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‘Great things are done by a series of small things
brought together.’
- Vincent Van Gough, 1853-1890
Airbus photo
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An area now on the fast track
A second passenger jet
assembly line in Mobile and
a growing MRO campus in
Pensacola make this area
the region’s job hotspot

I

t’s stunning how quickly South Alabama
has become a center for jetliner manufacturing. First there was the Airbus A320
series, making its first delivery in 2016.
Now an A220 assembly line is being built right
next door. When A220 and A320 are at full production rate in Mobile, it could become the
fourth largest commercial jet manufacturing city
in the world.
That’s impressive in itself, but zoom out from
Mobile to the immediate neighborhood and an
intriguing bigger picture emerges.
Go 35 miles to the west of Mobile to Moss
Point, Miss., and you’ll find a second aircraft
production line. Northrop Grumman has been
churning out finished Fire Scout unmanned helicopters since 2006. Then shift gears and go 60
miles to the east of Mobile to Pensacola, Fla.
There you’ll find ST Engineering Aerospace,
which already operates a maintenance, repair,
and overhaul (MRO) in Mobile, creating a major
four-hangar MRO campus at Pensacola International Airport in a state that’s No. 1 in MROs
with 600 statewide.
That 100-mile stretch of Interstate 10 with aircraft manufacturing and aircraft maintenance,
repair and overhaul, puts this part of the region
on the fast track. In the next few years it will
need some 2,000 aerospace workers.

Chapter highlights
• Airbus will now build A220 jetliners in
•
•
•
•

addition to A320s in Mobile, Ala.
Pensacola on track to become major
maintenance, repair, overhaul center
Larger Northrop Grumman Moss Point,
Miss., plant now flight testing drones
Mississippi, Louisiana key centers for
NASA’s Space Launch System
Eglin develops, tests and/or manages
more than 90 weapon systems

Airbus, which is expanding its A320 assembly
line as well as building an A220 assembly line,
will need 600 to 700 workers. Pensacola, which
opened the first ST Engineering hangar last year
for 400 workers, will need an additional 1,300
workers for the three additional hangars and related operations.
If anything, that number is likely to increase
with the strong possibility of more suppliers opting to set up shop in Mobile, Pensacola, or the
surrounding area.
While the entire region is growing its aerospace footprint, this central portion of the corridor is on a roll. It’s an enviable position to be in,
but with that growth spurt comes the very real
issue of finding enough workers in Mobile and
Pensacola. (see Chapter IV).
Having both aircraft manufacturing and the
closely-related maintenance, repair and overhaul
is plus for a region.
The following pages describe in two stories
over eight pages the aircraft assembly and aircraft maintenance segments found in the Mobile
-Pensacola area.

Photo page 12: Dramatic photo of one of the A320 series jetliners built in Mobile, Ala.
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AIRCRAFT ASSEMBLY IN MOBILE/MOSS POINT

M

obile, Ala., and Moss Point,
Miss., are home to Airbus and
Northrop Grumman, two leading aerospace and defense companies that are
assembling two very different categories of aircraft within a 35-mile radius.
One category is for civilian use, the
other for the military. And both are in
market segments that are growing.
New kid on the block

