
2014 Proves to be  
a Mixed Bag for  
Aerial Applicators
A thin majority of U.S. operators treated fewer acres  

in ’14 than they did a year ago, a new NAAA survey finds

The number of acres treated and 

hours flown this year dipped 

below 2013 levels for a significant 

portion of aerial applicators, a new 

survey of Part 137 operators finds. 

To assess how U.S. aerial application 

businesses fared this season, in 

September, we invited every Part 137 

operator for whom we had an email 

address to participate in NAAA’s 

2014 End-of-Season Operator Survey. 

Overall, 190 of the 1,044 operators 

who received the notice completed the 

online survey, an 18% response rate. 

That translates to a 14% response rate 

based on the total universe of Part 137 

operators. (There are approximately 

1,350 aerial application businesses in 

the United States.) 

The results may not be scientific, but 

the takeaways from NAAA’s end-of-

season survey are telling nevertheless. 

Here’s what we learned.

2014 Survey Findings
For starters, NAAA’s members have 

a much higher propensity than non-

members to take part in an NAAA 

survey. For every 10 respondents, nine 

were members. 

Operators weighed in from all areas 

of the country for our survey assessing 

the 2014 season. Regionally, the 

highest number of responses came 

from operators in the Midwest (34%), 

Southwest (27%), Great Plains (15%) 

and Southeast (11%). 

Overall, the 2014 season was a mixed 

bag for aerial application businesses in 

the U.S. Nationally, 52% of the operator 

respondents reported treating fewer 

acres this year than last year compared 

to 48% that treated the same amount 

or more acres in 2014. The full results, 

including operators’ responses by region 

to the acres comparison question, are 

shown in Fig. 1. 

Southeast operators were particularly 

hard-hit this year—a whopping 

71% of the respondents reported 

treating fewer acres in 2014, including 

By Jay Calleja, Manager of Communications 

Fig. 1: NAAA Operators’ responses by region to question of how 2014’s acres 

compared to 2013’s
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Significantly higher 

than last year
10% 14% 12% 6% 14% 7% 20% 0%

Slightly above last 

year’s acreage
27% 13% 38% 25% 21% 36% 40% 0%

Same amount of 

acres as last year
11% 0% 17% 9% 14% 14% 0% 0%

Slightly below last 

year’s acreage
30% 19% 19% 35% 29% 43% 40% 60%

Significantly fewer 

acres than last year 
22% 52% 13% 25% 21% 0% 0% 40%

* Due to small sample sizes for California, the Northeast and the Pacific Northwest, the percentages specified in each of those regions’ response 

categories may be under or overrepresented. 
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52% that worked significantly less 

acres. Sixty percent of the Midwest 

operators acknowledged that their 

acres were down this year, including 

25% who experienced a significant 

decline in acres. The sample size of 

California operators is too small (5) to 

draw any significant conclusions, but 

considering the drought conditions 

in the state, is it any surprise that 

every operator from California that 

participated in the survey saw their 

acres decline in 2014? 

The biggest improvements occurred in 

the Southwest, which finally appears 

to be moving past the debilitating 

drought that stifled much of the 

region over the past couple of years. 

Acres were up slightly for 38% of 

the Southwest respondents and up 

significantly for another 12%. 

Hours flown is another yardstick 

that generally corresponds with the 

number of acres treated. Here too, more 

operators declared that their hours 

were down than up this year (see Fig. 

2). Operators were asked to specify 

the number of aircraft in use at their 

operation during normal operations 

and to estimate the total hours those 

aircraft flew in 2014. Like the NAAA 

Aerial Application Industry Survey of 

2012 before it, the 2014 end-of-season 

survey confirmed that operators use an 

average of 2.2 ag aircraft in their normal 

operations, defined as routine day-to-

day operations not including backup 

Fig. 3: Operator Respondents Based on Region
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Fig. 2. Hours flown by U.S. Operators  

in 2014 compared to 2013
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Results based on survey of  

190 Part 137 operators polled  

Sept. 5–14, 2014.
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or spare aircraft. In 2014, those aircraft

averaged 345 hours, according to our

operator respondents. Whether that was

more, less or the same amount of hours

as last year depended on the operator’s

circumstances. Forty-four percent

reported the number of hours flown by

their company was less than it was in

2013; 33% said their hours increased;

and 23% said the hours flown stayed

about the same (see Fig. 2).

So, how were operators utilizing their

aircraft? This magazine isn’t called

Agricultural Aviation for nothing.

Ninety-five percent of the work our

survey respondents performed this

year consisted of crop applications.

Forestry applications accounted for

3% of the workload. Only 1% of

operator respondents performed aerial

firefighting or mosquito control.

Corn topped the list, just as it did

in 2013, when we asked operators

to specify which commodity their

company treated the most in terms of

acres in 2014. Soybeans was tops for

14% of the respondents, followed by

rice (13%). Fifteen percent selected

something other than the choices

offered. Pasture was the most common

fill-in response among the “other”

respondents.

Fig. 4 lists the most commonly treated

crops, but what kind of applications

are aerial applicators performing

on those crops? This year, we asked

operators to estimate the percentage of

aerial application work their company

performed for various crop inputs.

