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1. Introduction 

The efficient operation of commercial aviation is a core element of the US economy. General 
aviation is an intrinsic element in making the system work.  

According to an FAA January 2020 report, civil air transportation in the US contributes $1.8 
trillion in total economic activity – over 5% of the US gross domestic product – and supports 
nearly 11 million jobs. 1 

Commercial aviation is enabled through more than 5000 public use airports. These airports 
must efficiently move nearly one billion passengers each year and perform about 50 million 
operations*.2 Billions of dollars have been invested in the airport infrastructure needed to ensure 
the efficient operation of commercial aviation and the economy that depends on it. 

General aviation plays a central role in developing and providing the personnel – the pilots, 
mechanics and aviation technicians – that commercial aviation requires. A necessary element 
for these personnel to receive their training is general aviation airports.  

General aviation airports also play a pivotal role in the efficient operation of airports where 
commercial aviation operates. General aviation and commercial aviation aircraft are 
substantially different in terms of performance and size; while this is a manageable problem in 
the openness of the airspace, their intermixing as these aircraft converge to shared runways 
poses substantial problems to efficiency and safety.  

The FAA recognizes these operational and safety challenges. They also recognize the critical 
importance of general aviation personnel and airports and their symbiotic relationship to 
commercial aviation and the nation’s economy. The FAA solution was to set up “reliever 
airports,” an airport defined under 49 USC § 47102(23) that the Secretary of Transportation 
designates to relieve congestion at a commercial service airport and to provide general aviation 
access.  

These reliever airports are situated to 
develop the next generation of pilots; provide 
functional access to the region for small 
aircraft; all while allowing commercial aviation 
to grow unencumbered. Impeding access to 
these general aviation airports impedes the 
current operation of commercial aviation and impedes the future viability of commercial aviation.  

Short term, large airports are not able to efficiently function without general aviation reliever 
airports. Long term, commercial aviation is not able to function without a functional general 
aviation providing new pilots and aircraft mechanics 

In short, the $1.2 trillion of the US economy that relies on commercial 
aviation also relies on general aviation and general aviation airports.  

                                                
* An operation is defined herein as either a takeoff or landing.  

Keep Aviation’s Future Alive 
Don’t Kill Small Airports 
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As an example of this symbiotic relationship, this paper explores the potential impact on San 
Jose International (SJC) were Reid Hillview (RHV) airport to close; RHV represents a reliever 
airport for SJC, an airport optimized for commercial aviation and critical to the Bay Area 
economy.  

The Santa Clara, California county owners of RHV airport have recently voted to pursue the 
immediate closure of RHV as a health crisis. Other communities around nearby airports are 
exploring the example set by Santa Clara County; these include communities around Palo Alto 
(also a reliever airport for SJC), Whiteman (a reliever airport for Los Angeles), and Montgomery 
Field (a reliever airport for San Diego). Similar activities are happening in other states and 
communities.  

It is important that all parties understand the economic cost on San 
Jose’s local economy if Reid Hillview airport closes. In doing so, we 
also hope to clarify the economic value of general aviation to the US 

economy.  

Finally, a brief comment on the basis for the closure of RHV and these other airports: the health 
issues arising from lead in aviation gas. The RHV aviation community is now using unleaded 
fuel to immediately address this health issue; the county, however, indicated its objective to 
close the airport at the earliest possible time regardless of this solution. To draw an analogy 
from an earlier time: the county’s position is tantamount to eliminating automotive lead by 
eliminating cars and roads (and, in the process, impacting the related economic engine derived 
from cars and roads). It is an erroneous and limiting choice; indeed, cars successfully converted 
to unleaded fuel and the economy and health of the public all benefitted. All interests were met 
and nothing was sacrificed. The RHV aviation community has offered a virtually identical 
solution.  

 

1.1 Value of Commercial Aviation to San Jose, CA 

San Jose, California, is a microcosm of the broader US market. Commercial aviation is a core 
element of San Jose’s economy and it requires the smooth operation of its airport to achieve 
that mission.  

