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HELP SAVE THE AIRCRAFT INDUSTRY: 
SUPPORT A 1 5  YEAR STATUTE OF REPOSE

Congreag of tfje ® niteb
utfe of fcepregentattoetf 

SHasrtnngton, 3BC 20515
March 9, 1993

Dear Colleague,
The once-great American general aviation industry (consisting mostly of 

small planes and helicopters) has been crippled by an unfair system of 
product liability laws which has devastated small aircraft production in the 
U.S. In 1980, there were 29 manufacturers of piston aircraft in the U.S. 
and 15 foreign manufacturers. In 1992, there were nine U.S. manufacturers 
and 29 foreign manufacturers of piston aircraft.

We are introducing legislation which will create a 15 year statute of 
repose, in which no civil action for damages arising out of a general 
aviation accident may be brought against the manufacturer of the aircraft or 
the manufacturer of any component part, if the accident occurred more than 
15 years after the aircraft's delivery to its first purchaser. In the case 
of component parts alleged to have caused the damages, no civil action may 
be brought more than 15 years after the date of the replacement or addition.

For whatever reason, the general aviation industry is caught in the 
crossfire between the business community and the trial lawyers. Gridlock is 
the result. Our legislation is a new approach to the problem, as this is a 
much more limited proposal than last year's bill. We must have action now, 
before foreign manufacturers, not encumbered by the high liability costs of 
American manufacturers, fill the void in our aircraft production.

In 1993, the average single-engine piston aircraft in the U.S. fleet 
will be 27 years old. The average turbine aircraft will be 15. Each one of 
these planes represent a liability risk of unknown proportion to the 
manufacturers because the general aviation industry is perceived as having 
the "deep pockets" necessary for large recoveries. Piper Aircraft recently 
spent $1 million to win a two-year court battle in a lawsuit involving a 
pilot who tested positive for cocaine. The plaintiff's attorney argued that 
the pilot's aircraft was not crashworthy enough to protect him while he was 
under the influence of the drug. Although Piper won a favorable verdict, at 
$1 million a case, with thousands of potential cases, how long can any 
company afford to keep winning?

Despite a steady improvement in safety, liability costs are the largest 
single cost component in the manufacture of an airplane, pushing the price 
of new aircraft beyond the reach of many consumers. The direct result has 
been a drop in new aircraft sales from 18,000 units in 1978 to only 899 in 
1992, the lowest number ever. Cessna Aircraft has not produced a 
piston-engine plane since 1986, Piper Aircraft is currently in bankruptcy, 
and Beech Aircraft is no longer producing light training aircraft. Over 70% 
of the jobs in the industry have been lost since 1980.

A Brookings Institution study of the impact of liability concluded that 
general aviation was by far the most severely depressed of any industry in 
the nation. Yet today's aircraft are the safest ever: since World War II, 
fatal accidents have declined more than sevenfold. Of those that do occur, 
93% are due to factors such as pilot error, weather and maintenance: all 
beyond the manufacturers' control.

A statute of repose has the support of both manufacturers and users of 
general aviation -- a unique combination for product liability reform 
legislation. It is supported by the entire general aviation community, the 
Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association, the National Business Aircraft 
Association, and the General Aviation Manufacturers Association.

Congress cannot afford to look the other way while this industry 
continues to decline in competitiveness at home and abroad. Please lend 
your support by calling Sherry Ruffing at x56216 or Laura Winward at x50453.