It wasn’t that long ago that Mobile’s
First A321 on assembly line in 2016.
GCAC photo
aerospace fame was thanks to the
MRO complex operated by what was
then-called VT Mobile Aerospace Engineering, UTC Aerospace Systems. The name changed
when United Technologies split into three comand the aircraft piston-engine manufacturer
panies, including Collins Aerospace, after purContinental Motors.
chasing Rockwell Collins.
Now Mobile’s most famous aerospace comAs of the end of May 2019, Airbus has delivpany is Airbus, which along with Boeing domiered
123 of its A320 series aircraft from its Monates the passenger jet industry. It made Mobile
a player in a select club of cities with jetliner as- bile facility to eight customers: ALC (leasing
company), Allegiant, American, Delta, Frontier,
sembly lines.
The $600 million Airbus A320 final assembly Hawaiian, JetBlue, and Spirit.
Airbus, however, is trying to address the backline at the Mobile Aeroplex is one of four centers worldwide that produces the popular A320 log of orders by increasing the monthly output
series. In Mobile, it can produce the A319, A320 for its plants. In Mobile it’s expanding the original plant and expects to be delivering five airand A321.
Work on the first Mobile-built Airbus passen- craft a month by the end of 2019, said Tucker.
Building passenger jets is significant in itself,
ger jet began in 2015, and it came off the assembly line in 2016. The A321 had its maiden flight but it’s the type of plane that’s key to why Moof more than three hours on March 21, 2016. It bile is doing so well.
Richard Aboulafia, vice president and aerowas delivered to JetBlue in April 2016.
Major sections of the plane, from wings to tail space analyst with The Teal Group, said during
to fuselage and more, are shipped to the Port of the Aerospace Alliance Summit in November
2016 that it’s significant that the plane being
Mobile from Airbus facilities and suppliers in
Europe. There are currently four to five aircraft built in Mobile is “the biggest single aerospace
ship sets arriving each month from St. Nazaire, program in the world in terms of dollars, both
France. The transport ship is named the Mobile historically and moving forward, and volume is
Express, according to Kristi Tucker, an Airbus extremely important in this business.”
Top Airbus officials see that, too.
spokeswoman.
“The addition of the A320 family assembly
Engine podding work for the planes built in
Mobile is done across the bay in Foley, Ala., by line allows the Gulf Coast region and Alabama
to establish a new aerospace center of compeCollins Aerospace Systems, the new name for
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tency which will create jobs and strengthen the
aerospace industry in the U.S.,” said Allan
McArtor, chairman of Airbus Americas, who
called it the “most significant, game-changing
event in U.S. aerospace in decades.”
Second assembly line

Then in October 2017 came an announcement
that would alter Mobile’s trajectory. Airbus SE
agreed to acquire a majority stake in Canada’s
Bombardier Inc.’s CSeries jetliner program, and
said it would add another final assembly line for
that plane at its manufacturing site in Mobile.
Under the agreement, Airbus provides procurement, sales and marketing, and customer
support expertise to the CSeries Aircraft Limited
Partnership (CSALP), the entity that manufactures and sells the plane. Headquarters, primary
assembly line and related functions would remain in Québec. CSALP has since been renamed the Airbus Canada Limited Partnership.
In July 2018, Airbus, Bombardier and Investissement Quebec closed on the deal, and the
CSeries was renamed the A220. There are two
models, the A220-100 and A220-300, designed
for the 100 to 150 seat market, a category that
previously had no Airbus aircraft.
JetBlue became the first customer for the
A220, signing a Memorandum of Understanding
for 60 firm orders for the A220-300 model,
powered by Pratt & Whitney GTF engines.
A ceremonial groundbreaking was held in
January 2019 for the A220 final assembly line at
the Mobile Aeroplex at Brookley right next to
the A320 assembly line. Overall investment is
close to $300 million.
Airbus posted the first notices for job candidates in January 2019, and the first workers reported in late March 2019, while construction
was still in its early phase. There will be 400 direct workers at the plant for A220 production by
mid-2020.
The plant will begin producing A220 aircraft in
Mobile in the third quarter of 2019 with the first
delivery in 2020. The assembly line will eventu-

ally produce four A220 passenger jets every
month. The only other plant in the world producing the single-aisle, twin-engine A220 passenger jets is in Mirabel, Quebec, Canada.
But the A320 and A220 may not be the only
aircraft assembled in Mobile. There is another
tanker battle, and Mobile could benefit.
New tanker battle looms

