Sun-N-Fun 2006 Observations and Comments  
4/16/06

The following observations and comments reflect my personal opinions and are not sponsored by any of the businesses or organizations that may be mentioned.  My objective is to share some of the Sun-N-Fun experience with others who may not have had to opportunity attend the 2006 show in person.  

The Sun-N-Fun airshow was held at the Lakeland-Linder Airport, April 4 through 10 2006.  This is the second largest EAA sanctioned show in the USA.  My primary focus will be related to the Jabiru engines and aircraft since I built N450SJ a J450 with the model 3300 engine.  Attendance seemed to be down this year, but based on informal comments from vendors that I talked with it was the most successful ever.  I believe the Jabiru dealers sold several airplanes and engines.  I also heard similar comments for other vendors I talked with, crowds were down but more serious buyers were resulting in increased sales.

All of the North American Jabiru dealers were present to talk about the planes, engines, and changes that have occurred since the Oshkosh airshow.  The Brazilian dealer also participated on several days to communicate with folks who were visiting from the Caribbean and South America.  The booth also had visitors from at least half a dozen European countries.  Almost all seem very please with the information and products offered.  

The high lights of the Jabiru booth included two SLSA airplanes and an improved 3300 model engine.  The J170 represented the newest SLSA trainer, which runs on the 2200 model engine.  It was also decked out with Matco, http://www.matcomfg.com, toe brake master cylinders, axles, disks and calipers, EFIS, and "Y' shaped center stick for student and instructor.   The other plane on display was a J250 with its enormous cargo space with 3rd door access.  It also has the upgraded nose gear configuration, heavier nose leg shock along with machined wheel yoke, and upgraded aluminum plate nose gear mount.

The improved 3300 model has increased the cooling fin surface area by 40% by making them thinner.  It also has the hydraulic valve lifters that we saw at Oshkosh last summer on the 2200.model.  At that point they were talking about 12 to 18 months before it got to the 3300.  Obviously the 2200 experience went well and they accelerated the introduction on the 3300.  The ram air ducts now have the ignition wires inside rather then the spark plugs sticking through the wall.  The cowl intakes have also been lowered to center on the crank shaft to enhance left cylinder bank cooling.  This is typical of Jabiru's approach to improving the product by incorporating changes on a continuous basis.

I didn't hear anything about any additional progress on the Australian certification of the 3300 model engine.  That was underway when we talked to Don Richter, the engine shop manager in Australia, when he visited us last summer and held engine seminars at the USA dealer sites.  We did get the usual queries on whether the 2200 or the 3300 can be mounted in certified Cessna or Piper aircraft.  At this point it seems the FAA is still not accepting the Australian certification of the Jabiru engines for use in Part 23 aircraft.  I don't know what needs to occur to get that issue in motion.  The 2200 and 3300 are certified by Jabiru to meet the ASTM standards for LSA applications.  Engine production is up to a total of around 4000 units.  That’s about 3000 of the 2200's and 1000 of the 3300's.  Current production rate is about 50 units per month and the May and most of June output is already allocated to firm orders.  Last summer, Don indicated they were potentially getting another $2 million dollar CNC machining center, but it may not be on-line yet if the plan went through.  Those kinds of capital investment are long range strategic objectives and not done without careful preparation.  The Jabiru factory delivered their 1000th aircraft in December.

The usual questions came up on availability on more complex configurations of the engines.  Typical American requests are for fuel injection and turbo charging.  Again the response was still that they are not currently planned for development by Jabiru.  They are interested in keeping the engine, maintenance, and operation simple.  With their primary markets being Asia, Africa, and Europe, they need to continue to match the technology to the majority of their users and the infrastructure available to support those users.  I ask about fuel injection every year and continue to get a consistent answer of 'No, the factory doesn't see a true need for it.'.  The rumor is that there will be a factory representative coming to the Oshkosh airshow this year.  For those of you that wish to have a non-certified engine for your experimental or LSA aircraft which may have more complex features Textron Lycoming has announced their new Thunderbolt line of engines.  Here is a link for you to check out,  http://www.lycomingpower.com/media/docs/thunderbolt_engines.pdf .  

