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Lt. Cmdr. Andrew Laberge preps TH-73A for flight at training in Philadelphia.
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Military

New era at Whiting Field
With the ground breaking for a
temporary hangar, work is moving
forward on the permanent Leonardo
maintenance shop at Whiting Aviation
Park as new era begins.

The new helicopter alone is reason to call
this a new era for training at Naval Air Station Whiting Field. But there’s more: The
Navy’s choice of Leonardo also was significant for the long-sought Whiting Aviation
Park. That park’s anchor tenant will be a
100,000-square-foot Leonardo maintenance
Naval Air Station Whiting Field, Fla.
facility, but even before that a temporary
n instructor pilot who has been at plant will be built at a nearby airport, which
the controls of the new Navy heli- in itself will be used to lure other aviationcopter trainer might have put it best related operations when Leonardo moves
about the dawning of a new era of training. into its permanent digs.
The new Leonardo TH-73A is a “huge
upgrade” from the current Bell TH-57, Lt. Long time coming
It’s taken Santa Rosa County nearly two
Cmdr. Andrew Laberge wrote in an e-mail.
decades
to see its vision come to fruition.
“Imagine driving a 30-year-old compact
“Actually,
it’s been 18 years,” said County
car for most of your life, and then finally
Commissioner
Don Salter, who has been
getting that brand new, top-of-the-line
instrumental
in
the development of the park
SUV,” he said. “It is bigger, faster, and,
and
has
been
counting.
most importantly, more capable.”
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The county’s long-range plan was to
establish Whiting Aviation Park adjacent to NAS Whiting’s South Field,
north of Milton, where some 15,000
Navy, Marine, Coast Guard, and allied
students learn to fly each year.
Airbus, Bell, and Leonardo bid to
build helicopters to replace the TH-57
(first procured in 1968). The winner
was Leonardo of Italy, an aerospace,
defense and security company with
U.S. operations headquartered in Arlington, Va., and an AgustaWestland
plant in Philadelphia.
Sundown for the TH-57 will begin in
fiscal year 2022 and conclude in FY-24.
The new TH-73A trainer is being built
at AgustaWestland’s plant.
The plan is for 32 of those helicopters, and its Advanced Helicopter
Training System (AHTS), to reach Initial Operational Capability in mid-2021
at Naval Air Station Whiting Field.

training with Lot 1 of the helicopter,
according Lt. Michelle Tucker, public
affairs at the Chief of Naval Air Training in Texas.
One of those IPs is Laberge, who is
assigned to CTW-5 and an AHTS
flight instructor.
“The TH-57 was sufficient to make
basic helicopter pilots,” he said, “but
the capability was lacking in … basic
war-fighting skills.” The TH-57 was a
“little behind the times.”
Whiting students and instructor pilots were “basically going back in time”
to fly the TH-57 and coming back to
the present to train on their fleet aircraft, said Laberge.
The TH-57 was “great for that raw
stick-and-rudder training, but the TH73A has the right balance between
technology and capability to meet the
demands of the fleet now and in the
future."
The TH-73A brings modern avionIPs train in Philadelphia
ics, with integrated flight management
Commander Training Wing 5 (CWT- systems; enhanced night-vision training
5) at Whiting Field will have sent 25
capability, including an infrared (IR)
instructor-pilots (IPs) to Philadelphia searchlight, IR position lights and forby the end of the year to undergo flight

First military helicopters

On Sept. 14, 1939, the VS-300, the world's
first practical helicopter, took flight at
Stratford, Conn. Designed by Igor Sikorsky
and built by the Vought-Sikorsky Aircraft
Division of the United Aircraft Corp., it was
the first single main rotor and tail rotor design.1
A Russian emigrant, Sikorsky was the inventor of this type of helicopter, now developed
into the VS-316. The U.S. Army Air corps accepted the new XR-4 on May 30 1942.
In 1943 Sikorsky’s R-4 became the first helicopter to go into mass production, producing
131 R-4 variables between 1942-1944. It was
also the first helicopter in U.S. military service
and the first to operate from a ship’s deck.
After a few modifications, the helicopter
became the YR-4B and on April 25, 1944 it
became the first helicopter to fly in combat
with the U.S. Army Air Force 1st Air Commando Group in Burma. Pilot Lt. Carter Harmon
used the YB-R4 to rescue four airmen behind
enemy lines in Burma.2
The Navy bought four improved Sikorsky
aircraft in 1942 for evaluation but soon hand-