In an opening salvo of a future aerial tanker
battle, Airbus teamed up with Lockheed Martin
to develop tankers to meet the U.S. military's
growing demand. The December 2018 memorandum of agreement between the two aerospace giants comes eight years after Airbus lost
an Air Force tanker battle to rival Boeing.
Mobile knows all about that battle. Airbus
teamed with Northrop Grumman and put in a
bid to build the tankers in Mobile. They won,
but Boeing protested, a new contest was scheduled and Northrop dropped out. Airbus went it
alone but Boeing won with its smaller plane.
Now Airbus will work with Lockheed and go
after the next possible aircraft and refueling service orders. The U.S. Air Force, which wants to
ultimately replace its entire fleet of over 400
tankers, is examining ways to meet growing demand for aerial refueling with possible fee-forservice arrangements, purchases of hundreds of
additional aircraft, and the future development
of a stealthy tanker.
Airbus and Lockheed agreed to jointly explore
all those opportunities. Airbus has had success
selling its A330-based Multi Role Tanker Transport (MRTT), which has been selected by 12
countries. The aircraft is already refueling or capable of refueling most major U.S. combat airplanes, including the F-35.
There have been press reports that Mobile
could be a possible site to build the tankers, but
the company is saying nothing at this point.
Pascagoula’s Fire Scout plant

Some 35 miles to the southwest of Mobile
Aeroplex another major aerospace and defense
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Moss Point also handles the central
fuselage work for all variants of Global
Hawk, including the Navy’s Triton.
Although the Mississippi plant was not
involved in early versions of the
Global Hawk, it’s been involved in all
variants built after the plant opened.
As of early 2017, Moss Point has done
central fuselage work on 45 of the high
-flying aircraft, according to company
officials.
Unmanned aerial systems is a highgrowth
segment of the aerospace inMQ-8C on assembly line in Moss Point.
Northrop Grumman photo
dustry. Drones of every size and shape
company, Northrop Grumman, works on two
are becoming ubiquitous, and orders for Fire
cutting-edge unmanned aircraft systems. The
Scout and Global Hawk are going to come in for
101,000-square-foot Northrop Grumman Unyears into the future.
manned Systems Center in Moss Point, Miss.,
Northrop Grumman executives have said that
does final assembly work on the Fire Scout un- the Moss Point plant could participate in the
manned helicopter and central fuselage work on building of other unmanned systems. It has
all variants of the Global Hawk fixed-wing unroom in the plant, and also has first crack at admanned aerial system.
ditional acres at the park.
The first Fire Scout, using a Schweizer airIn May 2017, Northrop Grumman announced
frame, rolled out of the Moss Point plant in De- that it would do some subassembly work for the
cember 2006 and went to Naval Air Station
F-35 at the Moss Point plant.
Patuxent River, Md., for testing. By early 2017,
33 MQ-8Bs models and 19 of the larger MQ-8C Nearby aircraft assembly
Fire Scouts, which use the Bell 407 airframe, had There are other areas just outside the region
come out of the Moss Point plant. There have
covered in this book that are also involved in
also been 23 ground control segments for Fire
aircraft assembly.
Scouts produced in Moss Point.
Bell has announced that, if it is selected to
Northrop Grumman in the fall of 2018 began build the U.S. Navy’s Advanced Helicopter
flight tests for MQ-8C Fire Scouts produced in Trainer, it will assemble the aircraft in Ozark,
Moss Point at the Trent Lott International Air- Ala., where it currently does some of the assemport.
bly work for the Fire Scout helicopter.
“Building on Northrop Grumman's recent anThe company would build the Bell 407GXi,
nouncement of new production capabilities in
and final assembly would take place in Ozark,
Moss Point and a 40 percent increase in employ- according to Bell’s parent company Textron.
ment at the site, the ability to now conduct MQ- Ozarks is near Fort Rucker, where the Army
8C Fire Scout flight tests where the production trains its aviators, and north of Milton, Fla., and
occurs will bring new efficiencies and effective- Naval Air Station Whiting Field, which would
ness to our local operations and improve our
eventually base the helicopters.
ability to serve the U.S. Navy,” said Melissa
The Navy wants about 130 aircraft for the
Packwood, Northrop Grumman Fire Scout pro- program. Bell’s workforce at the Ozark site
gram director.
could grow by 25 percent to a total of 100 workGulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2019-2020 – 16
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ers if the company wins the competition, according to the Alabama Department of Commerce.
If selected, the Bell 407GXi would replace the
Navy’s TH-57 Sea Ranger training helicopters,
which Bell first introduced in the 1970s. A decision from the Navy is expected later this year.
Bell is competing against Airbus Helicopters and
Leonardo Helicopters.
In Lafayette, La., two hours west of New Orleans along Interstate 10, Swiss company Kopter
Group plans to assemble new SHO-9 helicopters at Lafayette Regional Airport. It will create
120 new direct jobs with an average annual salary of more than $55,000, plus benefits.
Activities at the 14.7-acre site will include production, customization, assembly and customer
service. Suppliers include Kaman (composite
parts), Garmin (avionics), Parker Aerospace
(hydraulic pumps), Collins Aerospace (external
lighting) and Honeywell (turboshaft engine).
The helicopters ultimately will be assembled in
Lafayette with U.S.-sourced components representing at least 50 percent of the aircraft value.
In addition, the company will make a $4.2 million capital investment to modify and equip a
state-of-the-art, 84,700-square-foot helicopter
assembly building at the airport, the former Bell
Helicopter facility.
Bell Helicopters in October 2018 shut down
its operation at the airport when the state terminated its contract with Bell due to underperformance. LED provided $26 million in funding to
the manufacturer in 2013 to establish an assembly base in the state. The facility was initially
supposed to be the final assembly line for the
Bell 505 Jet Ranger X but later transitioned to
the 525 cabin subassembly facility.
Part of the agreement was that Bell would create 115 new direct jobs. Bell renegotiated the
contract in 2017 to bring that number down to
95. But that figure was not met so the contract
was terminated.
Kopter Group hopes to do better, but no
doubt the state will step in if it doesn’t deliver.