Operationally, approximately 15 million people annually travelled through SJC prior to the 
pandemic; over 120 million pounds of freight passed annually through SJC.3 At its peak, SJC 
handled 134,000 tons – 268 million pounds – of cargo and nearly 6000 aircraft cargo 
operations.4 Seven passenger airlines operate out of SJC, down from the twelve that operated 
there pre-pandemic.5 

These activities are an economic engine for the city. A December 2015 report to the City of San 
Jose reflected that SJC was responsible for 32,226 jobs. SJC generated $3.4B in revenue for 
local businesses, over one billion dollars in personal income, and $118 million in state and local 
taxes [all in 2015 dollars].6 Despite COVID, 2019-2020 operating revenues at the airport were 
over $175 million from rents, concession fees, parking and landing fees.7 
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Figure 1 December 2015 Economic Analysis 
https://www.flysanjose.com/sites/default/files/financial/Economic%20Impact%20Study%20Report%20-%20FY13-
14.pdf  

Developed property surrounds the airport, practically limiting its ability to expand operations by 
adding additional runways. SJC’s annual service volume is rated at 241,700 operations or 73 
operations per hour on its two runways.8 207,611 flight operations – takeoffs or landings – 
occurred for the twelve months ending in February 2020.9 While that leaves some room for the 
airport to expand commercial aviation operations short-term, it is expected that this full capacity 
will be necessary and achieved around 2037.10 

That capacity is put at risk with the introduction of general aviation aircraft.  

1.2 The Potential Economic Impact on SJC from Closing Reid Hillview 

This paper outlines a case that the economic impact on SJC from closing Reid Hillview Airport 
equals at least five minutes delay for every hour of operation; this is likely a lower boundary.  

This 8.3% loss in efficiency of the airport and 5 minutes increase in flight time could have the 
following annual impact on the region. 

Loss of economic output  $325.4 million 
Loss of state and local taxes  $11.3 million 
Increased fuel costs for airlines  $64 million 
Increased hours of operation of the airport   1 hour 25 minutes 
Operations capability   Reduction in 51 flights per day 

 

These amounts are discussed in more detail in Economic Impact from Delays. 

The impact on consumers would include: 

- Flight delays and inconvenience; missed connections 
- Increased flight and transit times 
- Increased flight costs 
- Decreased flight availability and flight options 
- Loss of productive time 
- Impact on business goals 

The impact on freight and products would include: 

- Late or non-arriving cargo 
- Loss of perishables 

https://www.flysanjose.com/sites/default/files/financial/Economic%20Impact%20Study%20Report%20-%20FY13-14.pdf
https://www.flysanjose.com/sites/default/files/financial/Economic%20Impact%20Study%20Report%20-%20FY13-14.pdf
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- Inability to meet delivery and express commitments 
- Increased shipping costs 

The impact on the neighborhood would include: 

- Increased hours of noise and operation 
- Increased noise in new areas 
- Decreased city services through reduced tax generation of airport 

The impact on the airport would include: 

- Decreased passenger capacity 
- Decreased passenger revenue 
- Insufficient capacity to meet 17-year projected requirements of airport facility 
- Increased costs versus other commercial airports (SFO, OAK); decreased 

competitiveness versus other airports 
- Decreased efficiency thereby decreasing the city’s return on investment 
- Impact on reputation and ability to meet on-time goals and/or avoid cancellations 
- Increased personnel operational costs 
- Increased gate congestion 

The impact on airlines would include: 

- Increased fuel costs 
- Increased compensation costs to delayed passengers 
- Increased operational personnel costs  
- Potential impact on meeting pilots’ duty period limitations  
- Decreased routes into/from SJC 
- Ripple impact on preceding and follow-on flights 
- Increased gate congestion  

The author encourages the FAA; the County of Santa Clara; the cities of San Jose and other 
cities that rely on SJC; airlines; and consumers to perform a more rigorous economic analysis of 
the impact of Reid Hillview Airport’s closure on SJC.   

In addition, the FAA would benefit from examining the financial benefit derived from reliever 
airports across the entire national air space.  
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2. General Aviation: The Personnel Pipeline for Commercial Aviation 

Civilian pilots, mechanics and aviation technicians – not military – make up the majority of 
individuals now serving in commercial aviation. These individuals typically trained in general 
aviation aircrafts and at general aviation airports. General aviation’s role as a pipeline of future 
pilots and mechanics is therefore an intrinsic element of the US economy. 

There is a substantial need for commercial aviation personnel. This is driven by multiple factors.  

