
There is absolutely no doubt that an 
LAA Permit to Fly (PtF) aircraft 
offers one of the most cost-effective 

options in aircraft ownership. I was 
convinced of that when I decided to buy a 
PtF Jodel 25 years ago, and a great many 
hours of international touring and an 
immense amount of pleasure later, I stand 
by that statement.

I decided to write this article to answer some 
of the obvious and not so obvious questions 
the newly-fl edged pilot may have about 
aircraft ownership; taken a step at a time, 
it really does not have to be a complicated 
thing to do. If the thought of owning your own 
personal LAA fl ying machine has ever crossed 
your mind, read on to discover just how 
doable it really can be.

AIRWORTHINESS CATEGORIES
The Cessna 172s and Piper PA-28s you fl y at 
your local club, or indeed may own yourself, 
operate on what is known as a Certifi cate 
of Airworthiness (C of A). This is in effect the 
regulatory regime that demands that the 
aircraft was designed, built and is maintained 
to an internationally-recognised standard. The 
materials it was built with, down to the last 
nut and bolt, have traceability and a laid-down 
specifi cation and manufacturing process, 
and the maintenance regime they comply 
with is specifi ed by the European Aviation 
Safety Agency (EASA) and must be carried out 
or overseen by EASA-approved engineers. 
The very nature of these systems makes the 
design, build and operation of a C of A aircraft 
relatively complex and expensive.

Shortly after WWII, a number of enthusiasts 
approached the Air Registration Board (as the 
CAA was then) and sought to develop a system 
of building light aircraft that was safe, but not 
tied to the complex approval requirements to 
which aircraft manufacturers had to adhere. 
To their credit, after some initial pushback, 
the ARB worked with these early pioneers of 
British amateur aircraft building and agreed a 
less complex design approval, build oversight 
and maintenance system for amateur-
built aircraft. As this was a national (UK) 
arrangement, a C of A was not appropriate, so 
they were awarded a Permit to Fly as proof of 
meeting their new airworthiness standard.

In the USA, the Light Sport Aircraft (LSA) 
category has developed from its amateur 
building − its ‘experimental’ system − and a 
similar light aircraft manufacturing class will 
soon be established in Europe. In many ways, 
this vindicates the amateur-built, lighter-touch 
philosophy and is seen as the future of light 
recreational aircraft manufacture. You could 
say we have gone full circle.

C OF A AND PERMIT DIFFERENCES?
The LAA’s Engineering department, which 
approves designs for UK building, uses the 
same design codes (CS-VLA, FAR 23, etc) as 
commercial manufacturers, but is allowed a 
degree of discretion on certain aspects. One 
of these for example is that components need 
only be considered ‘fi t for purpose’ and do 
not necessarily have to have been specifi cally 
built to parts-traceable and aircraft-approved 
standard. An automotive alternator can be 
used, for example, or wheels and brakes that 
were originally designed for other automotive 
purposes. Many aircraft parts are made for the 

“It’s fair to say that many 
Permit aircraft are not as 
docile as the typical club 
trainer, and therefore a 
higher level of skill is 
required to fl y them”

amateur-built market by the same companies 
that supply Certifi ed (C of A) aircraft parts but 
the simpler paperwork trail means they can 
be supplied considerably less expensively.

ARE PERMIT AIRCRAFT AS SAFE?
Yes, statistics show that Permit aircraft are 
no more prone to structural accidents than 
certifi ed aircraft. The vast majority of aircraft 
mishaps are pilot related, whatever class 
of aircraft is being fl own. It’s fair to say that 
many Permit aircraft are not as docile as the 
typical club trainer, and therefore a higher 
level of skill is required to fl y them. Many, 
for instance, are taildraggers and most pilots 
learn on tricycle-undercarriage aircraft these 
days. Also, many Permit types have light 
and powerful controls, so a lighter touch is 
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required to fl y them effectively. None of this is 
beyond the wit of the average pilot of course, 
and a great deal more pleasure can be had 
from your fl ying; after all, what would you 
rather drive, a Morris Marina or a Golf GTi?

