Sikorsky 
S-76 C+/C++, while market lag-
gards included the Leonardo 
AW169, Sikorsky S-76D, and Bell 

429, which fell from a rank of 
two to ten in popularity in class 
between 2021 and 2022. Medium 
and heavy twin sales remained 
stable year-over-year.  z

Aero Asset celebrates the signing of three helicopter remarketing  
agreements with Ecocopter and Thora Capital at Heli-Expo. (Left to Right):  
Ecocopter’s Marcelo Rajchman, Aero Asset’s William Sturm, Thora Capital’s 
Marc Schechter, and Aero Asset’s Emmanuel Dupuy.
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Honeywell grants 
licenses to Ontic
Ontic has signed three new license agree-
ments with Honeywell to deliver radar, 
navigation, and communications products 
for its commercial and military customers. 
The systems apply to helicopters, business 
jets, and single-engine aircraft.

Gloucestershire, UK-based Ontic (Booth 
C4636) will produce a variety of Honeywell 
products, including the P440/660/880 Pri-
mus weather radar system, which detects 
hazardous weather like turbulence and 
wind shear. The company is also adding 
former Bendix/King’s Gold Crown prod-
uct line and a range of heat exchangers, 
valves, actuators, and oil coolers.

“Ontic has taken on a number of exclu-
sive license agreements to support exist-
ing radar and NAV/COM technology for 
the aerospace market, positioning the 
company as a key OEM for existing radar 
technology,” said Gareth Blackbird, Ontic 
v-p and chief commercial officer.  H.W.

HAI program simplifies 
pilot training, checks
by Charles Alcock

Helicopter Association International (HAI) 
this week launched a new initiative to help 
member operators to keep current their pilots’ 
training, testing, qualifications, certifications, 
and compliance requirements. Under the new 
HAI Flight Training and Checking Program, 
Helicopter Institute in Fort Worth, Texas, can 
manage all or some of those requirements for 
the operator.

The new program announced at the Heli-
Expo show on Tuesday meets the FAA’s OpSpec 
A031 requirements for third-party contract 
training and checking. At discounted rates for 
HAI members, Helicopter Institute will oversee 
all training and evaluations, including schedul-
ing, tracking, and verifying pilot proficiency and 
competency. The company offers flight and 
ground instruction and can send designated 

pilot examiners to visit customer bases for FAA 
Part 61 and Part 141 check rides.

“The program is customizable across mul-
tiple pilots, aircraft types, and missions. One 
contract covers all,” said Helicopter Insti-
tute owner Randy Rowles, who is an HAI 
board member. “Because it is approved and 
accepted by insurance underwriters, we can 
streamline flight training, checking, and an 
annual insurance review into one event, dra-
matically reducing the time operators spend 
on compliance.”

The training available for Part 91 and Part 
135 operators covers the following aircraft 
types: the Bell 206 family, including the 
JetRanger and the LongRanger; Bell 407s, 
including the GX, GXP, GXi, GT, and HP 
versions; the Bell 505 JetRanger X; the Air-
bus AS350/H125 models; the MD Helicopters 
MD500 series; and the Robinson R44. z
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Software house Flight Vector sees 
opportunity in the Middle East
by Peter Shaw-Smith

Henderson, Nevada-based software developer 
Flight Vector (Booth B2820), which already 
has a strong U.S. market, anticipates several 
opportunities in the Middle East, after attend-
ing the Dubai Helishow last year.

“There is a tremendous amount of helicop-
ter services in the Middle East and we believe 
this will continue to grow, especially consider-
ing the socioeconomic climate and affluence 
within the region,” company founder and 
CEO Scot Cromer told AIN. “It goes without 
saying that oil and gas are huge opportunities, 
and it’s obvious the Middle East is a hotbed 
for expanded use of helicopters. Our initial 
information is that our product should be 
received well.”

Flight Vector offers a suite of software 
products primarily developed to help man-
age missions that might include air ambulance 
transport, ground transport, UAV/UAS task-
ing, or even management of information as 
it flows throughout a system. “Our product 
suits a wide range of industries, including avi-
ation, healthcare, utilities, offshore gas or oil, 
just to name a few,” Cromer said.

According to its website, Flight Vector 
offers a suite of products that are designed 

to meet the needs of the modern communi-
cations center and are especially suited to the 
emergency medical market. Its products are 
customized for each client, which receives 
individualized attention from its design team, 
to ensure that customers have the software 
they require.

Flight Vector was launched in the early 
2000s after Cromer decided to build an 
improved computer-aided dispatch system 
(CAD) for an air ambulance provider. He 
developed the initial product and, over time, 
needed additional resources, which led to the 
creation of Flight Vector in its current form.

“Our first customer went live on Jan. 1, 2005, 
and since then we have grown exponentially,” 
Cromer said. “We have significantly advanced 
the product over the years and have seen 
great success in the air and ground ambu-
lance markets. Our product has been utilized 
by customers in different industries and we 
continue to see growth outside of the original 
intention of our software.

Sensing a growing market in the Middle 
East, Flight Vector officials attended the 
Dubai Helishow in October. In Saudi Arabia, 
The Helicopter and Jet Company (THC) is 
engaged in the rapid buildout of a fleet that 
is expected to reach around 46 helicopters in 

2023, while offshore stalwart Abu Dhabi Avi-
ation and charter specialist Falcon Aviation, 
both in the UAE, also operate growing fleets. 
Gulf Helicopters in Qatar is a notable regional 
player, too, while heli-park operator Air Cha-
teau is on the rise in Dubai.