- Average age. The average age of airline transport pilots – those pilots that fly larger 
turbine jets – has steadily been increasing since 2002. In 2019, the average age was 
50.8. 11 In 2009, Congress made the mandatory retirement age of airline pilots 65; based 
on the 2019 average age of pilots, roughly 50% of the nation’s pilots will retire in the next 
13 years.12  

- COVID-19. Faced with multiple billions of dollars in losses and the grounding of 
thousands of airplanes, airlines offered early retirement packages and tens of thousands 
of aviation employees left the industry as a result. American Airlines alone had nearly 
39,000 employees leave the company.13 Airlines are now scrambling to fill these 
positions as demand surges as individuals take delayed vacations and trips.14 

- Emergence of low-cost flights and migration to smaller aircraft. Airlines are 
recognizing and adapting to market demand for low-cost flights. To do that, they are 
migrating operations from wide-body aircraft servicing major hubs to narrow-body aircraft 
that they can consistently operate at a higher load (occupancy) factor. In addition, these 
narrow-body aircraft are increasing performance, allowing them to fly ever-longer 
nonstop flights. The trend towards higher efficiency flights enables lower costs, which 
increases pilot demand; and increases in fleet size and the number of flights required will 
further increase pilot and maintenance personnel demand. 15 

- Increased air freight. With increasing air freight by Amazon, UPS, and others, cargo 
flights should continue to expand. This will also marginally increase pilot demand.  

- Emergence of next generation aircraft and air services. Drone delivery, electric 
vertical takeoff and landing (eVTOL) aircraft, “air taxis,” and many other emerging forms 
of aviation will need pilots either actively flying or supervising flight initially until fully 
autonomous aviation is deemed safe and reliable. Nearly 350 thousand pilots will be 
needed by 2024, an increase of around 130,000 from 2020 levels.16 

Based on these trends, Boeing forecast before the pandemic that the North American market 
will need 569,000 new aviation personnel between now and 2039: 208,000 pilots, 192,000 
aircraft technicians, and 169,000 cabin crew members. World-wide, 2,086,000 new commercial 
aviation personnel will be needed, and 319,000 business aviation and civil helicopter aviation 
personnel will be needed.17 

Following the pandemic, these needs have only increased. The need for pilots trained through 
General Aviation has only increased. 
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Figure 2 https://www.boeing.com/resources/boeingdotcom/market/assets/downloads/2020_PTO_PDF_Download.pdf  

General aviation represents the pipeline for fulfilling this personnel 
need. Without the personnel pipeline from general aviation, business 

and vacation travel will be curtailed and a substantial block of the 
$1.2 trillion US economy that counts on aviation will be affected. 

https://www.boeing.com/resources/boeingdotcom/market/assets/downloads/2020_PTO_PDF_Download.pdf
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3. The San Jose Airport 

It is helpful to understand the current operational capabilities and limits of the airport before 
discussing the potential impact of general aviation.  

3.1 Normal Work Loads 

SJC represents a typical airport that services primarily commercial and scheduled air travel. The 
airport is heavily used for commercial (72%) and air taxi (10%) operations; private corporate jets 
and other general aviation make up the balance.  

Roughly 568 daily operations occurred for the 12-month period ending February 2020.18 SJC 
permits the operation of eligible large aircraft from 6:30am to 11:30pm; non-eligible aircraft are 
further restricted. Daytime operations, those arrivals and departures between 7 am – 7 pm, 
accounted for 74% of operations; evening operations between the hours of 7 pm – 10 pm 
accounted for 16% of operations; and nighttime operations between 10 pm – 7 am accounted 
for 10% of all airport operations.19 

The airport operations rate therefore looks like this: 

Operation period 
% of 

Operations Hours Flights 
Operations  

per Hour 
7am - 7pm 74% 12 420 35 
7pm - 10pm 16% 3 91 30 
10pm - 7am 10% 9 57 6 

 

SJC’s annual service volume is rated at 73 operations per hour across its two runways.20 These 
are maximum rated capacities; factors such as separation standards, aircraft characteristics, 
weather, and safety would reduce this rate. 

73 Operations per hour works out to each runway maximally supporting approximately 36 
operations per hour or an average of 1 minute 40 seconds per operation.† We will come back to 
the significance of this time when we explore the impact of general aviation on airport 
operations.  

