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Imagine a sunny day, no clouds in 

the sky, and the only noise echo-

ing through the air is that of an 

airplane buzzing the ground off in 

the distance, sweeping the plains 

back and forth. What comes to 

mind when a person hears this? 

To some this may be just an-

other plane, but to others, a way 

of life. My father is among those 

who engage in the life of agricul-

ture as an aerial applicator. Since 

I was a young girl, I can always 

remember watching my father 

take off on the runway as he 

headed out to take on his next 

task. I will never forget all those 

times I stood by, watching, wait-

ing for him to come flying over 

the horizon; meanwhile, rushing 

out to the loading dock to greet 

him before he was off again. 

Growing up around the agricul-

tural industry makes a person 

realize the true dependency on 

these aerial applicators and the 

job that they pursue. Without 

them the agriculture industry 

would suffer greatly. So what is 

the future of agricultural aviation 

going to bring forth? In my opin-

ion, I think itõs a safe bet to ex-

pect the rise of new horizons in 

the agricultural aviation industry. 

 Experts and pilots 

themselves have been continu-

ously searching for new ways to 

better the industry. From new 

technologies to the recruiting of 

new pilots, the agricultural avia-

tion industry has grown tremen-

dously over the past few years 

and will continue to do so in the 

future. A huge leap towards 

success in this industry now and 

in the future relies largely on 

safety. The Professional Aerial 

Applicator Support System 

(PAASS) is constantly seeking 

new ways to ensure that pilots 

are taking appropriate safety 

precautions at all times. Their 

main goal is to reduce aviation 

accidents and drift incidents 

associated with the application of 

fertilizers and pesticides. They 

believe the most effective way to 

achieve these goals is by develop-

ing educational programs that 

will improve the aerial applicator 

profession by taking steps to-

wards ensuring the understanding 

of human factors, enhancing 

decision-making skills in pilots, 

and suggesting positive behavioral 

change in the pilots as well. We 

all know that the more positive 

the mindset, the more successful 

we will become. 

 A major concern that 

environmentalist are worried 

about in this industry is the drift 

issue. What if the chemicals being 

applied to the crops drift to an 

off-target area? Is there any way 

to prevent unwanted drift? Ex-

perts have been working hard to 

find an answer to those ques-

tions, and they have come up 

with a few ideas that may possi-

bly reduce drift problems. Aus-

tralia has already jumped ahead 

as they have developed a new 

and improved boom assembly, 

known as the Jones Air Rotating 

Boom Assembly.  It consists of 

flat fan nozzles that rotate 

through 110 degrees. The drop-

let size may be altered by chang-

ing the nozzle position relative to 

the airflow. This boom device 

was created to specifically con-

trol unnecessary spray drift.  As 

experts have already taken a 

huge leap on improving drift 

factors, it is likely they will even-

tually develop the perfect nozzle 

that may maintain the correct 

droplet size through the changing 

of boom pressures and regulate 

flow rate required by different 

management zones. 

Other technologies have also 

been developed to make sure 

this industry is doing the best job 

that it possibly can. A direct 

injection variable rate application 

device has also been designed in 

Australia so that the right 

amounts of two different chemi-

cals may be applied at one time. 

This device consists of two hop-

pers and creates a dual flow 

system which injects variable 

rates of two different chemicals 

to assure that the proper 

amounts of each chemical are 

being applied. As a result of this 

device, one chemical can be 

flowing at a constant rate while 

the other is applied at the vari-

able rate the pilot desires. As you 

can see, the newly acquired tech-

nologies have already made tre-

mendous precision improve-

ments in the agricultural aviation 

industry. 

 Another technology 

that has made a significant differ-

ence in the practice of agricul-

tural aviation is thermal imaging. 

These thermal imaging devices 

are being used to detect water 

stress among the farm land. This 

device is very useful to aerial 

applicators as the timing of 

chemical application may need to 

be altered depending on the 

amount of hydration an area may 

hold. Without these devices, a 
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pilot may not recognize the wa-

ter levels in the field being 

sprayed and could end up wasting 

time and product without attain-

ing the desired results. 