ed the responsibility for helicopter development and pilot training to the Coast Guard.
The Navy resumed its own helicopter programs Dec. 28, 1945, forming Experimental
Squadron 3 (VX-3). Pilots and support personnel from that unit staffed Helicopter Utility
squadrons HU-1 and HU-2 as training and
fleet support squadrons.3
The Army helicopters initially deployed to
Korea were the Bell H-13 Sioux and the Hiller
H-23 Raven, the first in a long line of Army
helicopters named for Native American
tribes. Among the early missions were utility,
wire laying, liaison, and reconnaissance missions. In January 1951, four helicopter detachments were assigned to the 8th U.S.
Army surgeon, and on the third day of that
month, 1st Lt. Willis G. Shawn and 1st Lt.
Joseph L. Bowler flew the first Army aerial
medical evacuation (MEDEVAC) missions.
Dubbed the "Angel of Mercy" by soldiers on
the battlefront, the aviators used the H-13 to
transport 18,000 of the war's total 23,000
casualties to forward deployed mobile Army
surgical hospitals. The H-13 Sioux helicopter
became familiar to American television audiences years later when it was shown in the
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mation lighting; and “greater performance in both speed and power margins” comparable to fleet aircraft.
The combination of these capabilities
opens a door for enhanced training
opportunities that will ensure fleet replacement squadrons can spend less
time on foundational skills and focus
on the mission requirements for today’s multi-service pilots.
Anchor tenant

Leonardo will be the anchor tenant
in the 269-acre Whiting Aviation Park.
Plans are to build a 100,000-squarefoot aviation center. The company will
employ up to 50 workers, said Erica
Grancagnolo, associate director of the
Santa Rosa Economic Development
Office.
The aviation park is expected to attract a mixture of aviation-related activities, and possibly non-aviation operations, including manufacturing, according to Salter. But MRO operations
will be the primary activity.
(Continued on page 8)

background title shot of the "M*A*S*H" series, which aired from 1972 to 1983.4
The United States first used this new concept of warfare, soon named “air mobility,”
during the early years of its involvement in
the Vietnam conflict, the first helicopter war.5
Of the more than 12,000 helicopters operating in Vietnam, more than 5,000 were
destroyed by combat or accidents. Helicopters were used in more than 850,000 medical
evacuation missions conducted during that
war, and were responsible for boosting survival rates for the wounded to as high as 99
percent, according to the Vietnam Helicopter
Pilots Association. The group sponsored the
Vietnam Helicopter Pilot and Crewmember
Monument at Arlington National Cemetery.
The granite monument bears an engraving
that depicts the UH-1 Huey aircraft, which
was used by all branches in Vietnam.6
- Ted Kordecki, research associate
1 connecticuthistory.org
2 history.com
3 historynet.com
4 army.mil
5 Vietnam War Magazine
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Coughlin takes over at turbulent time
A long career in aviation leads
Coughlin to a new role as head of
Pensacola International Airport
during a time of great challenges
due to the coronavirus.
Pensacola, Fla.

H

is venture into the field of
aviation started many
years ago.
“I was a little airplane freak when
I was a kid,” recalled Matt Coughlin, the new director of Pensacola
International Airport, whose career
in all things aviation started with a
nine-year-old’s obsession.
Coughlin began flying as a teenager and soloed at age 16. Despite
earning a bachelor’s degree in mechanical engineering, he said, “I was
always thinking about being a military pilot.” He especially wanted to
be a Navy pilot.
After college, Coughlin went to
Navy officer training school, and
then flight school at Naval Air Station Whiting Field, training on T34C aircraft and TH-57 helicopters.
He earned his wings in 1990 and
was sent “right to the fleet,” flying
the SH-60B (Seahawk).
Coughlin’s Navy career spanned
28 years. His airborne assignments
covered everything from narcotics
operations to maritime interdiction
in the Persian Gulf, but throughout
his career, he didn’t always get to
fly. The Navy likes their officers to
learn and grow and diversify, he
said.
“The Navy gave me a lot of great
opportunities along the way,”

Matt Coughlin takes over at Pensacola International during a challenging time.