Commercial aircraft are typically departing on one runway (the one closest to the terminal) and 
landing on the other.21 General aviation aircraft typically operate on the runway furthest from the 
terminal. 22   

                                                
† This period of time is largely dictated by the time an aircraft requires to touchdown, slow-down, taxi to an 
exit taxiway from the runway, completely exit (get the tail out of the way), plus provide some margin of 
safety prior to the next arrival. 
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Figure 3 https://www.flysanjose.com/sites/default/files/improvement/RIMstudy-Task4.3-TechMemo.pdf  

Because the two runways have a centerline separation of 700 feet, parallel approaches are only 
permitted when aircraft can see each other (i.e., not in bad weather). 23, 24 Because this 
separation is less than 2500 feet, side-by-side parallel simultaneous instrument approaches are 
not permitted. Because of the runways’ proximity to each other and issues related to wake 
turbulence, simultaneous parallel departures must be treated as if the airport only had one 
runway.25  

These issues often limit the maximum operating rate of the airport 
even under the best of operating conditions. Under the worst of 

operating conditions, the airport has effectively one runway.  

3.2 Federal Preemption on Operation of SJC 

General aviation aircraft may use SJC. The city can do nothing to 
limit general aviation at SJC. 

Local government – the City of San Jose – owns the property and the facility. The airspace falls 
under federal jurisdiction; namely the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA). Local and state 
authorities have no authority over airspace and cannot control what aircraft enter that airspace.  

SJC receives federal Airport Improvement Program (AIP) grants; in the last five years alone, 
these grants amount to $100 million dollars to San Jose.26, 27 A condition of accepting AIP 
grants is the economic nondiscrimination grant assurance, including the reasonable access 
provision, and the statutory prohibition on grant of exclusive rights; this requires the airport to 
ensure that the airport is consistently available for public use and is operated for the benefit of 
the public. 49 U.S.C. 47107(a)(1)-(6); 40103(e)  The airport is required to provide access to the 
airport, on reasonable terms and without unjust discrimination, to any aeronautical user.28  

This has practical implications to SJC: 

  

https://www.flysanjose.com/sites/default/files/improvement/RIMstudy-Task4.3-TechMemo.pdf
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- Local officials cannot restrict general aviation aircraft from flying into SJC airspace  
- Local officials cannot restrict general aviation aircraft from landing at SJC 
- The FAA is the ultimate arbiter of air traffic into SJC 
- While SJC may add landing fees or other charges to general aviation aircraft, 

proportional charges would need to be added for commercial aircraft and passengers. 
These increases might make SJC less competitive with other regional airports such as 
SFO or OAK; this might also move tourism and business dollars to other areas as well. 
Finally, these costs would almost certainly be passed on to consumers resulting in 
higher ticket prices.  

- Any such landing fees would need to be viewed by the FAA as reasonable and not 
discriminative against certain classes of users less able to afford higher landing fees. 
The FAA cautions that “extreme care” should be taken in using pricing to allocate 
traffic.29  
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4. The Potential Impact of General Aviation on San Jose 

General aviation will increase the time required for arrivals and departures into SJC due to 
differences in aircraft speeds and wake-turbulence issues. 

4.1 Arrivals 

4.1.1 Impact of Differences in Landing Speeds 

Air traffic control (ATC) permits turbojets to arrive at speeds of 170 knots (kts‡) within 20 flying 
miles of San Jose; reciprocating engine or turboprop aircraft can arrive at speeds of 150 kts 
(Federal regulation 14 CFR Section 91.117). Importantly, there is no minimum speed.  

A general aviation aircraft often arrives at speeds closer to 90 kts, approximately one-half the 
speed of turbo-jets (170 kts).  

The implications of this can be 
easily described with an analogy. 
Consider the traffic back up when 
a slow tractor is driving on a one 
lane highway. Every vehicle must 
slow down behind the tractor. If 
they cannot slow down (like a 
large airplane is not able to simply 
slow down), the vehicle must be 
far enough back that they don’t 
catch up to the tractor before it is 
able to exit the road (in the case 
of aviation, before the aircraft exits 
the runway). That significantly 
increases the distance that the car 
must be behind the tractor.  

This affects every flight that 
follows a general aviation aircraft. If there are multiple general aviation aircraft – multiple tractors 
on the road, if you will – the problems are further compounded.  

A detailed analysis of the impact on SJC can be found in the Appendix: Arrivals.  

Because SJC parallel runways are so close to each other, only one runway at a time can be 
used for landing during poor weather (“IFR conditions”).  

Backups and congestion begin to occur. 