Airbus photo

Delivery center going from five to eight aircraft positions.

Airbus campus grows
First there was Hangar 9, where Airbus workers
have produced a steady stream of A320 series jetliners since 2015. Now comes Hangar 7, the new final
assembly line of about the same size where workers
will produce the newest Airbus - the A220.
The A220 assembly line going up at the Mobile
Aeroplex will be about the same size as Hangar
9, which is 836 feet long and 209,917 square feet.
But the hangar is just one of the changes transforming the Airbus campus. The footprint has gone from
116 acres to 198, and is getting seven more buildings
for a total of 17.
Production of the A220 aircraft will begin in Q3 of
2019 with a target of producing four aircraft a month
by the middle of next decade. The facility is currently
producing five A320 series aircraft each month.
Kristi Tucker, spokeswoman for Airbus in Mobile,
said the current delivery center is being expanded to
accommodate three more aircraft positions. New
buildings are a transshipment hangar, where major
components are gathered after shipment and
checked before entering the final assembly hangar;
two flightline/final phase hangars (four bays); another logistics center; another gauging canopy; and
two paint shops.
Airbus has eight final assembly lines worldwide that
produce the full range of single-aisle and wide-body
jetliners. Five are for the A320 series. Toulouse,
France, has five assembly lines, two for the A320 and
one each for the A330, A350 XWB and A380. Hamburg, Germany, has one final assembly line with four
production lines for the A320.
Tianjin, China, has one final assembly line for the
A320, and Mobile has one final assembly line for the
A320 and is building an assembly line for the A220.