Coughlin said. Here are a few of
them:




Earned two master’s degrees. One in Manpower
Systems Analysis Management, Naval Postgraduate
School; one in National Resource Strategy-National and
International Defense Industry Studies, Dwight D.
Eisenhower School for National Security and Resource
Strategy
Served in numerous capacities at the Pentagon under
the chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, including as
assistant deputy director of
operations, real-time nuclear
global strike advisor and
emergency actions officer

PNS photo



Commanding officer, Helicopter Anti-Submarine Light
Four Three, Helicopter Maritime Strike Pacific



Airboss - Air Department
Officer, USS Peleliu, Expeditionary Strike Group 3



Commanding officer, Naval
Air Station Whiting Field

He ended his Navy career at the
same place it started: Whiting. But
this time Coughlin’s responsibilities
would be far greater.
As base commander, Coughlin
oversaw operations of three towercontrolled airports at Whiting Field
and 13 satellite airports spread
across five counties in two states,
together accounting for 1.5 million
flight operations annually. As commander, Coughlin’s job demanded
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lots of community outreach, he
said, including real estate acquisitions when bringing in newer, highperformance trainers required expanded runways.
Whiting is an integral part of the
community, boasting a $1.12 billion
economic impact on Northwest
Florida and Southern Alabama.
That impact continues to grow:
Coughlin praised the latest news
that the Italian-based company Leonardo plans a support center for the
civilian Whiting Aviation Park after
winning a $176 million contract to
supply new Navy training helicopters.
“I think its huge. I’ve flown it; it’s
a great helicopter,” he said. “It appears that Leonardo has made a
huge commitment, not only to the
Navy but to the community.”
When Coughlin left the Navy and
accepted a civilian post in 2015 as
assistant airport director of Pensacola International Airport, he had
to hang up his traveling shoes once
and for all. While conceding that
the nomadic lifestyle of a career
military officer could be hard on
the family, Coughlin said, “I always
liked the constant change, going to
the next challenge.”
But there were plenty of challenges ahead in the civilian world, as
well. After serving two-and-a-half
years as deputy director of the Pensacola airport, Coughlin left for a
two-year stint as interim county administrator and then assistant county administrator for Escambia
County.
But aviation is where his heart is,
and Coughlin returned to the airport deputy director job last August. In June, upon Dan Flynn’s
retirement as airport director,
Coughlin was appointed to lead the
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airport through arguably its most
difficult circumstances in history:
The pandemic.
“Even though we are a department of the City of Pensacola,
we’re a separate business entity,”
Coughlin explained. “At the end of
the day, our expenditures have to
equal revenues.” That’s been pretty
hard to do since last spring when
travel screeched to a halt.
“When your business is passengers flowing through the airport
and that business drops 95 percent,
it’s something this industry has never seen before,” Coughlin said. “In
early April, we were down literally
95 percent from a year ago,” he
said, noting, however, that 2019
had been a record year. As of midJuly, passenger traffic was, at least,
“trending in the right direction,”
down 55 percent from the same
period last year.
Despite the dramatic drop in passengers, the airport has been able to
balance the books thanks to an infusion of federal relief dollars and
careful budget cuts.
“We’re doing okay, actually,”
Coughlin said.
“We’ve gotten help from the federal government in the form of the
CARES Act. We received over $11
million in CARES Act moneys, but
we’ve had to cut a lot of projects, a
lot of our operational and maintenance expenses. We have to be very
careful about that,” he added. “We
still have to maintain all our safety
standards at the same time. And we
do get inspected time to time by the
FAA.”
The airport complex is cautiously
moving forward on as many fronts
as possible.
The ST Aerospace MRO campus
at the airport is “progressing”
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Coughlin said. “One hangar has
been built and is in use. We’re in
the design phase of the second
hangar. As design for the second
hangar evolves to the construction
phase, we will begin the same process for the third and fourth hangars simultaneously, along with an
administrative building.”
At this point, there are no changes to the airport’s overall master
plan. “We’re still forging ahead with
our master plan,” Coughlin said.
“We’ve got a great plan. We’ve had
to adjust course, obviously.”
The question of how long it will
be before Pensacola and other U.S.
airports can recover to prepandemic levels looms large. Delta,
United, American, Southwest,
Frontier, and regional airline Silver
Airways are still stable and serving
Pensacola. But, Coughlin added,
“There’s a lot that remains to be
seen in the industry, itself.”
Given the daily bad news about
recent and record-breaking spikes
in COVID-19 cases, especially in
the Sunbelt states along the Gulf
Coast aviation corridor, airport officials like Coughlin aren’t expecting
a quick turnaround.
“Enplanements dropped in the
Great Recession and didn’t recover
until eight years later,” he said.
“COVID already did triple the
damage in a third of the time.
“The longer this goes on,”
Coughlin said, “the tougher it’s going to be.”

