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For years, the makers of private jets have been eyeing the Chinese market, watching in anticipation as freshly minted millionaires and billionaires buy up expensive new
toys, including luxury watches, wines and exotic cars. But not jets. China’s tightly controlled skies and cumbersome regulations have stifled the development of a market
for private jets. Now, regulatory changes and new infrastructure are feeding hopes among jet manufacturers that the market is finally poised for takeoff.
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Visitors boarded a Boeing 737 BBJ aircraft during the Shanghai business aviation show at Hongqiao International Airport in Shanghai last month.
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Dassault Falcon of France recently moved its Asia sales headquarters from Kuala Lumpur to Beijing. “Currently on a worldwide basis, the market in China is less than 1
percent of the total market,” said John Rosanvallon, the company’s president and chief executive. “If current trends continue, that will increase to about 10 percent
within the next five years.”
Even if that is a bullish forecast, tangible changes in China are under way. Last January, for instance, China’s aviation authorities allowed a few private helicopters to
start low-altitude flights over Hainan, the southeastern island that is a popular tourist destination. Even though permission was granted only on a trial basis, it has been
seen as the first step in a five-year plan to open China’s low-altitude airspace. That goal was first announced by the State Council and the Central Military Commission in
November as part of a plan to promote the development of the country’s general aviation sector. More low-altitude trials — below 1,000 meters, or 3,280 feet — are
expected to start later this year near the cities of Changchun, Guangzhou and Shenyang.
At the same time, though the number of business jets in China remains very small, it is growing. “Between November 2009 and February 2011, 28 private aircraft were
added to Chinese registries, which represents over $1.1 billion in sales,” Justin Lee Firestone, managing director of Firestone Management Group, a private jet
consultant, said in a telephone interview. The firm’s recent report on the number of private jets registered in China noted that Gulfstream Aerospace dominated the
market with a market share of 37 percent, followed by Cessna and Bombardier.
At the end of April, there were 126 registered jets in China, including Hong Kong and Macao, according to Mr. Firestone, including 10 jets that had been recently
delivered worth about half a billion dollars.
David Dixon, Bombardier Business Aircraft’s vice president of sales for Asia and the Pacific, said the company was predicting 1,425 deliveries of new jets in the region
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from 2010 to 2019 for the entire industry, with 600 of those deliveries destined for China.
The main challenges in China, and in Asia generally, are restrictions on when and where jets can land and on a host of other regulatory questions: overflight approvals,
access to airports, restricted routings and limitations on parking permits, Mr. Dixon said. “But the level of awareness of these issues has risen considerably recently,” Mr.
Dixon said. “The situation is evolving very much in the right direction.”
Other companies feel the same way. “Over the long term, our goal is to have a market share in China roughly equivalent to our overall market share of the large cabin
market around the world, which is about 40 percent,” said Mr. Rosanvallon of Dassault Falcon.
China is increasingly providing infrastructure for business aviation. The first private jet facility in Beijing was opened before the Olympics, and Shanghai Hongqiao
International Airport opened a dedicated private jet facility in 2010. Last December, the Shenzhen Business Aviation Center also opened, providing the first facility built
for fixed-based operators in southern China. The facility features a dedicated security channel to allow business aircraft passengers and crew members to complete
immigration, customs and quarantine formalities quickly. One floor offers a pilot lounge area providing flight-planning materials and a crew rest area, while another
includes a business conference room and additional office space. A similar facility at Beijing International Airport mainly offers private jet charter services.
Meanwhile, the ExecuJet Aviation Group recently announced a joint venture with Tianjin Haite to start a full-service business aircraft maintenance and management
company. ExecuJet Haite Aviation Services China will be based at Tianjin Binhai International Airport and will offer aircraft management and maintenance services.
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A version of this article appeared in print on May 17, 2011, in The International Herald Tribune with the headline: Private Aviation Industry Sees New Horizons in China.
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