4.1.2 Impact of Differences in Separation due to Wake Turbulence 

Wake turbulence – the vortexes created by a preceding aircraft – further increases the 
separation required between landing aircraft. As general aviation aircraft – typically lighter in 
                                                
‡ 1 Knot = 1.15 miles per hour 



 

© Michael McDonald 11 

weight – are the most vulnerable to wake turbulence, air traffic control must provide greater 
separation following large landing aircraft, even if they are landing on parallel runways. 

 
Figure 4 Arrival separation distances of small aircraft to other size aircraft 

This increased separation also decreases the efficiency of arrivals. 

4.1.3 Mechanisms to Manage Backups and Congestion on Arrival 

Air traffic controllers and pilots have various solutions when backups and congestion occur for 
aircraft arriving into SJC (or any destination airport):  

- Flow control – Flow control keeps an aircraft on the ground until the congestion 
dissipates.  

- Aircraft “Hold” - An aircraft in flight is placed in a “holding pattern” where they simply 
circle until they are able to land.  

- Routes may be extended. Rather than flying direct routes, aircraft may take longer 
routes 

- Aircrafts fly slower. Aircrafts can slow down and fly at slower speeds. Flying at slower 
speeds is done using flaps, which increases lift but also increases drag; drag is 
inefficient for aircraft operations. In addition, the use of flaps is a significant contributor to 
additional noise. 

- Redirected to an alternate airport. Flights may be redirected to an alternate airport if 
SJC is facing severe congestion. 

All of these “solutions” have costs to airlines, airports, customers, and the community. These 
costs are reviewed in Economic Impact from Delays. 

4.2 Departures  

The rate of successive departures is significantly defined by the wake turbulence or vortex 
created by the preceding aircraft. These vortexes can cause catastrophic damage or loss of 
control to an aircraft following.  
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These vortexes are most extreme when an aircraft is HEAVY (larger aircraft create bigger 
vortexes), CLEAN (flaps are not extended or are minimally extended, which is the configuration 
during takeoff), and SLOW (such as during takeoff). As such, there is a particular hazard from 
wake vortexes during takeoff.  

 
Figure 5 Wake vortexes versus aircraft size 

To avoid these vortexes, a delay or separation time is built into the system, which allows the 
vortexes to dissipate between two departures. Aircraft have different separation times when 
departing a runway; this separation time is based the size of the aircraft taking off versus the 
size of the preceding aircraft. 

Separation time for 30 
Preceding departure Small aircraft separation Large aircraft separation 
Heavy (255,000+ lbs) 3 minutes 2 minutes 
Large  
(41,000-255,000 lbs) 

3 minutes No minimum | Aircraft could take off on 
parallel runways if they wanted  

B757 3 minutes 2 minutes 
 

San Jose has a large number of “large” aircraft (e.g. comparable to Boeing 737 or the Airbus 
A320) departing currently. By increasing small aircraft into the departure mix, the aircraft 
separation time between takeoffs increases substantially versus large aircraft, which reduces 
the number of operations per hour that are possible. 

Because the two parallel runways are so close to each other, it is necessary to treat their 
capacity as that of a single runway.  
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5. Economic Impact from Delays 

In the absence of a more rigorous evaluation of the economic cost of closing Reid Hillview, the 
following analysis is provided as a first-order estimate. 

A reasonable argument has been made that at least 5 minutes of capacity in either arrivals or 
departures, or some combination thereof, would be lost each hour. This represents an 8.33% 
impact on efficiency of the airport.  

Below are shown San Jose International economics in 2015 dollars, 2021 dollars adjusted to 
inflation§, and the resulting loss of 8.33% in economic value. 

 2015 2021 dollars  
(15% increase) 

8.33% impact to 
2021 dollars 

Business revenue $3396.5 million $3906.0 million $325.4 million 
State and local taxes $118.3 million $136.0 million $11.3 million 

 

5.1 Impact on Airlines 

Five minutes in increased operation for jetliners: $64 million annually 

Assumptions:  
Average fuel flow 750 gallons / hour (e.g. Boeing 737) 
Increased flight time 5 minutes 
Jet-A price $5 per gallon 
33 flights/hour  17 operating hours/day  365 days/year 

 

Other potential economic impacts to airlines: 

- Fuel – longer taxi-out and taxi-in times 
- Rebooking time of agent 
- Compensation to delayed passengers  
- Addressing missed connections 
- Extended operation hours / personnel costs  

o Agent, flight operations, towing, baggage, minor maintenance, etc. 
- Cost impact of flights arriving outside of targeted window when they depart SJC; 

airlines targeting an arrival slot that they won’t hit; inability to meet airport slot allocations 
at capacity constrained airports due to congestion at SJC 

- Potential impact with pilots’ duty period limitations – pilots can’t work more than a 
specific amount of time. 14 CFR § 91.1057 If a flight doesn’t get off in time, alternate 
crew required 

- Gate availability and congestion for airplanes and for passengers; gate holding costs 
due to departure delays. This may be offset by fewer flights arriving.  

