
Bounceback Year for Aerial Applicators
After a down year in 2012, a new NAAA survey finds  
that most U.S. operators got back on track in 2013
By Jay Calleja, Manager of Communications

A
fter a tough-luck 2012 

season in which aerial 

applicators across the country 

suffered through the worst drought in 

more than half a century, the number 

of hours flown and acres treated by 

the nation’s operators rebounded this 

year and appear to be more in line 

with traditional norms, a new survey 

of NAAA Operator members finds. 

The majority of operators surveyed 

also expressed optimism about their 

prospects for 2014.

To gauge how U.S. aerial application 

businesses fared this season, in 

September, NAAA invited member 

operators to participate in its 2013 

End-of-Season Operator Survey. Out 

of 750 operator members, NAAA 

had email addresses on file for 699 

of them. The survey request was 

successfully delivered to 687 recipients. 

Overall, 213 of the 687 operators who 

received the notice completed the 

online survey, a 31% response rate. The 

rate of response based on the actual 

number of NAAA operator members 

is 28.4%. There are approximately 

1,350 aerial application businesses 

in the United States. Based on the 

total universe of Part 137 operators, 

including non-members, NAAA’s 

survey response rate equates to 15.8%. 

Any way you slice it, that’s a healthy 

sample size. Here’s what we learned. 

2013 Operator Survey Findings
Operators weighed in from all areas 

of the country for our 2013 end-of-

season survey. Regionally, the highest 

number of responses came from 

operators in the Midwest (34%), 

Southeast (24%), Great Plains (17%) 

and Southwest and Pacific Northwest 

(9% each). 

Although it wasn’t the case for 

operators across the board, compared 

to 2012, the trend lines in terms of 

acres treated improved greatly this 

season. Forty-four percent of operator 

respondents nationally said their 

acres were either somewhat higher 

or much higher than the number 

of acres booked in 2012. Another 

19% said their acres stayed the same. 

Meanwhile, 37% of operators saw their 

acres fall slightly or significantly below 

their 2012 levels; however, that too 

is better than things were a year ago. 

For instance, last year a survey NAAA 

conducted to measure the impact of 

the 2012 drought showed that 53% of 

aerial application operations treated 

slightly or significantly fewer acres 

in 2012 than normal, including one-

fourth whose acres plummeted. 

At the opposite end of the spectrum, 

no area of the country has been hit 

harder by extreme drought conditions 

than the Great Plains region, which 

Fig. 1: NAAA Operators’ responses by region to question of how 2013’s 
acres compared to 2012’s
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Same amount of 
acres as last year

19% 29% 26% 15% 14% 15% 13% 0%

Slightly above last 
year’s acreage

33% 31% 32% 30% 27% 35% 63% 100%

Much higher than  
last year

11% 14% 5% 15% 5% 5% 25% 0%

Slightly below last 
year’s acreage

21% 20% 21% 25% 22% 20% 0% 0%

Significantly less 
acres than last year 

16% 6% 16% 15% 32% 25% 0% 0%

* Due to small sample sizes for California and the Northeast, the percentages specified in each of those regions’ response categories may be under or 

overrepresented. 
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includes parts of Colorado, Kansas, 

Montana, Nebraska, New Mexico, 

North Dakota, Oklahoma, South 

Dakota, Texas and Wyoming. The 

2013 operator survey indicates 

operators in the Great Plains region 

still haven’t recovered from the 

drought. As Fig. 1 shows, 54% of 

operator respondents from the Great 

Plains reported that their acres were 

either slightly below or significantly 

less than 2012—and that’s saying 

something because their acres were 

already way down last year. When we 

posed a similar question in last year’s 

drought survey, asking operators to 

compare the number of acres they 

treated in 2012 to a typical year, 20% 

of Great Plains operators reported 

that their acres were down slightly 

then, and 36% reported spraying 

significantly fewer acres in 2012. 

Therefore, for more than half of 

NAAA’s Great Plains operators, things 

went from bad to worse in 2013.

See Fig. 1 for the full breakdown of 

NAAA Operators’ responses by region 

comparing the amount of acres they 

treated aerially this year to last year’s 

acres. The continuing struggles of 

many operators in the Great Plains 

notwithstanding, nationally, all of 

NAAA’s acre benchmarks are moving 

in the right direction. As Fig. 3 shows, 

relative to a typical season, by and 

large, the numbers improved across the 

board this year—the good signs look 

Fig. 2: Operator Respondents Based on Region
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better and the bad ones aren’t nearly as 

bad as they were in 2012. 

How Many Hours? 
The number of acres treated is a useful 

yardstick, but it isn’t the only measure 

of an ag pilot’s workload. Some aerial 

applicators talk in acres, while others 

prefer to think in terms of the number 

of hours flown in a given season. The 

two measurements go hand in hand. 

In general, the number of hours flown 

should correspond roughly to the 

amount of acres treated. Not perfectly, 

but approximately. For example, a 

larger aircraft can accomplish more 

work in less time. We didn’t ask survey 

respondents about aircraft type, only 

how their hours this year compared 

to last year. The responses were evenly 

split: 34% said their hours were 

about the same, 34% said their hours 

increased and 32% reported logging 

fewer hours this year. (See Fig. 4 for a 

more complete breakdown.) 