A vital system that has recently 

been placed in aerial applicator 

airplanes is the Global Positioning 

System (GPS). This system allows 

pilots to be more precise in the 

positioning of chemicals and 

fertilizers being applied. By show-

ing a map of the land below 

them, the GPS systems in air-

planes help pilots to do their jobs 

accurately and present fewer 

flaws. Although the GPS itself 

was a very helpful device used in 

the agricultural aviation industry, 

experts have come up with a 

new and improved GPS device 

that also presents swath guidance 

tools. This type of Global Posi-

tioning System actually shows the 

precise path the plane must fol-

low to obtain the most accurate 

results possible in pesticide and 

fertilizer application. All the pilot 

really has to do on their own is 

turn the plane. Other than that, 

the rest is done for them. Pretty 

useful stuff, yes? 

With all of these new develop-

ments in technology, how can 

the future of agricultural aviation 

not be bright? On top of all of 

this newly acquired equipment, 

experts are still not finished 

trying to better the agricultural 

aviation industry. The PAASS 

program also makes sure that the 

pilots know there are people 

concerned about their safety.  By 

faxing out a monthly òFly Safeó 

notice, PAASS reminds pilots to 

stay safe in the business of aerial 

application. For example, they 

remind pilots not to continue 

flying when the weather is too 

hot, not to take unsafe chances 

just because there is a great deal 

of pressure being placed on them 

by farmers, or because they are 

falling behind on their workload.   

These are simply not acceptable 

reasons to put themselves and 

the industry in danger. The 

PAASS program is also responsi-

ble for, but not limited to, pro-

viding numerous Professional 

Development opportunities so 

that pilots can stay up-to-date on 

their applicator licenses and the 

qualifications that follow. With 

support like that, and the inspir-

ing people behind the pilots in 

this industry, anything less than 

success now and in the future is 

virtually out of the question. 

 The drive of the peo-

ple behind this industry has con-

tinued to be unfailing 

throughout the years. 

Although rough times 

have attempted to 

bring the industry 

down, the grit and 

determination of most 

of the owners and 

pilots in this industry 

has been nothing less 

than outstanding! 

These people have had 

to survive and conquer 

some very difficult 

years including droughts, low 

crop prices, and misconceptions 

voiced by uninformed groups.   

Keep in mind, anytime the farm-

ers have it tough, so do the aerial 

applicators. The farmers and 

applicators themselves rely on 

each other to keep the industry 

going strong. 

  As it is important to 

keep the industry going strong 

through rough times, it is equally 

as important to make sure pilots 

are fresh and educated in the 

industry as well. As each growing 

season comes to an end, pilots 

wonder if theyõll be able to find 

young aviators to fill their aging 

ranks. "Our industry is probably 

like all of agriculture: We're 

aging," said Tim Steier, who runs 

an aerial application business in 

Blue Earth, about 110 miles 

south of the Twin Cities. òWe 

desperately need new faces,ó he 

continued. According to repre-

sentatives from the national and 

local chapters of the National 

Agricultural Aviation Association 

(NAAA), the average age of crop 

dusters today is in the 50s or 

60s. Now they're looking for 

ways to revive interest in young 

people. It is because of this issue 

that the NAAA and other asso-

ciations involved in the agricul-

tural aviation industry are proac-

tive in recruiting and preparing 

new pilots to join the industry. 

They are taking steps to encour-

age owners and pilots to take a 

new pilot under their wing and 

mentor them into the profession 

to keep it going strong. By re-

cruiting and educating these 

young people into the industry, 

there is no doubt that the indus-

try is not disappearing any time 

soon. Especially with the world 

food demand at the 

level it is now, there is 

no way this industry 

could crash, providing 

there are people willing 

to fly.  

The entire world re-

lies on this industry in 

one way or another, 

and with the people 

behind it, this industry 

could have nothing less 

than a bright future 

ahead. With the new advances in 

technology and educational pro-

grams being provided for by this 

industry, what more could they 

expect than to reach new hori-

zons? Rather than giving up on 

the industry and throwing away 

everything these pilots and avia-

tion associations have worked 

for,  I predict  many will come 

together and strive to do all they 

can to make sure the agricultural 

aviation industry stays fresh and 

alive! 

òThe entire world 

relies on this industry 

in one way or 

anotheréó 
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