- Martha Simmons
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SkillBridge aims to ease worker shortage
This interview was done before
the pandemic changed everything.
It has been updated where
possible, but some nationwide
statistics may be dated. - Editor
Hurlburt Field, Fla.

W

ith the aviation industry
facing a severe shortage of
maintenance technicians,
Embry-Riddle has teamed up with
AAR, Pratt & Whitney, Northrop
Grumman, Lockheed Martin, and
StandardAero in a program designed to
make it easier for soon-to-bedischarged military personnel to land
high-paying jobs in civilian aviation.
Called “Aviation Maintenance SkillBridge,” the training program begins at
Hurlburt Field in Northwest Florida
Oct. 19, with an initial class of up to
nine students.
If the programs initial launch product at Camp Lejeune-New River, N.C.,
is any indication, all students will graduate and likely to be offered jobs.
“The SkillBridge program is specifically for transitioning military in their
last 180 days, and veterans who have
an honorable discharge,” said Angela
Albritton, director for military relations
and strategic initiatives at EmbryRiddle, “and military spouses can also
attend the program.”
Although it’s at an Air Force base,
the program is open to all military
branches.
“Embry-Riddle is the nation’s topranked college for veterans.” said Dr.
John R. Watret, Chancellor of the Embry-Riddle Worldwide Campus at Daytona Beach, Fla.
Aviation maintenance technicians
(AMTs) play a crucial role in the nation's aviation industry, working behind the scenes to ensure the continued safe operation of aircraft. These
highly-skilled mechanical professionals

Embry-Riddle Daytona Beach Campus, Fla. It also has an Arizona campus.

working away from the public eye ensure aviation remains the world’s safest
mode of transportation.
But the industry is facing a shortage
of personnel across the spectrum, including pilots and maintenance personnel, partly due to the growth of aviation and partly from retirements.
Boeing predicts the need for 44,000
new aircraft in the next 20 years to
meet worldwide travel demands. This
will require 769,000 new technicians
worldwide with 193,000 needed in
North America, according to a release
by AAR.
The other issue hitting the industry is
the retirement of long-time members
of the industry. According to the General Accounting Office’s February
2020 report, the average age of a
maintenance technician in the United
States is 54 with 50 percent of the
333,000 certificated technicians between the ages of 50-70. Increased aircraft demand with a significant number
of skilled technicians retiring leaves the
industry searching for a long-term