- David Tortorano
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AIRCRAFT MAINTENANCE IN MOBILE/PENSACOLA

O

f all the claims Florida can make
about its aerospace footprint,
one not well known may be its standing when it comes to maintenance, repair and overhaul (MRO) facilities.
“We’re the No. 1 state for MROs, we
have over 600 establishments statewide,” said Tim Vanderhoof, senior
vice president of business development
for Enterprise Florida, the state’s economic development organization.
Pensacola is adding to that luster.
MRO hangar in Pensacola airport.

GCAC photo

Lucrative field

During the June 2018 Southeast Aerospace
and Defense Conference in Mobile, Ala., one of
the topics discussed was the move of Original
Equipment Manufacturers (OEM) into the aftermarket, which represents a challenge to maintenance, repair and overhaul facilities.
The MRO industry is expected to continue to
grow until 2028, with the value set to rise globally to $114 billion. OEMs see the aftermarket as
a revenue source, so are pushing in-service support contracts, speakers said.
Larger MROs are able to go head-to-head with
the OEMs because of their labor pools and capabilities. ST Engineering Aerospace and
HAECO do as much airframe maintenance
work as the other top 10 global MRO providers
combined, according to Aviation Today.
Brian Prentice, a partner of Oliver Wyman,
said at the conference that airline customers will
determine the outcome. Airlines want a safe, reliable and nimble service provider for their aircraft, and the aftermarket developed to be responsive to airlines.
One of the larger MRO companies that is
unlikely to be impacted by the growing interest
of the OEMs is ST Engineering Aerospace.
The big dog

When a new ST Engineering - then called VT

MAE - MRO hangar had its grand opening at a
hangar on the north side of Pensacola International Airport in June 2018, the ceremonial ribbon-cutting attracted then-Gov. Rick Scott.
Workers already had their first project, a UPS
aircraft that was in new hangar for routine maintenance.
The MRO will eventually have more than 400
workers. But what the crowd did not know was
that the opening of the $46 million, 173,500square-foot hangar was only the beginning.
Less than a year later work was under way to
begin building three more hangars, two of them
larger than the first hangar, all operated by ST
Engineering Aerospace.
The project is valued at $335 million.
The proposed campus will increase Pensacola’s MRO footprint four-fold. It will create
more jobs than the aircraft maintenance positions that were lost in the 1990s when the Naval
Aviation Depot at Naval Air Station Pensacola
was closed.
“I consider this to be an incredibly important
project. As an individual who is a lifelong resident of Pensacola, this is truly a transformational
moment for this area,” said Dan Flynn, director
of Pensacola International Airport.
“It’s a great visionary project,” said Scott Luth,
CEO of FloridaWest Economic Development.
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“We are excited to be a part of that team to
bring this opportunity to Pensacola and Northwest Florida.”
All of this comes at a time when the MRO
field is growing. According to Aviation Week’s
MRO-Network, the global MRO industry expects to grow from total gross revenues of $75.6
billion in 2017 to $109.2 billion in 2027.1
The first nibble

Seven years ago Pensacola officials and ST Engineering first started talking about opening an
MRO at the airport. The company, which has
had an MRO operations in Mobile since 1991,
looked at South Mississippi, South Alabama and
Northwest Florida for an expansion site before
opting for a 19-acre site in Penscola.2
Triumph Gulf Coast in July 2018 gave preliminary approval to two grants to expand the region’s aerospace and aviation infrastructure. The
board voted unanimously to support $56 million
for the ST Engineering airport project, and another $8.5 million for substantial expansion of
Whiting Aviation Park in Santa Rosa County.
Triumph Chairman Don Gaetz said the investments “will directly create over 3,100 highpaying jobs” and grow Northwest Florida as a
leader in aerospace.
In October 2018, ST Engineering and the city
of Pensacola signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) for additional maintenance,
repair and overhaul hangars at Pensacola International Airport, adjacent to a 173,500 squarefoot hangar that opened in the summer.
ST Engineering will invest $35 million in the
$210 million project. The MOU was signed Oct.
27 in Singapore. Under the agreement, ST Engineering and the City of Pensacola will develop
the MRO complex over four years after the formalization of definitive agreements.
The 655,000 square-foot design-to-build complex will consist of three state-of-the-art widebody aircraft hangars and an administration
building. Since opening in June 2018, the current
facility has already redelivered 25 aircraft.