Fig. 4. Operators’ responses when 

asked to specify the commodity 

their operation treated the most by 

acres in 2014

Corn 34%

Other 15%

Soybeans 14%

Rice 13%

Small Grains/Wheat/Barley 12%

Cotton 8%

Roots and Tubers 4%

Alfalfa 1%

Orchards (Fruit/Nut Trees) 1%

What do operators expect in 2015? According to our unofficial 

Optimism Index, which grouped their responses into one of 

four categories (optimistic, neutral, pessimistic, undecided), 

more operators are optimistic (37%) than pessimistic (30%) 

about the year ahead.
—”The Optimism Index,” pg. 38
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Instead of zeroing in on the crop input 

operators applied the most, the intent 

was to focus on the full range of crop 

inputs they apply by air (see Fig. 5). 

This proved to be a more difficult task 

to complete than we anticipated for 

several operators who pointed out that 

we neglected to take blended mixes 

into consideration. We will continue 

to refine this question in future surveys 

to better account for the nuances of 

mixed loads. Insecticides, fungicides 

and herbicides will always be the 

predominant aerial inputs, but aerial 

seeding is on the rise. It accounted for 

4% of operators’ work in 2014, but that 

figure could continue to grow as more 

operators add cover crop acres.

Aerial seeding was one of the services 

cited among the 24% of operators 

who responded in the affirmative 

to the question, “Did you embrace 

any new methods this year, be it 

new techniques, new products or 

new services?” Other new methods 

operators cited included upgrading 

GPS equipment, increasing nighttime 

flying from 50% to 80% with night 

vision goggles, using more drift control 

additives and trying new products. 

One respondent even said, “We 

used a new bio-fungicide ‘organic’ 

on conventional crops as well as 

organic crops”—further proof that 

aerial applicators will try anything 

in the name of achieving better 

application results.  

Fig. 5. Percentage of aerial application work operators 

performed for each of the following crop input categories 

for 2014. 

 Herbicides 32%

 Fungicides 27%

 Insecticides 26%

 Fertilizer 11%

 Aerial Seeding 4%
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The Optimism Index
Half empty or half full? More operators than not are optimistic about the year ahead

For the final question of our 2014 

end-of-season survey, we asked 

operators to share their outlook 

for 2015. Given the acres and hours 

trends across the U.S., it’s no surprise 

that operators’ opinions ranged from 

very optimistic to extremely pessimistic. 

According to our unofficial Optimism 

Index, which grouped operators’ 

responses into one of four categories 

(optimistic, neutral, pessimistic, 

undecided), more of the operators who 

took part in the survey are optimistic 

(37%) than pessimistic (30%) about 

next year. More often than not, 

however, the basis for the operator’s 

optimism was left largely to the 

imagination. The pessimists among our 

survey respondents were more specific 

about their concerns than the general 

optimism expressed by many operator 

respondents. Reasons offered for their 

less-than-rosy outlooks included 

concerns about uncertain commodity 

prices, the lack of rain in drought-

stricken areas, loss of business to 

ground rigs, and farmers’ unwillingness 

to invest in aerial application services in 

light of lower commodity prices. 

How full do you expect the glass to 

be for you and your business in 2015? 

Here are the some of the answers 

operators shared with us. 

Optimistic :-)
“Southwest region along with the 

California area is still in severe 

drought and contributing to the slow 

spraying acres. If El-Nino conditions 

favor the coming months and into 

next year, many more acres will be 

sprayed by airplane compared to the 

last 5 years in this area.” 

“Fire control work is increasing, 

mosquito control larviciding is 

increasing. Cranberry work as well 

as cover crop work is also increasing. 

2015 looks better than 2014.” 

“A better year. This year was supposed 

to be an off year but we expanded to a 

2nd location which proved to be a great 

move and a great year.”

Significantly higher acres of rice 

expected, so more work is expected.”

“Always positive. Every year is different.”

Neutral :-|

“Mixed. Corn prices are down, wheat 

is okay. We have moisture now.”

“About the same as this year, unless 

commodity prices take an upward turn.”

Optimistic  
(37%)

Neutral  
(20%)

Pessimistic  
(30%)
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“Maintaining as I am expecting

more competition from other

aerial applicators moving into the

neighborhood.”

Pessimistic :-(

“Volume will be down due to lower

commodity prices. Farmers always cut

down on custom work with

lower prices.”

“If markets do not respond upward, we

will see a significant reduction in acres

and hours flown.”

“Commodity prices concern me at

this point. If the prices continue to

fall it would affect the amount farmers

spend on the crops.”

“If drought conditions persist, and

corn prices stay low, I would anticipate

a 25% reduction in volume.”

“With the increase of new varieties

and the influx of ground rigs, the

aerial application industry in our area

is shrinking and becoming more of a

‘9-1-1’ service; that is, we shall do the

work if there is no other way.”

Undecided :-/

“Cautious because we do not yet

know what cropping decisions will be

made for next year due to uncertainty

of commodity prices and programs.”

Skeptical, [but] in some ways I think

it might be better since there will

be diversification and not every acre

possible planted in corn.”

“If rice prices continue to be depressed

next year will more than likely be

another down year. If it is a rainy year

our services will still be in demand.

If it is a dry year we may sit on the

ground more than we would like.”

—J.C.

?Undecided  
(13%)
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