“The Middle East is a new market for us. We 
first became aware of the need for our soft-
ware through some channels that indicated 
there was a need for our systems in the region. 
We were invited to attend the show and saw it 
as an opportunity to assess the potential need 
for our products and services as well as learn 
more about the way companies in the region 
are operating.”

In the U.S., a key focus of Flight Vector’s 
work is the aeromedical sector, and it is tar-
geting the same growing sector in the Middle 
East. However, given the growth of tourism, 
survey, VIP shuttle, and other services in the 
region, the company is optimistic that other 
opportunities will arise.

“During our trip to the Dubai Helishow, we 
learned there are several industries in the 
region that could benefit from our software,” 
Cromer said. For example, he added, “We are 
aware of several aeromedical operators in the 
Middle East that need the type of software 
solution we offer.” z

Flight Vector’s software is optimized for helicopter operators that serve the emergency medical services market.
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New eVTOL 
aircraft 
designed 
to coexist 
alongside 
helicopters
by Charles Alcock

Looking at some of the bold projections for 
world domination made by leading players 
in the advanced air mobility (AAM) sector, it 
could be tempting for some to come away with 
the view that the arrival of new eVTOL air-
craft will signal the extinction of today’s heli-
copters. Some prospective eVTOL operators 
certainly view the electric-powered vehicles 
heading to market in various configurations 
including lift-and-cruise as alternatives to 
traditional rotorcraft but the relationship 
between the old and new waves is, in fact, 
more complex.

Front runners in the AAM gold rush say 
they are now just two years away from having 
eVTOL aircraft certified and starting com-
mercial services in various early adopter cities 
expected to include Los Angeles, Miami, Dal-
las, and New York. Those companies include 

Archer (Booth B5058), Joby, Lilium, Eve, Ver-
tical Aerospace, and Volocopter, with China’s 
EHang potentially beating them all to market, 
domestically at least, with its two-passenger 
EH216 autonomous vehicle.

Meanwhile, legacy helicopter manufacturers 
appear to be taking a somewhat more gradual, 
but nonetheless focused approach. Last year, 
Airbus started building the dedicated test cen-
ter at Donauwörth in southern Germany, where 
it intends to start flying a full-scale prototype 
of the CityAirbus NextGen aircraft in 2023. It 
is already engaging with prospective operators 
and stakeholders in markets including Europe, 
Asia, and Latin America. In Japan, local helicop-
ter operator Hiratagakuen is exploring plans to 
launch eVTOL flights in Kansai.

Jaunt Air Mobility (Booth 4861) hopes 
to bring its four-passenger Journey eVTOL 

into service in 2026, based on the compa-
ny’s patented slow rotor compound design. 
Mint Air in South Korea, Italy’s Walle, and 
Vertiko in Canada stand among the prospec-
tive operators for the aircraft, which Jaunt 
expects to fly to a maximum range of about 
100 miles.

After keeping its AAM sector plans quiet for 
some time, Textron’s new eAviation division 
last year confirmed that Bell (Booth B5504) 
is working on its Nexus eVTOL design. The 
U.S.-based group also now includes European 
electric aviation innovator Pipistrel, which is 
working on multiple new models.

Sikorsky (Booth C1020) has yet to show its 
hand for any AAM plans it might conceivably 
introduce. A new generation of electric pow-
ertrains ranks at the top of the U.S. helicopter 
manufacturer’s technology priorities.

Lilium has partnered with infrastructure group Ferrovial to develop eVTOL vertiports in Florida whose 
locations will allow passengers to fly close to their final destinations.

Helicopter operator Bristow intends to operate eVTOL aircraft, including 
Overair’s new model, to complement its 250-strong helicopter fleet. Archer is developing a four-passenger eVTOL aircraft called Midnight.
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 Eve unveiled a new design for its eVTOL aircraft in July 2022.

Major helicopter operator Bristow is one of 
the largest in the industry to make plans for 
an eVTOL future, having collected provisional 
sales commitments from Lilium, Eve, Overair, 
and Vertical Aerospace. The company also 
intends to add new eSTOL aircraft, includ-
ing those under development by Electra and 
Elroy Air.

According to David Stepanek, Bristow’s 
executive vice president for sales and chief 
transformation officer, the new aircraft will 
complement its 250-strong helicopter fleet. 
Beyond the company’s core business of oil 
and gas industry support, it is also projecting 
expansion into areas such as middle-mile cargo 
deliveries and search-and-rescue services.

Rival operator Babcock also plans to deploy 
eVTOL vehicles for medical support roles. In 
July 2022 it formed a joint working group with 
Vertical Aerospace, which is developing an air-
craft called the VX4.

U.S.-based Bristow also sees potential to 
provide support to eVTOL aircraft manu-
facturers looking to start their own air taxi 
business models. With operations around the 
world, it could potentially support other com-
panies in areas such as aircraft maintenance 
and pilot training.

Rideshare provider Blade Air Mobility 
also intends to include eVTOL vehicles in 
the fleets of its network of partner operators 
now flying helicopters. It has confirmed sales 
commitments with Eve Urban Air Mobil-
ity Solutions for its four-passenger aircraft 
and also with Beta Technologies and Boe-
ing-backed Wisk. In August 2022, Blade and 
Eve, in which Brazilian aircraft manufacturer 
Embraer is the main shareholder, conducted 
a simulation of air taxi operations in Chicago 

using helicopters to demonstrate how traffic 
would flow.