In February 2019, Triumph Gulf Coast agreed
to provide another $10 million for Pensacola's
MRO expansion project.
The initial grant from Triumph Gulf Coast of
$56 million called for a commitment to Pensacola that would create 1,325 jobs and keep them
in the community for at least three years. The
additional money uped the commitment to
seven years. Before that vote, the Pensacola City
Council and Escambia County Commission each
approved committing an additional $5 million a
piece to the project, bringing the local governments' contribution to $15 million each.
With Triumph’s vote, the city was still on the
hook for about $24.8 million. Pensacola Mayor
Grover Robinson was optimistic $20 million of
that would come from the Florida Department
of Transportation. Indeed, FDOT came through
in February, upping its commitment by $20 million to a total of $45 million.
In March the Pensacola City Council approved the new lease for ST Engineering and
authorized the mayor to borrow up to $20 million to float the cash until the city begins receiving grants approved for the project. The authorization allows the mayor to provide cash flow to
pay contractors building the three new hangars
and administration building.
If the city sticks to the schedule, construction
of the first new hangar will begin this year.
The hangar can hold two 777s, four 757s with
winglets or six A320s, according to Flynn.
The entire campus will be 112 acres, including
the acreage with the first hangar. In addition to
the first hangar, it will add two 191,000-square
foot and one 173,000-square-foot hangars,
100,000 square feet of warehouse and shop
space, a 120,000-square-foot administrative office building and associated roadways, taxiways,
as well as aprons.
The land and buildings will be leased to ST
Engineering Aerospace, subject to a long-term
real property lease. The entire MRO development will be city-owned assets of the airport,
according to the applicants.
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Phase two of the MRO Aviation Campus will
create at least 1,325 jobs at an average annual
salary of $44,461 plus benefits. When combined
with the 400 new jobs associated with the first
hangar, total aerospace sector jobs employed
directly by ST Engineering Aerospace would be
1,725. That’s more than the 1,000 workers at the
10-hangar, 900,000-square feet it has at the Mobile Aeroplex.
In addition to the direct ST Engineering Aerospace jobs, full time equivalent jobs directly related to the aviation and aerospace industry will
be located at the airport. That includes about 77
administrative and engineering staff, 60 full time
customer airline engineering jobs on site to oversee the repair and maintenance protocols associated with their aircraft, and an additional 16 vendor and auditor positions.
The project will also require some 25 nonaerospace jobs in security, maintenance and janitorial services. And, under discussion, is the opportunity for establishing about 63 North America executive and senior administrative jobs at
the Pensacola MRO Campus.
The MRO in Pensacola is part of VT Systems
of Alexandria, Va., a wholly-owned subsidiary of
Singapore-based ST Engineering, which has
been the world’s top MRO operation for years.
The state-of-the-art facilities to be developed
in the MRO Aviation campus will use “Smart
MRO” technologies. The company’s engineers,
technicians, and mechanics will use next generation methods at the Pensacola campus, including
laser scan technology and 3D (additive manufacturing) to fabricate parts; drones for remote aircraft inspection; composites for appropriate aircraft; and robotics. In 2017, ST Engineering acquired Pittsburgh-based Aethon.
Along with the use of cutting-edge techniques,
the campus is also envisioned as a location for
education and training. Plans are to establish
within the MRO hangars a training center for
secondary education providers to prepare students for careers in the commercial aviation
maintenance. The plan is to enhance existing