ARE PERMIT AIRCRAFT RESTRICTED?
Yes, but not in an onerous way. It was the case 
that you could not fl y a Permit machine over a 
built-up area. Notwithstanding that avoiding 

large towns and cities in  
any single-engine 

aircraft is good 
airmanship, 
the 
‘overfl ight 

rule’ as it was known 
has been rescinded because 

the CAA accepts that the risk of a Permit 
aircraft suffering a failure in fl ight is no greater 
than that of a C of A aircraft.

We still have a Night and IFR restriction, 
meaning that a Permit machine can only be 
operated in daytime VFR conditions, but 
negotiations are ongoing with the CAA to allow 
Night and IFR operation in suitably-equipped 
Permit aircraft. Before discounting a Permit 
aircraft on the grounds of currently not being 
allowed Night or IFR, you might like to go 
through your logbook to check how much 
Night or IFR you have actually fl own. Apart 
from training, I’ll vouch that it’s probably next 
to none. The practicalities of night fl ying in 
particular are pretty well zero in most parts 
of the UK.

One other restriction is that the Permit 
to Fly is a UK certifi cation so these aircraft 
do not have a given right to fl y outside UK 
airspace. However, reciprocal agreements 
exist between most European States and 
amateur-built aircraft have ready access to 
most of Europe. The situation is not quite so 
straightforward with ex-factory-built types 
like Jodels, Luscombes, etc, and sometimes 
permission has to be sought, but that’s by 
no means an onerous task. Our nearest 
neighbour, France, accepts both homebuilt 
and factory-built Permit to Fly aircraft without 
the need for prior permission.

HOW MUCH WILL OWNERSHIP COST?
Well, you fi rst have to decide what type of 
fl ying you want to do, and how many hours 
you think you will fl y per year.

Why we fl y is a personal thing; some just want 
to get airborne for an hour or so, meandering 
around the local area and landing back 
refreshed and ready to take on the world once 
again. Some want to travel hundreds of miles 
across continents, while others will take up 
one of the competitive aspects of fl ying such as 
aerobatics or precision fl ying. The sort of fl ying 
you want to do will obviously have a bearing on 
the class of aircraft you will need to buy.

When it comes to considering how 
many hours you expect to fl y, most people 
overestimate, so be ruthlessly honest. We all 
have lives to lead, jobs to do and families to 
consider, which means most of us probably 
fall into the category of weekend fl yers. In 
order to get anywhere near to 100 hours a 
year, you are going to be fl ying on practically 
every fl yable weekend, because between 
November and March you can sometimes go 
weeks without pulling the aeroplane out of 
the hangar – 60 hours is a reasonable fi gure, 
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but start getting much below 50 and the 
fi nancial benefi ts of sole ownership become 
less convincing. That’s not to say you should 
not proceed, after all, there are many other 
benefi ts to owning your own aircraft other 
than it costing less than hiring, such as being 
able to use it when you want, being able to 
take it away for extended periods, pride of 
ownership, etc – but also consider that a 
group or partnership can give you most of the 
benefi ts of outright ownership but still at a 
reduced cost compared to hiring.

SO, WHAT NEXT?
So far so good. Once you have settled those 
issues, what next? By now you are getting 
to the point of knowing which category of 
aircraft is going to suit your requirements; let’s 
say, for the sake of example, that you want a 
two-seater with a reasonable cross-country 
performance. Unfortunately, from here on 
in, it starts to get rather more tricky because 
fi nances get in the way, throwing a possibly 
unwanted air of reality into the equation.

Try not to decide you must have a certain 
type of aircraft, unless of course you have no 
fi nancial constraints. Two-seat tourers range 
from £10K Aeroncas to £80K+ Glasairs; the 
trick is to fi nd the point in the range where 
you can satisfy your fl ying appetite while 
remaining solvent. I suggest you get a piece 
of paper and work through some examples, 
but to do that you need to get some fi xed and 
operating costs together.