In the Gulf region, helicopter operators 
including Falcon Aviation and Abu Dhabi 
Aviation (Booth C4436) are laying plans for 
their involvement in the AAM sector. Falcon 
expects to launch air taxi flights using Eve’s 
four-passenger aircraft from the Atlantis The 
Palm resort in Dubai, where VPorts at Al Mak-
toum International Airport continues to work 
toward establishing an AAM business park.

If eVTOL operations proliferate at the 
extraordinary rate predicted by their backers, 
the new sector will face an enormous pilot 
recruitment challenge at a time when supply 
already is squeezed. Flight training group CAE 
(Booth B6810) is preparing to help fill the gap 
with plans to develop new simulators and 
programs based on requirements that regu-
lators have yet to fully define. The company 
is already working with eVTOL developers 
Joby, Volocopter, Jaunt, and Joby. Logistics 
group DB Schenker (Booth C3100) is another 
would-be early adopter of eVTOL vehicles, 
in its case for freight distribution. The Ger-
man company is working with its compatriot 
Volocopter on plans to use its VoloDrone for 
cargo operations.

Kaman (Booth B5620) continues to test 
its Kargo UAV logistics, with the U.S. Marine 
Corps having signed a contract with the com-
pany to build a prototype for demonstration 
and evaluation purposes. The aircraft, which 
is powered by the R300 turboshaft engine 
developed by Rolls-Royce (Booth B4813) for 
light helicopters, would fly to a range of 500 
nm while carrying an 800-pound payload.

Meanwhile, efforts to convert existing heli-
copters to electric propulsion have gained 

momentum. In 2022, Tier 1 Engineering 
achieved a first flight with a Robinson R44 on 
which a MagniX 350 electric propulsion sys-
tem replaced the helicopter’s piston engines. 
Lung Biotechnology, which is part of the 
United Therapeutics group, has agreed to 
serve as the launch customer for the aircraft, 
which will have an initial flight endurance of 
about an hour and could be used for carrying 
organs for transplant procedures.

Leonardo (Booth B1005), which is making 
the fuselage for the Vertical Aerospace eVTOL 
model, plans to market a hybrid-electric light 
helicopter for service during the second half 
of this decade. The Italian manufacturer plans 
to use its new AW09 rotorcraft as the technol-
ogy demonstrator for the program.

The exhibitors list for this week’s HeliExpo 
2023 show also includes numerous companies 
engaged in the development of new eVTOL 
and eSTOL aircraft with propulsion, avion-
ics, and airframe technology. They include 
Collins Aerospace (Booth B3920), Garmin 
(Booth B5020), GE Aerospace (Booth C5023), 
Honeywell (Booth B808), Qarbon Aerospace 
(Booth C1213), Safran (Booth C2109), and 
Thales (Booth B4630).

The FAA (Booth B3555), which serves a 
lead role in developing airworthiness and 
operating requirements for the new aircraft, 
is also present in Atlanta. The agency has 
nearly finalized the means of compliance for 
type certifying the eVTOL aircraft at Archer 
and Joby, and they will likely set a blueprint 
for others. Authorities must also resolve the 
rules under which the new models will oper-
ate in commercial service and how they will 
integrate into controlled airspace alongside 
other aircraft. z

Airbus will fly the a-scale prototype of the CityAirbus eVTOL aircraft in 
southern Germany this year. 
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OEMs, experts express market caution
by Mark Huber

Manufacturers and leading rotorcraft valua-
tion analysts expect the markets for both new 
and used civil helicopters to remain tight in 
2023, squeezed by a triumvirate of pressures 
including inventory, inflation, and supply 
chain constraints.

While the civil market has mostly returned 
to pre-covid normal in terms of overall new 
helicopter sales and/or flight hours, price 
increases have placed added pressure on 
the already constrained preowned market. 
Meaningful forecasting in this environment, 
clouded by continuing economic uncertainty, 
is difficult, so much so that, for the first time 
in memory, Honeywell will not issue its tur-
bine helicopter sales forecast at this year’s 
Helicopter Association International (HAI) 
Heli-Expo.

“[The helicopter market is] actually kind 
of a muddy picture,” said Jason Zilberbrand, 
president of aircraft valuation and consul-
tancy Vref. “You know, it’s really difficult I 
think for people to figure out what’s going on, 
what they should do.”

Jason Kmiecik, president of HeliValues 
(Booth 2922), concurs. “It is very difficult for 
anybody to say how 2023 is going to pan out,” 
he noted.

For the OEMs already reporting 2022 
civil sales results, the trend appears to indi-
cate more of the same, with perhaps small 
increases in production, but nowhere near 
enough to take pressure off the used market. 
For 2022, Airbus Helicopters (Booths C2803, 
C5030) said it maintained its 52 percent share 
of the civil and para-public helicopter market 

in 2022 with 374 orders and 344 deliveries. 
Customer fleet hours, meanwhile, returned 
to pre-pandemic 2019 levels. Demand for the 
company’s turbine singles and light twins 
again led the way, collectively accounting 
for 342 orders, while demand for Airbus’s 
super-medium and intermediate helicopters, 
the H175 and H160, remained weak, draw-
ing orders for just eight and 12 examples, 
respectively.

