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This month we welcome Mike Busch to AOPA Pilot. Busch is a nationally renowned
expert in maintenance from the owner’s perspective. His company, Savvy Aviator,
provides owners with access to expert analysis and assistance with a variety of
engine and airframe maintenance issues.

Tectonic shifts

Changing competitive landscape in piston GA engines

BY MIKE BUSCH

ONE OF the most significant announcements to me, as an aircraft
owner and maintenance professional, at this year’s EAA AirVenture
in Oshkosh was that Continental Motors had acquired the assets of
Danbury AeroSpace of San Antonio, Texas.

“Danbury who?” you might ask. Danbury is a major supplier of pis-
ton aircraft engine components and experimental engines sold under
the Engine Components International (ECi) and Titan brand names.
ECiand Titan Engines Inc. are wholly owned subsidiaries of Danbury.

I found the Continental/Danbury announcement significant
because it will result in major changes to the competitive landscape
in the piston aircraft engine market. These changes will be excellent
news for some aircraft owners and rather bad news for others.

SOME BACKGROUND

To put this in perspective, we need to go back four decades to a time
when two Texas-based companies—Superior Air Parts (SAP) and ECi—
first obtained FAA parts manufacturer approval (PMA) to produce
replacement parts for Continental and Lycoming engines. Prior to that

time, Continental and Lycoming were the
sole-source supplier of replacement parts
for the engines they manufactured.

SAP was founded in 1967 for the
purpose of producing PMA parts at
lower cost than what was available from
engine manufacturers. In the mid-1970s,
ECientered the PMA game. Prior to that,
ECi’s business had been chrome plating
of cylinders and reworking of crank-
cases, crankshafts, and camshafts. In
fact, ECi began its corporate life in the
1940s as Pennington Channelchromium
Co. That parts-refurbishing business still
exists, although chrome plating of cylin-
ders gave way to nickel-carbide plating
(“CermiNil”) in the late 1990s. But ECi’s
PMA parts business grew rapidly in the
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were PMA equivalents available from SAP
or ECi to similar parts for which Lycoming
was the sole source. It demonstrated that
Lycoming charged prices for its sole-
source parts that were two to three times
higher than the prices it charged for parts
for which PMA equivalents existed. I told
Fulkerson that I felt this was proof of the
powerful impact that third-party compe-
tition had on piston-aircraft engine parts
prices, and why I feared what might hap-
pen if such competition went away.

On February 23, 2009—the day before
the scheduled auction of SAP’s assets—
Fulkerson sent an official letter to Avco
(copied to the bankruptcy judge) stating his
office was “investigating the possibility of a
reduction in competition in the market for
replacement parts for piston-driven general
aviation engines,” and had concerns that the
acquisition of SAP’s PMAs by Lycoming or
Continental might violate various Texas
antitrust statutes. The auction was can-
celled, and Lycoming and Continental were
effectively eliminated as suitors for SAP.

Ultimately, in August 2010, Superior
was purchased by Chinese industrialist
Shenzong Cheng in partnership with the
Chinese government. Cheng and his wife
own 60 percent of Superior Aviation Beijing,
and the other 40 percent is owned by the
Beijing municipal government. (Cheng
also acquired Brantley Helicopter, and

attempted a $1.3 billion buyout of Hawker-
Beechcraft that ultimately fell through.)

CHINESE INVASION

Cheng’s purchase of SAP turned out to be
the first in a succession of Chinese acquisi-
tions of key U.S.-based GA firms. In February
2011, the highest-volume manufacturer
of piston GA aircraft in the United States,
Cirrus Aircraft, was acquired by China
Aviation Industry General Aircraft Co.
(CAIGA) of Zhuhai, China, a wholly-owned
subsidiary of Aviation Industry Corporation
of China (AVIC). Headquartered in Beijing,
AVIC is an aviation conglomerate owned by
the government of the Peoples Republic of
China, with more than 70,000 employees
across 400 subsidiaries and with operations
in more than 50 countries.

Months later, in April 2011, AVIC
acquired Continental Motors from Teledyne
Technologies for $186 million. And just to
prove that what goes around comes around,
in July 2013 AVIC acquired the assets of
Thielert Aircraft Engines (TAE).

The Chinese invasion wasn’t over yet. In
October 2013, Mooney Aviation Company
was purchased by a group of Chinese
investors headed by Taiwanese industri-
alist Cheng Yuan (also known as Jerry
Chen). Then in May 2015, AVIC-owned
Continental Motors Group announced it
had entered into a preliminary agreement

to acquire the assets of Danbury AeroSpace,
and at AirVenture 2015 announced that
Continental’s acquisition of Danbury was
a done deal.

WHO WINS? WHO LOSES?

1 speak with thousands of aircraft owners
each year at events such as EAA AirVenture
and the AOPA Regional Fly-Ins. Many tell
me they are horrified to see China acquir-
ing key U.S. GA firms as if they were a row of
dominoes. My view is a bit different.

Although I'd certainly have preferred
to see companies like SAP and Cirrus and
Mooney and Brantley remain under U.S.
ownership, I'd much prefer to see them
thriving as Chinese-owned entities than to
go under—which in most of these cases is
what likely would have happened without
an infusion of Chinese capital. So all in all,
1 think American owners of GA piston air-
craft (like me) are better off as a result of this
Chinese invasion.

Having said that, the recent acqui-
sition of Danbury/ECi by Continental
Motors really concerns me for the same
reasons that the near acquisition of SAP by
Lycoming did (and why the Texas attorney
general put the kibosh on it): It eliminates
competition that keeps the cost of overhaul
and replacement parts low.

Actually, the competitive impact of
the Continental/Danbury is complicated.
Continental President Rhett Ross con-
firmed to me at AirVenture that he does
indeed intend to terminate ECi’s production
of PMA replacement parts for Continental
engines (with the exception of nickel-
carbide cylinders, which will remain in
production, at least for now). At the same
time, he indicated that Continental will
provide capital to fund aggressive expan-
sion of ECi’s production of PMA parts
for Lycoming engines, and to help expe-
dite the certification of ECi’s Titan-brand
Lycoming-clone engines (currently offered
only to the Experimental aircraft market).

What this means, so far as I can see,
is that Lycoming owners will be winners
in this new competitive landscape, and
Continental owners (like me) will be big
losers. I hope I'm wrong. AOPA
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