workforce development programs at Washington High School (Aviation Maintenance Academy), George Stone Technical Center (Airframe
and Power plant Technology) and Pensacola
State College.
In addition, this proposed project will assist in
transitioning veteran military personnel to commercial aviation and aerospace jobs. A near-term
vision is the collaboration between ST Engineering Aerospace and local education providers will
create an MRO Aviation Training Academy to
develop the workforce needed for the available
jobs and to maintain a pipeline of trained technicians for the future.
Upon completion of the campus, ST Engineering Aerospace will have invested about $75
million of its own funds, according to the Triumph Gulf Coast document.
As with any project of this size, the expectation is that it will result in luring suppliers to the
Pensacola area. The applicants pointed out that
ST Engineering Aerospace will spend some $35
million annually in the procurement of airplane
and non-airplane components from about 1,200
vendors, and said the supply chain activity could
lead to the relocation of suppliers to the region.
Such a large MRO complex would more than
make up for the 2,500 maintenance, repair and
overhaul jobs that were lost in the 1990s when
the Naval Aviation Depot (NADEP) at Naval
Air Station Pensacola was shut down as a result
of the base closure and realignment process.
Though NADEP shut down, there continued
to be hundreds of maintenance workers in the
Pensacola metropolitan area.
The importance of the campus was underscored in April 2019 when Singapore Technologies Engineering (ST Engineering) secured
around $959 million in new contracts in the
aerospace sector.
Among the new contracts is a 10-year service
agreement with a long-time, North American
operator to provide heavy maintenance checks
for its fleet of Airbus A300s and Boeing 757s.
The contract will cover over 160 wide-body
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and narrow-body aircraft, to be serviced at its
MRO facilities in San Antonio, Texas, and Pensacola, starting in 2020.
The Pensacola MRO campus is the second
MRO operation for ST Engineering. It has had
an MRO in Mobile, Ala., that employs over
1,000 workers since 1991. It’s part of VT Systems of Alexandria, Va., a wholly-owned subsidiary of Singapore-based ST Engineering.
While the ST Engineering operation has
grabbed the most attention, PSA Airlines, a subsidiary of American Airlines, plans to open a
new maintenance facility at PNS.
It will create some 30-35 jobs and support
PSA's efforts to grow its fleet by about 20 aircraft. PSA will be looking to hire team members,
including mechanics, leads, inspectors and stores
personnel. In a news release, PSA said Pensacola
International Airport was an ideal location for
the new facility because the area provides a sustainable workforce, strong local military presence
and an abundance of technical schools. PSA currently has maintenance facilities in Dayton, Canton and Cincinnati, Ohio; Norfolk, Va.; Charlotte, N.C.; Greenville, S.C.; and Savannah, Ga.
Military MRO

The other aerospace project that received Triumph Gulf Coast funding was in Milton, Fla.,
some 30 miles from Pensacola. The vision for
Santa Rosa County’s Whiting Aviation Park is to
create an aviation maintenance, repair and overhaul depot that could handle major and minor
work for smaller military and civilian aircraft. To
add to its appeal, the plan is to establish an education and training center as well.
The idea for the aviation park has been around
since 2002, then on July 18, Triumph Gulf
Coast, a non-profit established to distribute reFor an overview of aerospace products built or tested
in the region, see Chapter I, pages 14-22, Gulf Coast
Aerospace Corridor 2017-2018. For weapons systems
managed by Eglin Air Force Base, see pages 31-32.