“Our orders came from 203 customers in 
48 countries, underlining the importance of 
our global network, as well as showing that 
in uncertain times, the role of helicopters is 
more essential than ever,” said Airbus Heli-
copters CEO Bruno Even. “[2022] was a year 
in which Airbus Helicopters solidified its 
recovery, in a context of instability with the 
war in Ukraine and a fragile supply chain.”

Bell Textron’s (Booth B5504) civil deliv-

eries surged, but largely on the popularity of 
the high-production, low-margin Bell 505 light 
single. Overall, for both military and civil sales, 
Bell’s revenues dropped 4.9 percent from its 
performance in 2021, to $3.1 billion, while the 
segment reported a profit of $282 million. Bell 
said it expects modest growth in 2023 reve-
nues—to about $3.3 billion—with comparable 

profitability. Bell finished 2022 with a backlog 
of $4.8 billion and delivered 176 civil helicop-
ters, up from 156 in 2021. The totals included 
83 Model 505s and 49 Model 407 singles, as 
well as 32 light-twin 429s. Deliveries of 505s 
posted the largest gain, increasing from 63 in 
2021. For the period, deliveries of Bell 412s 
more than doubled, from seven to 15.

Both Airbus and Bell deliveries benefitted 
from the strength in the singles market, where 

“government agencies and municipalities are 
buying this stuff like Tic Tacs,” said Zilber-
brand. Demand for both new and used sin-
gle-engine turbine helicopters remains strong 
and supply is tight, according to market con-
sultancy Aero Asset (Booth 3022). It reported 
that the preowned singles market remained 
tight for most of 2022 worldwide, with some 
signs of loosening in North America during 
most of the year and in Europe during the 
fourth quarter. Sales for those models fell 12 
percent in 2022 compared with 2021, accord-
ing to Aero Asset. For the year, 212 units sold 
for a collective $387 million—down 15 percent 
by value from 2021.

VIP singles accounted for 60 percent of all 
transactions in 2022 while the supply of heli-
copters configured for emergency medical ser-
vices remains at an all-time low. The number of 
utility helicopters for sale dropped 30 percent 
year-over-year. The supply of popular models 
remains tight, with just five months’ supply of 
the Airbus AS350B3/H125, Bell 407/GX/P/I, and 
Airbus EC130B4/H130 remaining at 2022 trade 
levels. Leonardo’s AW119, while ranked last, still 
showed a strong absorption rate of 10 months.

“North American buyers accounted 
for nearly 60 percent of all single-engine 

“[2022] was a year in which Airbus Heli-
copters solidified its recovery, in a con-
text of instability with the war in Ukraine 
and a fragile supply chain.”

Bruno Even, Airbus Helicopters CEOBruno Even

“[The helicopter market is] actually kind 
of a muddy picture, it’s really difficult 
I think for people to figure out what’s 
going on, what they should do.”

Jason Zilberbrand, Vref presidentJason Zilberbrand
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transactions in 2022 while retail transactions 
in Europe fell 40 percent year-over-year,” 
said Aero Asset v-p of market research Val-
erie Pereira. “Inventory for sale plummeted 
40 percent year-over-year, but rose in the 
fourth quarter and actually tripled in North 
America between the second and last quar-
ters of 2022.”

But that inventory doesn’t stay on the 
market long, said HeliValues’ Kmiecik. More 
than 90 percent of the adjustments made 
in HeliValues’ Official Helicopter Blue Book 
from the Q4 2022 pricing review have recently 
increased. “The supply of in- demand aircraft 
will continue to diminish,” he said. “Some of 
what’s remaining on the market are aircraft 
that buyers have picked through and have 
passed on already. We’re starting to see a lot 
of emails from brokers looking for off-market 
aircraft because there’s more demand than 
supply on certain models.”

On the singles side, Kmiecik sees hot 
demand for Airbus AStars, Bell 407s and 206L-
3s and L-4s, and newer MD 500 series aircraft 
while owners increasingly part out older air-
craft. The light twin market is also very active 
for almost everything from the Airbus EC135 
and EC145 models. For medium twins, low-
time Sikorsky S-76C+ and C++ models are 
finding homes in the VIP market; however, 
from a broader perspective, demand for S-76 
models has diminished as they leave the off-
shore energy sector.

In the intermediate twin space, although 
the price of used Leonardo AW139s has 
dropped slightly in the last six months, the 
demand for leasing has increased. “Lease 

rates are going up faster than the [sales] val-
ues are dropping,” said Kmiecik. “The 139 is 
still one of the most popular aircraft because 
it has also proven itself to be a very reliable 
aircraft. Everybody loves it, they love flying in 
it, they love flying it, they love working on it.”

Leasing activity also is increasing on the 
heavy Airbus EC225LP and the Sikorsky S-92A, 
driving down supply and stimulating an even-
tual price increase, according to Kmiecik. “We 

are finally starting to see prices rise for the 
first time in years for the heavy class of heli-
copters,” he said, adding that recent transac-
tions in the third and fourth quarters of 2022 
drove up valuations on both the EC225LP 
and S-92A. EC225LP sales involved the utility 
or search and rescue sector, and S-92A sales 
remained in the offshore energy transport 
sector. Offshore’s increasing sole reliance 
on the S-92A as its main heavy twin- engine 
helicopter could pave the way for the Bell 525 
as a second- source aircraft, particularly in 
the North Sea, depending on its eventual 
sale price and timing of its final certification, 
he said.