- Decreased routes into/from SJC as a result of decreased operating rates of airport 
- Ripple impact on preceding and follow-on flights 

                                                
§ $1 in 2015 = $1.15 in 2021 according to Bureau of Labor Statistics 
https://www.in2013dollars.com/us/inflation/2015?amount=1  

https://www.law.cornell.edu/definitions/index.php?width=840&height=800&iframe=true&def_id=d0761ed78d4ea466bb1ff4211c98359e&term_occur=999&term_src=Title:14:Chapter:I:Subchapter:F:Part:91:Subpart:K:Subjgrp:8:91.1059
https://www.in2013dollars.com/us/inflation/2015?amount=1
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5.2 Impact on SJC Airport 

Potential economic impacts to SJC: 

- Reduced return on investment with decreased efficiency in operation of airport 
- Decreased passenger capacity 
- Decreased passenger revenue. Replacing 150 passenger aircraft at 80-90% capacity 

with 4 passenger aircraft at 25-50% average capacity.  
- Increased operating and personnel costs (Security, ATC, baggage handlers, parking, 

etc). The airport is currently open 17 hours; if five minutes per hour are lost and need to 
be made up with extended time, that is 5 minutes / hour of operation *17 hours of 
operation open currently = 85 minutes longer operation = 1 hour 25 minutes extended 
operating hours and the associated costs for that time with respect to personnel.  

- Decreased competitiveness versus other airports; increased costs versus other 
commercial airports (SFO, OAK) 

- Reputation and ability to meet on-time goals and/or avoid cancellations 
- Increased gate congestion 
- Insufficient capacity to meet 17-year projected capacity requirements of airport facility 
- Increased operating hours 
- Decrease in state and local tax payments. This is net revenue to state and local 

government 

5.3 Impact on Consumers 

Potential economic impacts to individuals flying through SJC:  

- Flight delays and inconvenience; missed connections 
- Increased flight and transit times 
- Increased flight costs 
- Decreased flight availability and flight options. With reduced airport operations, 

available flights will go down. As congestion increases, aircraft operators may make use 
of larger aircraft, modify schedules to take advantage of less congested periods, cancel 
marginal flights, etc. 31 This has the potential both to remove available flights. 

- Loss of productive time 

5.4 Impact on San Jose Business and Tourism 

Potential economic impacts to businesses and tourism: 

- Impact on business goals. Will poor connectivity through SJC impact business in San 
Jose and the Bay Area? 

- Impact on tourism. Will poor connectivity through SJC impact tourism? 

5.5 Impact on Freight and Cargo 

Potential impact on freight and cargo would include: 

- Late cargo or non-arriving  
- Loss of perishables 
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- Inability to meet delivery and express commitments 
- Increased shipping costs 

5.6 Impacts on Neighborhoods and Community 

The impact on the neighborhood and community would include: 

- Increased hours of noise and operation. The airport is currently open 17 hours; if five 
minutes per hour are lost and need to be made up with extended time, that is 5 minutes / 
hour of operation *17 hours of operation open currently = 85 minutes longer operation = 
1 hour 25 minutes extended operating hours 

- Increased noise in new areas, through longer and noisier approaches. Noisier 
approaches may occur due to operation at slower speeds and the use of flaps at those 
speeds. 

- Increased noise in general. With fewer operations into SJC, aircraft arriving may 
increase in size.  

- Decreased city services through reduced tax generation of airport 
- Rerouting of flights over new areas 
- Potential extension of existing curfew 

5.7 Other Potential Costs 

- Impact on Angel Flights. A large number of Angel Flights – flights for seriously ill 
individuals – are done by RHV pilots. How will relocation to San Martin affect the 
availability of pilots to do these flights? How will that affect the health outcome of these 
individuals? If PAO also were to close, as may be in consideration, how would that 
further impact Angel Flights? 