Embry-Riddle photo

workforce solution.
To address this crisis, industry participants have partnered with EmbryRiddle Aeronautical University in the
development of the maintenance SkillBridge program. Launched in August
2019 at North Carolina's Camp Lejeune/New River, the program combines
18 semester credits of civil aviation
maintenance training in preparation for
the Federal Aviation Administration
(FAA)
knowledge test and FAA oral and practical exams.
The course includes industry specific
aircraft type training, resume building
and an employee benefit workshop.
Upon program completion, students
are ready to join the workforce.
SkillBridge program participants will
receive guaranteed interviews from
AAR, but have the option to interview
with other industry partners as well.
Students are not required to have
aviation technical backgrounds. To
date, each SkillBridge class has been
divided, with half of students having
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aviation maintenance experience and
half with other technical/mechanical
experience.
Students with aviation experience
have an expedited pathway to FAA
certification and for those who have
always desired to be in aviation, they
now have a pathway to a career in aviation. After 18 months of on-the-job
work experience at AAR, an individual
can submit an application to the FAA
to complete their Airframe certification
process as well.
At Hurlburt Field there will be three
cohorts every year, each lasting for
nine weeks. Class sizes will be limited
for the time being. The ideal size, however, is 20 to 25. The plans right now
are to have face-to-face classes, but
given the unprecedented times caused
by the coronavirus pandemic, it could
be converted to a hybrid-flex model if
necessary, including virtual interviews.
The classes are full time and will be
held Monday through Friday.
“We plan to expand the program to
seven military installations, and five of
them have already been announced,”
Albritton said.
In addition to the program already
underway at Camp Lejeune-MCAS,
New River, N.C., the program will
launch in August at Hurlburt Field,
NAS Jacksonville, Fla., Fort Carson,
Colo., and Fort Bragg, N.C.
The program at Camp Lejeune has
been a success. The second cohort
graduated in March. And the first
class? It had 100 percent graduate and
100 percent were given job offers. One
Marine received four job offers.
“I am very pleased,” said Albritton
about the program at Camp Lejeune.
“It’s a personal thing for me. I come
from a big military family and I have
seen how good transitions can look
and I’ve seen how some transitions
haven’t worked out as well and the
impact it has on families.”
This is the second SkillBridge program that Embry-Riddle is doing with
industry. It also has an IT program
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with industry partner Microsoft. More
than 1,500 transitioning people have
gone through that program in four
years.
During the November 2018 Aerospace Alliance Summit in Point Clear,
Ala., participants were given a clear
message that steps need to be taken to
ensure the workforce pipeline is filled
as more companies show interest in
the Gulf Coast.
Ron Garriga, associate executive director of U.S. Campus Operations,
Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University
Worldwide, said the industry will need
790,000 pilots, 754,000 technicians and
890,000 new cabin crew over the next
20 years to maintain the world’s fleet.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Garriga
said, “if that doesn’t concern you,
where have you been? … We have got
to get our pipeline together.”
Two months earlier the Federal Aviation Administration held a Workforce
Symposium attracted people from
across the aerospace spectrum. Participants heard that the number of jobs is
growing but the talent pool is not
keeping up.
In May 2019, aerospace giant Airbus
announced two training programs in
Mobile, one for high school students,
another for people already in the workforce with no aviation background
who want to shift to aerospace.
In late 2018 there was a groundbreaking for Flight Works Alabama, a
combination hands-on learning center
designed to pique interest in the industry and an adult education center with
nine education partners.
In Pensacola, ST Engineering
launched a scholarship program, and
plans to develop a training program as
well to ensure it has the workers for its
growing maintenance, repair and overhaul campus at Pensacola International
Airport.
All this emphasis on education and
training is for a good cause. In the immediate future there will be a need for
people to fill some 2,000 positions in
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Mobile and Pensacola. And it’s likely
more, considering the continued interest the industry has in this region.
Embry-Riddle is also a key participant in an Airbus training program in
Mobile, Ala.
Airbus in May 2019 announced the
launch of two programs designed to
employ applicants with little-to-no previous aerospace experience. The programs, FlightPath9 and Fast Track, are
intended to train candidates to become
workers on the company's A320 and
A220 jetliner assembly lines in Mobile.
FlightPath9 is a nine-month program
for high school seniors. It will be run
by Flight Works Alabama, which has
partnered with Airbus, Embry-Riddle
Aeronautical University, Cintas, SnapOn Tools, Southwest Alabama Partnership for Training and Employment,
and the National Coalition of Certification Centers.
Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University is a non-profit, independent institution and the world’s largest university
specializing in aviation and aerospace.
It has residential campuses in Daytona
Beach and Prescott, Ariz.
Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University’s Worldwide campus, established in
1970, has campuses at more than 130
locations in the United States, Europe,
Asia and the Middle East. It’s had operations in the Gulf Coast region for
decades, holding classes in New Orleans, Biloxi, Mobile, Pensacola, Milton,
Fort Walton Beach, Crestview and
Dothan.