The likelihood that OEMs will signifi-
cantly boost production to alleviate scarcity 

across all categories remains low, according 
to the experts. “I think they’re [the OEMs] 
strapped for resources,” said Zilberbrand, 
who doesn’t see supply and prices getting 
back to normal until 2024 at the earliest. “I 
think a lot of folks just didn’t come back after 
Covid and it’s going to reduce capacity. They 
can’t get stuff up fast enough and the stuff 
that they’re getting out is having more issues 
post-delivery.”

Kmiecik thinks OEMs will remain cau-
tious about raising production in the face of 
economic uncertainty. “Given that behavior, 
odds are the used market will remain tight 
for newer and current production models,” 
he explained.

Longer-term, Zilberbrand thinks the mar-
ket for turbine singles will likely erode in the 
face of eVTOLs. “While currently used tur-
bine singles are worth their weight in gold 
from an operational standpoint, they’re get-
ting really expensive to fix,” he noted. “We’re 
going to get to this point where [eVTOLs] are 
going to be forced on us. Insurance premiums 
are not getting any cheaper and a lot of stuff’s 
getting past the [maintenance] point of no 
return.” z

“North American buyers accounted for 
nearly 60 percent of all single-engine trans-
actions in 2022 while retail transactions in 
Europe fell 40 percent year-over-year,”

Valerie Pereira, Aero Asset v-p of market researchValerie Pereira

Aero Asset’s analysis shows that the supply of helicopters has climbed and sales are dropping, but supply is still tight. 
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Saudi Arabia’s THC to see fleet 
jump to 46 helicopters in 2023
by Peter Shaw-Smith

The Helicopter and Jet Company (THC, 
Booth B4009), Saudi Arabia’s recently estab-
lished helicopter venture, expects to reach a 
fleet size of at least 46 helicopters this year 
and potentially establish a fleet of fixed-wing 
aircraft for service entry as early as the fourth 
quarter of 2023 to support future programs 
and its aspirations to become one of the top-
10 helicopter players in the world.

“The anticipated delivery pipeline in 2023 
will see fleet size rise to 46-plus helicopters, 
plus potential fixed-wing deliveries, still to 
be announced,” A.J. Baker, THC’s chief com-
mercial officer, told AIN. “In 2024, fleet size 
should rise to 58-plus helicopters, as well as 
the future fixed-wing fleet.”

The fleet stood at 29 helicopters at the 
end of last year. “As we commence 2023, 
THC is scheduled to deliver and deploy a 
further 17 helicopters, and potentially our 
first fixed-wing assets that form a part of 
the move into general aviation in support of 
a number of emerging major projects,” he 
said. “The money being spent on develop-
ment and roll-out is substantial, with over 
SAR2 billion [$533 million] in capital invest-
ment so far.”

Baker said the company had employed hun-
dreds of Saudi nationals already and began 
importing new pilots and other specialist staff 
from abroad “in significant numbers” to cater 
to demand. “We are looking at adding 20 to 
25 people a month for the next two years,” he 
noted. “Some 40 percent of those would be 
pilots, 30 percent engineers, and 30 percent 
paramedics and supportstaff.”

Giga-projects, EMS and VIP Charter
Formed in 2018, THC operates under the own-
ership of the Saudi Public Investment Fund 
(PIF) with a mandate to develop a commer-
cial helicopter industry in the Kingdom. THC 
commenced initial operations in late 2019 
with two VIP AW139 helicopters on char-
ter service.

The Kingdom has several so-called 
‘giga-projects’ underway and, as these evolve, 
so too does the need for transportation and 
other forms of support provided by heli-
copters. “We already have substantial EMS 
programs underway and will be launching 
search and rescue services through 2023,” 
explained Baker.

The total fleet at the end of 2022 consisted 
of 14 Leonardo AW139s, 10 Airbus H125s, and 
five H145s, all of which entered immediate 

service on their respective programs. At the 
end of 2021, THC negotiated major purchase 
contracts for 42 new helicopters—16 AW139s, 
20 H145s, and six of the all-new H160—for 
delivery from 2022 to 2024.

THC also began a range of trials and com-
menced new projects in the field of helicopter 
emergency medical services (HEMS) with a 
view to supporting a broader program for the 
Kingdom. Key highlights last year included 
the Dakar Rally in January, where THC took 
a leading operational role, and the significant 
expansion of aerial services with the H125 fleet 
such as survey, filming, and external loads. It 
deployed new twin- engine AW139s and H145s 
across EMS and corporate roles.

Last year, THC also invested in an aftermar-
ket helicopter and support services company, 
Rotortrade, and established Rotortrade KSA 
to support the future expansion of the heli-
copter industry in the region.

Baker said the General Authority for Civil 
Aviation (GACA) had reacted quickly to THC’s 
launch, and a collaborative effort behind the 
scenes from THC aimed to support its role. 

“All of a sudden they’ve gone from an airline 
base and outlook to having a helicopter oper-
ator who, in the space of three or four years, 
has suddenly [moved into] the top 10 in 
the world,” he said. “That had to move very 
quickly, and they have been very proactive.”

THC’s CEO, Arnaud Martinez, told AIN 
the company would continue to expand the 
Kingdom’s aviation-based EMS capabilities 
for many years to come. He expects the entire 
helicopter ecosystem to evolve and grow 
across all the usual sectors, and likely some 
new ones.