NAAA’s operator members listed 

a wide range of hours when asked 

how many hours each of their planes 

averaged during the 2013 season. 

On the low end of the spectrum, 

one operator flew 40 hours and 

another operator listed 50 hours. 

On the high end, several operators 

reported averaging 800 hours or more, 

including one 900-hour respondent 

and another who specified averaging 

800–1,000 hours. 

Crops and Crop Inputs
NAAA’s end-of-season survey also 

asked operators to specify the crop input 

classification they applied the most in 

2013. Not surprisingly, the responses 

were split fairly evenly between the big 

three crop inputs. Thirty-three percent 

of operators performed herbicide 

applications the most, 29% listed 

insecticides as their most common form 

of aerial application and 27% listed 

fungicides as their top crop input. Only 

10% of operators specified fertilizer 

Fig. 3. Moving in the Right Direction: Amount of acres treated  
in 2012 and ’13 vs. “a typical year”

 2013   2012

 Same amount of acres as usual 25%  
  16%

 Slightly above average 29%  
  20%

 Much higher than usual 6%  
  11%

 Slightly below average 25%  
  28%

 Significantly less acres than usual 16%  

  25%
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as their top application input. Aerial

seeding ranked last with just 1% of

respondents choosing this as the input

they applied most.

Corn trumped all other commodities,

ranking first in acres sprayed for 33%

of operators. Soybeans acres were

No. 1 for 15% of operators surveyed.

Twelve percent of respondents

identified something other than the

commodity choices NAAA provided

as their top crop, including cranberries,

sunflowers, sugar beets, avocados and

pastures. See Fig. 4 for more details.

NAAA also asked operator members

if they had embraced any new

methods in 2013. It was an open-

ended question that could have

applied to new application techniques,

new products, new services or any

number of new concepts. While

about three-fourths (77%) of the

respondents answered no, about

a quarter of the operators (23%)

said they had. Some of the new

methods they cited included night

vision goggles, aerial seeding and

cover crops, and new or more use of

 About the same

 Somewhat higher

 Significantly higher

 Somewhat down

 Down significantly

Fig. 4. Hours flown by U.S. Operators in 2013 compared to 2012 Fig. 4. NAAA Operators’ responses 
when asked to pick the commodity 
their operation treated the most by 
acres in 2013
Corn 33%

Soybeans 15%

Small Grains/Wheat/Barley 13%

Rice 12%

Other 12%

Roots and Tubers 6%

Cotton 5%

Leafy Vegetables 1%

Sorghum 1%

Alfalfa 0.5%

34%
26%

8%

10%22%

Results based on survey of 213 NAAA 

Operators polled Sept. 11–17, 2013.

120 Grouby Airport Road   Prattville, Alabama 36067

T 334 361 7853  F 334 361 0290 sales@UTPparts.com

UNIVERSAL TURBINE PARTS

S t o c k i n g  d i s t r i b u t o r  of PT6,  JT15D & PW100 p a r t s  a n d  e n g i n e s

NEW, OH a n d SV c o n d i t i o n

We  b u y TURBINE AIRCRAFT,  ENGINES a n d INVENTORY.

We  m a n a g e ENGINE OVERHAULS a n d REPAIRS.

PT6

UNIVERSAL TURBINE PARTS

National Agricultural Aviation Association | November/December 2013  43



adjuvants and drift retardants. One

operator stated a “conscious effort to

fly higher this year resulted in better

work and no streaking.” Another

declared: “Products are constantly

evolving so always using new products.

More alternative crops coming in,

so applying more fungicides and

insecticides.”

Outlook for 2014
Almost every participant responded

to the final optional question when

asked to share their outlook for next

year. The opinions were as varied as the

individuals expressing them, but one

of the most common refrains was a

simple expression of optimism: “good.”

Here are some of the more expansive

outlooks operators provided:

“Depends on crops planted and

commodity prices. If the farmer

makes money, he will spend it.”

“Mixed feelings because you just

never know. Mother nature can be

our best friend, and our worst enemy!”

“The forecast for our area is more

rice for 2014.”

“Hopefully better than this year. I will

be pursuing some types of work and

crops that we usually do not go after.”

“It all depends on commodity prices.

If prices are lower than they are now

acres will be down significantly.”

“An end to the drought would

change things for the better. Three

years is enough but I fear we may

be only half through.”

“Decent outlook, but commodity

prices have and are falling; not good

for those of us offering crop inputs.”

“There has been a long-term slight

increase each year. I look for that

trend to continue.”

 “Much bigger acreage because of

our good service and we are buying

an additional aircraft.”

“Next year, starting on time, I

expect to improve the earnings

for the season in comparable

percentages. I plan to pick up a

few more farmers in my area who I

was not able to serve last year. We

are exploring affiliating with other

pilots/owners to assure service to

our customer bases.”

“Better, it is currently raining in

Colorado, commodity prices are

moderate, attitude is good among

growers.”

“I leave it in God’s hands.”

While it’s too soon to tell for sure

how 2014 will turn out for aerial

applicators, one thing you can count

on is that Agricultural Aviation will

check in with NAAA’s operators again

at the end of next season to get a read

on how their year really went.
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