covery funds that resulted from the 2010 BP oil
spill, gave preliminary approval for a grant of
$8.5 million for Whiting Aviation Park.
“The Triumph Board has provided us with a
game-changing opportunity by allowing us to
put in infrastructure for Whiting Aviation Park,”
said Shannon Ogletree, director of Santa Rosa
Economic Development.
He said construction could begin late this summer or early fall. Moffett/Nicholas is the engineering firm that will perform the design phase.
The funding will be used to improve 40 acres
of industrial park land outside the fence but adjacent to Naval Air Station Whiting Field. The
Triumph money will be used for infrastructure –
electric, water, sewer, storm water retention and
more. The improvements are intended to support helicopter maintenance, repair and overhaul
operations in support of the Whiting Field military training missions.
Economic development officials hope the park
will help Whiting’s military training missions by
providing the option of having work on aircraft
done nearby instead of flying planes elsewhere.
The park is industrial zoned. Details of the
agreement for use of the 6,000-foot runway are
still being worked out. The runway has tower
capabilities thanks to the military training mission at Whiting.
North of Florida in Andalusia, Ala., aircraft
maintenance service provider Yulista Holding of
Huntsville, Ala., opened a new fixed- and rotarywing facility at the Southern Alabama Regional
Airport. It includes two hangars, an office, and
manufacturing and storage space, with services
geared toward Lockheed C-130 and Boeing 737
aircraft.
- David Tortorano
Oliver Wyman, Global Fleet and MRO Market Forecast Summary, page 3.
2 Duwayne Escobedo, “One that didn’t get away,” Gulf Coast
Aerospace Corridor Newsletter, October 2014, page 1.
1
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Where in the world is BluesMobile?
The first Airbus plane built in Mobile
gets around. Here’s how to keep up

I

f you ever fly JetBlue, ask about the name
of the airplane. JetBlue’s approximately 250
commercial passenger aircraft are named
most often with whimsical variations of “blue.”
There’s the Chicken Cordon Blue, Blue Velvet,
My Other Ride Is a JetBlue, and so on.
If your plane turns out to be called the BluesMobile, you’re on the first Airbus plane ever
built in Mobile, Ala.
It was a history-making day in Mobile when
the Airbus A321 made its first flight March 21,
2016 from the Airbus Final Assembly Center at
the Mobile Regional Aeroplex at Brookley.
More milestones occurred when the twinengine, single-aisle plane was delivered to JetBlue and when it officially went into service.
Three years later, the BluesMobile is often
found between John F. Kennedy International
Airport in Queens, N.Y., and any of several international resort vacation hotspots. Keeping up
with it is a simple matter of entering its registration number and JetBlue in your search engine
of choice. That number is N965JT.
For example, on May 31, 2019, the BluesMobile left Barbados at 1:16 p.m. Atlantic Standard
Time, and arrived at JFK at 6:41 p.m. Eastern
Daylight Time, a little bit early according to
www.flightaware.com. The 2,027-mile trip took
five hours and five minutes. The average speed
was 539 miles per hour at a top height of 36,000
feet.
That same night, it left JFK at 10:21 p.m.
EDT for Puerto Rico. It was a bit late, as JFK
was experiencing weather delays at the time. It
landed on time in Puerto Rico at 2:41 a.m.
From May 25 to May 31, 2019, the BluesMobile flew 27 times, an average of 3.3 times daily.
Most of the trips were either to or from JFK,
but other destinations in addition to Barbados

First flight of the eventual BluesMobile.
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and Puerto Rico were the Dominican Republic;
Denver; Cancun; Paradise, Nev.; Orlando; Boston; New Orleans; and Palm Beach, Fla.
Detailed flight information is available for free
on the internet for as far back as three months.
Subscribers to flightaware.com can get the entire flight history of the BluesMobile.
BluesMobile seats 190 passengers. According
to www.airbus.com, the A321 generally seats
170 to 200 depending on configuration, and can
fit as many as 220 in a more cozy layout. Seats
are 18 inches wide.
The site www.flightera.net reports the BluesMobile made 114 flights in May 2019.
For more numbers, go to
www.planemapper.com. Do some conversion
math on the registration information and the
following statistics come up in addition to the
190 passenger seats:
• Range: 3,480 miles;
• Weight empty: 47,500 kg;
• Weight at takeoff: 93,000 kg;
• Weight at landing: 77,700 kg;
• Length: 146 feet;
• Height: 38.58 feet;
• Wing span: 111.84 feet.
The A321 is the longest of the A320 family of
jets. Airbus touts its roominess, overall comfort
and fuel efficiency.
- Jane Nicholes
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