“As the Kingdom’s exciting new giga-proj-
ects begin to come online, there will be a nat-
urally evolving tourism and charter sector to 
roll out and this will also stretch to urban air 
mobility services, be it with helicopters in the 
near term or evolving technologies into the 
future,” he said. “A helicopter-based service 
to complement Hajj and Umrah is also top of 
our agenda.”

Human Resource Challenges
Baker conceded that the need to hire new staff 
could present hurdles to extending the com-
pany’s capabilities.

THC Airbus H125
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“There is no doubt that we will face chal-
lenges, mostly around human resources,” he 
said. 

“Our partner, Rotortrade, is helping to man-
age oversight of production and helicopter 
deliveries—this involves having people on site 
in three countries at present, but the process 
is working well.”

On headcount, THC has engaged with a 
number of specialist recruitment firms and 
has embedded local and international experts 
at its offices in Riyadh to help manage not just 
finding the large numbers of people needed, 
but also streamline the onboarding process, 
which in itself can prove a challenge.

“During 2022, we implemented what we call 
our ‘Qimam’ program, essentially a cadet pro-
gram for Saudi nationals to train as pilots and 
engineers and commence service with THC,” 
he said. “The first batch, including two first-
ever Saudi women helicopter pilots, graduated 
from their initial training late last year and are 
currently at various OEMs undergoing type 
training. We also have had several graduates 
in our engineering program who have now 
commenced careers with THC.”

Baker said a significant number of high-qual-
ity Saudi pilots had joined THC from oil giant 
Aramco or Saudi Medevac. “One of the things 
that has been a challenge is that the commer-
cial helicopter industry is brand new to the 
Kingdom, and there’s not a large experience 
base to draw from,” he said. “We have to bring 
in Saudis who have got 1,500 to 2,000 hours’ 
twin-engine experience. They’re going straight 

to work in either EMS or VIP roles. We don’t 
have a lot of juniors; we will be drawing on the 
Qimam-trained Saudi cadets. We’re putting 
them in co-pilot roles on various programs, 
and that’s how they’re building their time.”

Regarding the need to employ and develop 
nationals, he said the company sees three- 
to five-year horizons to significantly move 
back to a higher percentage of Saudi pilots 
and engineers.

Training Simulators
As for more formal training, which has a major 
role to play in THC’s safety management sys-
tems and broader overall strategy, the company 
plans to commission all-new AW139 and H145 
full-flight simulators in the Kingdom later this 
year, as well as introduce flight training devices 
for all fleet types. “Technology helps comple-
ment the use of international training facilities 
and on-aircraft training programs,” he said.

Other helicopter OEMs could compete for 
future orders as THC also considers fixed-wing 
deliveries for emerging programs—as well as 
the potential for seaplanes to serve projects 
like Neom in the Kingdom’s northwest.

“THC is not tied to any particular OEM; 
rather, we approach OEMs, and even major 
leasing companies, to seek out the most 
appropriate platform for the scope of work 
under consideration and then look to find 
the ‘best value for money’ solution—this will 
continue to be THC’s approach,” Baker said.

THC generally seeks to avoid helicopter 
flights over 90 minutes, spurring a potential 

requirement for fixed-wing assets for use 
in various transport roles around the coun-
try. “Hypothetically, it would be clear that a 
Kingdom- wide EMS program with helicopters 
would also need fixed-wing capability. Typi-
cally, we might see several turboprops for 
interfacility transfers. It would be no surprise 
to see the turboprops and seaplanes entering 
service before the end of 2023.”

Baker said several hundred helipads already 
exist in the Kingdom and that most of them 
would undergo a review and classification pro-
gram as the industry evolves. THC has estab-
lished eight permanently staffed outstations 
and plans to double that number in 2023.

“We’re engaged with a number of special-
ist providers, predominantly out of the UAE 
or the UK, who are working with entities in 
the Kingdom on helipad assessment, design, 
and construction,” he explained. “There are 
several significant firms that are consulting in 
that space. THC will also be developing this 
capability, and the head of that department 
joined [in January].”

Baker does not see urban air mobility pos-
ing a risk to the helicopter industry for the 
foreseeable future. “We don’t see any threat 
in the next several years, given the capacity 
coming and the functions they will be able to 
perform,” he said. “Some of it will be a little 
complimentary, certainly in the cargo space 
and in other specialized people- movement 
areas, but it’s going to be some time before 
we’ll see air-conditioned, multi-passenger 
UAVs on routine service.”

Elsewhere, as the infrastructure improves 
across the Kingdom and new projects begin to 
come online, the influx of visitors will see new 
markets emerge in passenger transport and 
tourism roles. “The Kingdom has an amazing 
range of landscapes and attractions, of which 
many people are largely unaware,” he said.

Martinez said THC would stand at the 
forefront of any emerging initiatives in Saudi 
Arabia. “We will also be active at the Dubai 
Air Show in November, and next year we’ll be 
back at HAI, of course. In March 2024, THC 
will be at the World Defence Show held in 
Riyadh and whilst this does not imply that 
THC has any military involvement, it will be 
a venue at which THC showcases some of the 
key sectors it serves.” z

THC Airbus H145
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Sikorsky 
delivers 
5,000th 
Black Hawk 
helicopter
by Mark Huber

Lockheed Martin unit Sikorsky delivered its 
5,000th Hawk-variant helicopter in Janu-
ary, with the milestone aircraft being a U.S. 
Army UH-60M Black Hawk. The medium-lift 
UH-60 family of helicopters dates back to its 
first flight in 1974 and has been operational in 
customer fleets since 1978.