- Insurance industry costs associated with cancelled trips and delays 



 

© Michael McDonald 16 

6. Alternatives 

6.1 San Martin as a Reliever Airport 

The FAA Airport Cost Benefit Analysis report cautions about the viability of setting up a reliever 
airport.32  

Some of the items that should be specifically noted about San Martin: 

• Will San Martin provide relief if it is inconvenient to pilots or requires subsequent travel to 
city centers? Will traffic congestion getting to San Martin limit its attractiveness? Will pilots 
simply fly on to SJC and other commercial airports in the Bay Area? 

• Will ground access costs from San Martin to the Bay Area negate any cost advantages of 
landing in San Martin? Will access costs – which include travel to the airport – make aviation 
training in San Martin impractical? 

• Will San Martin require significant investment to support the existing RHV capacity? RHV 
has a control tower and two runways to handle the high volume of traffic 

• If investment in San Martin is made, will that result in higher user fees? Will that offset 
growth or force more pilots to look at landing at SJC? Reid Hillview costs are fully amortized, 
whereas substantial new investments will be needed at San Martin to match Reid Hillview’s 
capacity. 

• Will airport construction at San Martin impact traffic to SJC while it is being developed? 
• What is the viability of aviation programs given the extended commute? What is the 

economic cost of losing the SJSU Aviation program? What is the economic impact - both 
locally and nationally - on losing four flight schools? What is the economic impact on 
individuals local to RHV who were pursuing aviation as a career? 

• Will the distance between San Martin and SJC require additional flights, such as with future 
air taxis, introducing further air congestion at SJC? 

• Will relocated noise and traffic impact home values around San Martin? 

6.2 Moffett as a Reliever Airport 

• It is unknown whether the county / federal / private entities could work out a mutually 
satisfactory relationship 

• NASA and the U.S. General Services Administration (GSA) continue to own the 1,000 acres 
of land in Mountain View, Calif., which includes Hangars One, Two, and Three, an airfield 
flight operations building, two runways, and a private golf course33 

• Operations are managed and owned by Google through Planetary Ventures 
• Moffett has two airports and a runway; it has the capacity to handle RHV traffic 
• It may also have the ability to absorb PAO traffic 
• This would introduce higher traffic and noise over Sunnyvale communities 
• This may increase transitory air traffic through SJC 
• This may offload traffic from SJC and reduce its economic strength 
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7. Appendix 

7.1 Arrivals 

Consider this common approach that takes an aircraft down to the runway at SJC.** It begins at 
HIVAK (the final approach fix, designated by the Maltese cross) and ends at the runway, 8.1 
nautical miles†† (nm) away.  

 

The duration to fly this leg varies depending upon the size and performance of the aircraft. 

Aircraft Aircraft speed (kts) Time for 8.1nm 
Turbojet 170 2 minutes 54 seconds 
Turboprop 150 3 minutes 12 seconds 
General Aviation 90 5 minutes 24 seconds 

Normally turbojets would follow each other– “have separation” in aviation parlance – by 
approximately two minutes, allowing 30 operations per hour, which is comfortably within the 
maximum rate that SJC can support (1 minute 40 seconds between operations). However a 
turbojet following a general aviation aircraft would now need roughly 7 minutes separation: 5 
minutes 24 seconds for the general aviation aircraft to fly from HIVAK to the runway, and 1 
minute 40 seconds for the aircraft to exit the runway.  

That turbojet therefore experiences a five minute increase in his flight time, as does every 
turbojet behind it. And the assumption is that the aircraft is exiting the runway in the shortest 
duration possible – 1 minute 40 seconds rather than 2 minutes – which removes an important 
safety buffer.  

Worse, if the turbojets are behind the general aviation aircraft at KLIDE – 15.3 nm from the 
runway – they would need roughly 12 minutes separation: 10 minutes 12 seconds for the 
general aviation aircraft to travel the 15.3nm and 1 minute 40 seconds for it to exit the runway. 
That represents a ten minute increase in flight time for the turbojet aircraft and everyone behind 
it.  

This gets further compounded if there are multiple general aviation aircraft that are landing, as 
delays stack on to delays. This is the equivalent of multiple tractors on the highway.  

                                                
** SJC ILS RWY 30L 
†† 1 Nautical Mile = 1 nm = 1.15 miles 
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7.2 Letter from San Jose International Discussing Impact of Closure of RHV 
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7.3 Letter from San Jose Mayor Sam Liccardo on RHV Airport 
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