- David Tortorano

Established: 1926
Admin/main campus: Daytona Beach, Fla.
Website: worldwide.erau.edu/amtp
More information on Skillbridge:
Phone: 850.581.2106
Email: Hurlburtfield@erau.edu
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Flight Works Alabama opens in Mobile
Despite the pandemic, Flight
Works Alabama has opened its
doors with its hands-on exhibits
and educational opportunities to
pique interest in aviation.
Mobile, Ala.

I

f you’ve ever wondered what goes
on at the Airbus final assembly
lines in Mobile, Flight Works Alabama is here to explain it all.
Flight Works Alabama, which
opened Aug. 5, offers hands-on exhibits, educational opportunities and
workforce development. In the same
building people can be virtual pilots in
the cockpit of an A320 commercial
passenger jet, get technical certifications for jobs in aerospace and aviation, or take classes related to education programs from middle school
through college.
Although its startup has been hampered by the COVID-19 pandemic,
Flight Works Alabama should be both
the hot new tourist attraction in Mobile and the cool new school field trip.
“We want to target middle and high
school students because we want them
to know that there are other careers
within the aerospace industry that they
can look into instead of pursuing a
four-year college degree,” said Kayley
Robinson, Flight Works manager of
marketing and communications.
Flight Works Alabama is a cooperative effort among the Airbus Foundation, state government and a group of
educational partners and commercial
sponsors. At its most basic level, the
facility at Mobile Aeroplex at Brookley
is all about flight: how it works, how to
make it happen and how to build
things that fly.
The post-pandemic future includes
tours of the A320 Final Assembly Line
itself. Robinson said the pandemic has

Exhibits include a virtual visit to the International Space Station.

delayed the start of the tours because
of safety and health regulations. For
now, here are some of bigger exhibits:
 A320 cockpit simulation has a

pre-flight briefing, virtual reality takeoff, circle of Mobile and
landing at Brookley.
 A jet fighter simulation is avail-

able for a small extra charge.
 Drone Aviary is an extra-

charge obstacle course for
bring-your-own flying drones.
 VR Central is a virtual reality

center to visit the International
Space Station, explore the surface of Mars with the ExoMars
Rover, or participate in a sea
rescue aboard an Airbus H175
maritime helicopter.
 In the Rivet Race, get a feel for

driving rivets into the body of

Flight Works Alabama photo

an airplane under timed conditions.
 In Behind the Bulkhead, find

out what’s inside the walls of a
life-size A320.

 The Aerodynamics Arcade lets

visitors test basic aviation designs in a virtual aerodynamic
test chamber.
An example of other learning exhibits on site is one that features every
tool used to assemble a commercial jet,
so that young people who might be
interested in future careers can try
them out and learn their functions.
The education component involving
partnerships with school systems is still
in development because of COVID-19
and its impact on classroom learning
and school system schedules.
Last year Airbus undertook
FlightPath9, an after-school training
program for high school seniors lead(Continued on page 8)
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(Continued from page 7)