“Sikorsky, as a company, has been forged by 
the Black Hawk,” said president Paul Lemmo. 
More than 35 international customers oper-
ate the Black Hawk, which is built at the 
company’s Stratford, Connecticut plant. The 
S-70 Black Hawk variant is manufactured 

by Lockheed Martin’s PZL Mielec facility 
in Poland. Black Hawk platform derivatives 
include the MH-60R/S for maritime opera-
tions, MH-60T for multi-missions, HH-60W 
rescue helicopter, and internationally 
built S-70 Black Hawk, including the base-
line Firehawk.

The U.S. Army is the largest Black Hawk 
customer and plans to operate the helicopter 
for at least another 40 years, according to Col. 
Calvin Lane, the U.S. Army’s utility helicopter 
project manager for the Program Executive 
Office for Aviation.

“We are committed to all H-60 and S-70 
operators and look forward to enduring part-
nerships on the Hawk program in the years to 
come,” said Nathalie Previte, Sikorsky’s v-p of 

Army and Air Force Systems. Recent modern-
ization efforts designed to improve Black Hawk 
availability and reliability and lower direct oper-
ating costs include modular open systems, an 
improved turbine engine, advanced digital vehi-
cle management systems supporting degraded 
visual environment and automated operations, 
and digital tools with predictive analytics that 
reduce downtime and maintenance costs.

In February 2022, Lockheed Martin flew 
its first uninhabited, optionally piloted 
UH-60A/S-70 Black Hawk testbed equipped with 
Sikorsky’s Matrix autonomy technology in col-
laboration with the Defense Advanced Research 
Projects Agency. Later flights at the U.S. Army’s 
Project Convergence 2022 demonstrated future 
utility missions for the platform. z

Milestone Aviation Group places S-92s with China’s CITIC
Helicopter lessor Milestone Aviation Group 
delivered two Sikorsky S-92 helicopters to Chi-
na’s CITIC Offshore Helicopter (COHC). COHC 
is a Shenzhen Stock Exchange-listed company 
that operates offshore helicopter services and 
is part of the CITIC Group. The S-92s will sup-
port COHC’s offshore oil and gas services. Mile-
stone already has one S-92 on lease to COHC 
and has worked with the company since 2014.

COHC has the largest civil helicopter fleet 
in Asia and operates 83 helicopters compris-
ing 15 types. It owns four helicopter airports in 
Shenzhen, Zhanjiang, Dongfang, and Tianjin 
and has eight main operating bases in Beijing, 
Qingdao, Lianyungang, Wenzhou, Fuzhou, 

Sanya, Yunnan, and Heilongjiang. Its helicop-
ter airports and bases form a network covering 
all provinces, cities, and autonomous regions 

(excluding Tibet), maritime areas such as the 
South China Sea, the East China Sea, the Bohai 
Sea, the Yangtze River Delta, and the Pearl 
River Delta, and overseas regions.

COHC is also the only general aviation (GA) 
company that engages in offshore oil flights 
overseas and the only GA company with a 
domestic port helicopter pilotage service. It is 
the sole service provider of helicopters for Chi-
na’s national arctic scientific expeditions, the 
country’s first offshore wind power helicop-
ter service provider, and the single helicopter 
medical services provider for the Beijing 2022 
Winter Olympic Games and Paralympic Winter 
Games.  M.H.

China’s CITIC Offshore Helicopter now has a 
pair of Sikorsky S-92s.

The U.S. Army plans to fly its Black Hawks for at least another 40 years.



Safran CEO lauds 
‘robust’ demand

by Mark Huber

Calling the market the best he has 
seen in a decade, Safran Helicop-
ter Engines CEO Franck Saudo 
said Tuesday during Heli-Expo 
that the phenomenon is unusual 
in that all segments are 
gaining momentum. 

“That’s peculiar because 
when you look at the 
history of the helicopter 
market, it’s rare to have 
green lights on many mar-
ket segments at the same 
time simply because the 
cycles of the different 
market segments…are 
not necessarily synchro-
nized. And what we see at the 
moment clearly is synchronized,” 
he explained. With “positive 
momentum in next to all helicop-
ter market segments” in “all geo-
graphical areas,” the upward trend 

prevails for both new helicopter 
demand and the aftermarket, he 
added. He attributed the scenario 
to an increase in worldwide heli-
copter flight hours, which have 
returned to pre-pandemic levels 
and contributed to a “robust and 

sustained demand for 
new helicopters” that 
has eclipsed the demand 
recorded in 2019. 

Saudo reiterated his 
company’s supply chain 

“remains very much con-
strained…mainly due to 
labor shortages” and 
constitutes “the num-
ber one challenge of 
our company in 2023.” 

He said Safran has battled the 
problem by becoming increas-
ingly vertically integrated and 
adding employees—400 last year 
and an estimated 200 in 2023. 
Material shortages are acute in 

steel, particularly superalloys, he 
added. “In the foreseeable future, 
I do not see an improvement,” 
Saudo said. “We keep assessing 
the situation.” 