One point that we all should be happy about is that the Jabiru factory does not prohibit the use of Jabiru engines for night or IFR operations.  The individual manufacturer of an SLSA can prohibit such activities as part of their operational limitations, but that is a manufacturer's decision, and does not apply to all Jabiru engine implementations.  I understand that the FAA's position is that the aircraft must be properly equipped and the pilot properly licensed for night or IFR operations.  Likewise, Jabiru does not charge you anything extra for this capability.  I understand that is not the case for some other manufacturers of ASTM certified engines for LSA and experimental aircraft.

The ST Aviation Ltd of Great Britain, http://www.jabiru.co.uk , brought over samples of a carburetor heater kit that screws on to the Bing carburetor for the North American dealers to evaluate.  Its simple design makes it look like a winner for those who might be interested.

The Canadian Jabiru dealers were also talking to several manufacturers of floats for aircraft at the show.  They currently have a Calypso that alternates between wheels, floats, and ski's.  I think they are continuing to investigate potential candidates for the application of floats to the "J" series aircraft.  This will require additional discussion with Transport Canada before any possible implementation, but is an example of how the Jabiru organization is constantly looking for ways to improve general aviation and support local needs.

Outside of the Jabiru booth I found that the most exciting new general aviation product was a Forward Looking Infra Red (FLIR) Camera system from Forward Vision, http://www.forward-vision.net ,  This system is intended as a safety tool to reduce cabin workload of pilots during night or other low vision conditions.  At $19K it is beyond the budget of most of us, but the nearest competitor is 4 times more expensive.  In a past life, I worked on a FLIR system in the mid 1980's that was about $800K and wasn't nearly as capable.  I suggest you at least look at the site and if possible view the streaming video.  For certified engine drivers consider it less then the major overhaul cost if you have a prop strike engine stoppage hitting a burned out taxiway light.

Tru-Trak Flight Systems, http://www.trutrakap.com , seem to be the more common choice for an autopilot in the Jabiru aircraft.  Their Digiflight II Flat Pack series looks like a good option for those of us running out of space for additional 3.125" or 2.25" round instruments on their console.

Aero-Tuff, http://aero-tuff.com, of Saginaw AL stopped by to discuss their customs seatbelts for Jabiru owners and the prototype plane cover they are working on with Jabiru-USA.  Bruce's Custom Covers, http://www.aircraftcovers.com  Sunnyvale CA are also offering plane covers for Jabiru aircraft.

A couple of other interesting travel related booths were found.  First the Bahamas, http://www.flying.bahamas.com  have significantly simplified the requirements for experimental planes and recreational pilots who want to visit the island.  The paperwork is reduced and they have a free DVD that covers both pilot procedures and hotel guide.  The second was Air Journeys, out of West Palm Beach FL, http://www.airjourney.com .   They caught my eye with multiple tours to central and South America using your airplane.  They prepare the paperwork and arrange for housing and supplies.  I see they also have support for transcontinental USA, Alaska, and Europe journeys. 

A novel product that caught my eye was earmuffs for pet dogs, http://www.muttmuffs.com .  It looked like they had half a dozen sizes available.  When I think about it I would probably go for a set if I were to fly with a pet.

I also recommend that you consider staying at a private residence if you are visiting from out of the area.  You can contact the Sun-N-Fun website about getting a referral.  Although Clearwater is only about 50 miles away, we have stayed in the Lakeland area for the last 4 years.  Costs were moderate, and they can match you with appropriate accommodations, just like they do at Oshkosh.  We get a non-smoking private bedroom, with king size bed,, bath, and kitchen privileges, etc for about $60 a night for all week and within 15 minutes of the show. I know of other satisfied people that do this with entire houses.

The daily afternoon airshow lasted from 2 to 5:30 PM and had your typical set of performers for most of the week.  Different people rotated so no two shows were identical.  On Friday there was a definite change to that exhibition, when the F22 Raptor showed up for its first public demonstration at a non-government sponsored event.  The F22 is awesome!  It did demonstrations Friday, Saturday, and Sunday.  It was restricted to demonstrations, rather then aerobatics.  Thus when the F15 Eagle was doing some aerobatics the F22 was loitering at about 3000 feet over the parking lot doing slow flight standing on its tail waiting for a join-up with the F15 and a P51D.  The trio then made a series of passes together in formation.

That about wraps up this travel log.  If you have any specific questions, feel free to contact me directly.
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