ing to a second fast-track training program and careers with the airplane
manufacturer. But the program came
to a halt when the pandemic shut
down schools.
“The inaugural FlightPath9 class
graduated from the first part of the
program in May,” Robinson said. “The
students will continue their training
with us through December.
“From September through December, the students will participate in the
Airbus fast-track program. In January,
they will become full-time Airbus employees. Our goal is to resume the
FlightPath9 program in January or pos-
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sibly next summer, pending improvement of the public health crisis.”
Weeklong camps for grades 7
through 12 are scheduled for three
weeks beginning Aug. 10. Beginning
later in the month, “We are going to
introduce virtual field trips,” Robinson
said. Again, COVID-19 precautions
necessitate virtual field trips over at
least the short term.
A great deal of information is available at www.flightworksalabama.com.
Visitors will need to sign up online for
tickets in advance. “That way we can
make sure we are social distancing and
have a certain number of people in the
facility at one time,” Robinson said.
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Visitor slots are available from 9 a.m.
to noon and from noon to 3 p.m.
Tuesday through Saturday.
General admission is $13.50 for ages
10 and up, $9 for ages 4-9 and free for
children under age 4.
Campers will have their temperatures
taken daily, Robinson said.
“We are wiping down all our surfaces
throughout the day. Employees are
required to wear masks. Employee
temperatures are taken before the start
of each shift. We have seven hand sanitation stations provided throughout
the center.”
Flight Works Alabama is closed Sunday and Monday.

- Jane Nicholes
(Continued from page 2)

After Leonardo said it would build
the maintenance facility near Whiting
Field should it win the award and committed $25 million to the project, the
county was then able to go to the Triumph Gulf Coast to seek funding.
Triumph, which oversees funding
obtained as a result of the 2010 oil
spill, provided $8.5 million for Phase 1
infrastructure. The county kicked in $3
million. When the contract was awarded, utility work, including the main
road to the park, was able to get under
way.
In mid-July, Space Florida, the state’s
aerospace economic development
agency, approved development and
execution of agreements for $35 million in financing and lease arrangements with AgustaWestland. That includes $20 million for the hangar and
support facility and $15 million in
equipment and tooling.
Santa Rosa County also has three
Florida First certified industrial parks:
Santa Rosa Industrial Park East, Blackwater Industrial Park, and Northwest
Florida Industrial Park at Interstate 10.
Aviation is also possible at those site.
There are two tenants “ready to go” at
the I-10 site, Salter said. At Park East,
there are “three prospects about to

commit, and one of them is a manufac- foot temporary space for Leonardo
representatives and their initial supplies
turer of aircraft components.”
at the Peter Prince Airport, located
Encroachment prevention
three miles east of Milton.
Salter has been the county’s lead in
Santa Rosa County officials in early
preventing encroachment of NAS
August broke ground for a new hangar
Whiting Field’s mission by encircling
facility at Peter Prince Airport that will
the base through rezoning, including
be the temporary home for Leonardo.
parcels that were below the flight paths In April, county commissioners gave
of fixed-wing aircraft out of Whiting. the go-ahead for design and engineerSanta Rosa County has also outright
ing of the hangar, warehouse, and
purchased parcels and with state fund- modular office complex. Construction
ing assistance.
is expected to begin in late August.
Those efforts over the decades have
AgustaWestland Philadelphia Corp.,
earned the county accolades from the doing business as Leonardo HelicopNavy, including best-business practices ters, is under contract with the Navy to
to emulate on how to protect a Navy deliver and maintain up to 130 training
base’s mission.
helicopters that will be used at Naval
But, it took seven years of negotiaAir Station Whiting Field. The compations to get the Navy to sign off on a ny will become the first tenant of the
“first of its kind” Limited-Access Use new Whiting Aviation Park and conAgreement that gives tenants of Whit- struct a larger facility there. The intering Aviation Park access to the South im hangar at Peter Prince Airport will
Field runway, said Salter. It allows for then be used to incentivize other, simiup to 75 operations by civilian/
lar companies to locate operations in
business aircraft per day with access to Milton.
two active bi-directional runways at
“It’s taken a long time to get where
NAS Whiting Field.
we are,” Salter sighed, “and now, we’re
seeing it come together.”
Temporary facilities

Before Whiting Aviation Park is
completed, and with the first aircraft
due in months, the county is in the
midst of constructing a 10,000 square

Page 1 mast: SpaceX Crew Dragon lifted aboard recovery ship after historic Aug. 2 splashdown in the Gulf of Mexico.

- Rod Duren

NASA photo