Citing a number of company 
milestones and accomplish-
ments, Saudo noted Safran’s fleet 
of 15,000 Arriel series engines 
achieving 60 million flight hours, 
significant OEM orders for Bell 
505s and Airbus H125s and H160s, 
and the signing of large service 
contracts with the French gov-
ernment and the U.S. Army—the 
latter in support of the branch’s 

fleet of more than 400 Airbus 
Helicopters UH-72A/B Lakota 
models. He said the company 
continues its sustainability com-
mitment, working to make its 
engines up to 20 percent more 
fuel efficient and moving toward 
certifying its engines to operate 
on 100 percent sustainable avia-
tion fuel. Safran also continues 
work on its “eco mode” feature, 
which rolls back one engine to 
flight idle while a twin-engine 
helicopter is in cruise flight, and 
advancing its long-term commit-
ment to hybridization research.  z
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NTSB calls for safety cameras, data recorders in eVTOL aircraft
With dozens of companies planning to begin operating new eVTOL 
aircraft as early as 2025, federal agencies are pondering how to safely 
integrate them into the national airspace—and how to handle the inev-
itable accident investigations. 

The National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) will be in charge of 
investigating all accidents and certain incidents that occur during eVTOL 
flights, Tim LeBaron, director of the NTSB’s Office of Aviation Safety, 
said Tuesday during a panel discussion on aviation policy at Heli-Expo 
in Atlanta. That covers passenger-carrying air taxi operations as well as 
cargo transportation missions using new eVTOL aircraft, which can take off 
and land vertically but fly like an airplane with a fixed-wing during cruise. 

LeBaron, who has worked with the NTSB for nearly 20 years and 
spent 15 years as an investigator at the agency, said the NTSB is 
looking at how it will investigate eVTOL accidents and incidents. He 

expressed concern over the lack of data recorders and cameras in 
many eVTOL models. “I’m shocked at how many [OEMs] say, ‘No, we 
don’t have plans for that,’” he said.

Without a camera and data recorders in an aircraft, in the event of 
an accident, “nobody learns from that,” he said. “There are no safety 
improvements if we have an undetermined [cause].” LeBaron stressed 
that even though the FAA does not yet require the installation of cam-
eras and data recorders in new eVTOL aircraft, OEMs should be proac-
tive and build them into the aircraft as a critical safety feature. “I think 
we need to get to the point where it’s mandatory,” he said.

LeBaron also stressed the importance of recording flight data on 
the cloud to ensure it is preserved in the event that a data recorder 
gets destroyed. “Why wait for that to be the requirement? I don’t know 
if it ever will be, but I hope it is,” LeBaron said.  H.W.

Safran Helicopter 
Engines CEO  
Franck Saudo 

UND paves Rotor Pathway 
The rollout of the University of North Dakota’s (UND, Booth 
C4334) Rotor Pathway Program is being praised by HAI as 
an “innovative solution” to “tackle the issue of workforce 
development.” 

The program incorporates vertical aviation into classes for 
college credit presented to high school students in coopera-
tion with industry, high schools, post-secondary schools, and 
other stakeholders. Upon completion, students can get addi-
tional mentoring as well as internships and job interviews. Rotor 
Pathway builds on the success of a similar program in Utah that 
serves as a model for students pursuing STEM careers.  M.H.
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Kaan Air and Vulcan join 
to sell Leonardo helos
by Charles Alcock

Kaan Air, which serves as the exclusive dis-
tributor of Leonardo’s helicopters in Turkey, 
this week announced a new joint venture with 
Vulcan Aviation to handle rotary-wing sales in 
the UK and Ireland. The partners will form a 
jointly owned subsidiary called Vulkaan Heli-
copters focused on sales of the Italian man-
ufacturer’s new and preowned AW139 and 
AW189 models.

Farnborough-based Vulcan Aviation is an 
independent aircraft sales group led by for-
mer Gulfstream Aerospace executive Trevor 
Esling. Through its existing partnership with 

AW139 operator Executive Jet Charter, Vulkaan 
Helicopters entity will offer customers aircraft 
management and maintenance services under 
its commercial air operator certificate.

“Rotary and fixed-wing ownership are nat-
ural stable mates with considerable synergy 
existing in the sales, operation, and support 
expectations of the customer base,” Esling 
said. “Our ability to offer our potential cus-
tomers operational support and knowledge 
is a considerable advantage in today’s more 
challenging operational environment.”

According to Kaan Air chairman Ferda Yildiz, 
the UK and Ireland collectively represent the 
world’s fifth-largest civil helicopter market. z
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Targeting the fifth-largest civil helicopter market in the UK and Ireland, the newly formed 
Vulkaan Helicopters specializes in sales of the Leonardo AW139 (above) and AW189.

Rolls-Royce recognizes top performers
Rolls-Royce is honoring the top-performing service centers that support its helicopter engines 
under the group’s First Network. The program covers more than 16,000 turboshafts and tur-
boprops in service with 4,500 rotorcraft operators worldwide.

The “best in class” award this year went to Keystone Turbine Services, and Asia Pacific Aero-
space took the “first class service” award. Rolls-Royce (Booth B4813) also recognized Cadorath 
Aerospace (“outstanding partnership”) and Airborne Engines (“trusted to deliver excellence”).

The First Network consists of more than 30 approved, licensed service centers. The M250 
and RR300 engines it supports have powered more than 275 million flight hours.

On Wednesday, Rolls-Royce announced the addition of two new service providers to the 
network: Canada-based Essential Turbines and Masco Services in Texas. C.A.
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