HANGARAGE
Of all the issues facing the potential aircraft 
owner, hangarage will probably give them 
the biggest headache. It seems that there is 
a shortage of hangar space almost everywhere 
in the country and if you want space, you’re 
going to have to get out there and look for it. 
Personally, I think your best bet is to join 
the local LAA Strut and get to know some of 
the local aircraft owners; they will know 
better than anybody where there might be 
space available.

Costs? I know people who are paying 
nothing at all, and others who are paying 
over £300 per month at licensed airfi elds. It’s 
diffi cult to come up with an accurate fi gure 
but from my own experience £100 a month at 
a farm strip is reasonable, anything less and 
you have a good deal. £160 for outside parking, 
and £220 for hangar space at a licensed airfi eld 
is pretty typical. It doesn’t take much working 
out that fl ying from a strip is likely to save you 
a considerable sum of money, especially when 
you add in the landing fees that many airfi elds 
charge on top of their hangarage rates.

It’s perhaps worth mentioning trailerable 
aircraft, such as the Europa and Kitfox. Often 
touted as ‘take home’ aircraft that dispense 
with the need to pay for hangarage, the reality 
is that the vast majority of these aircraft are 
kept at airfi elds just the same as any other. 
I think it’s a question of the hassle factor, 
dragging an aircraft to and from the airfi eld 
and rigging/de-rigging every time you want 

to fl y soon palls. Even keeping the trailer at 
the airfi eld as a ‘mobile hangar’ still leaves 
the constant rigging and de-rigging chore. 
Consider the real practicalities before deciding 
to take the keep-it-at-home option.

Let’s settle on an approximate annual 
hangarage cost of £1,200 at a private strip.

INSURANCE
It’s mandatory that you have third party 
insurance, the minimum level of which is 
set by the aircraft’s published all up weight, 
and passenger insurance. However, you can 
opt to only ever fl y your aircraft solo and be 
exempted from taking passenger insurance. 
The minimum Third Party limits are:

– up to 500kg: £0.9 million
– 501 to 1,000kg: £1.8 million
– 1,000kg to 1,500kg: £3.5 million
Responsible insurers will advise you that the 

legal minimum passenger cover requirement 
is ridiculously low at £100K and will suggest 
that you take out what is called a Combined 
Single Limit (CSL) policy which covers the 
mandatory Third Party requirement and also 
includes passenger liability (for a two-seater) 
up to that total amount. This means that if, 
for instance, there was no third party claim 
after an accident, there would be up to the full 
policy limit to cover a passenger injury claim. 
This option is what most owners take, and I 
would suggest that you think very carefully 
about trying to save a few bob by buying Third 
Party and the minimum passenger 
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cover separately; £100K is 
completely unrealistic and the 

bottom line is that if you do have a passenger 
injury claim and you have insuffi cient cover, 
you could be bankrupted, having to pay the 
balance of the claim yourself.

The actual aircraft, or the hull as the insurers 
quaintly call it, does not legally have to be 
insured. You do therefore have to ask yourself 
whether you are prepared to accept the 
possibility of a total loss in the event of an 
accident; if you are not, then you have two 
insurance options.

Ground risks covers your aircraft all the time 
it’s stationary on the ground. It’s intended to 
cover against damage caused by such things as 
somebody running into it with another aircraft 
or vehicle, a hangar collapsing onto it, or if it 
caught fi re or was blown over, etc. Once you 
start taxying, you are not covered, so if you 
taxi into the side of the hangar you will not be 
covered by a ground risk policy.

Flight risks covers all the above ground 
risks plus taxying and fl ying, so is in effect the 
aviation equivalent of fully comprehensive 
cover.

Specifi c costs are diffi cult to quote as there 
are so many variables: pilot experience, 
number of pilots insured, type of aircraft, 
etc. Please take the following examples as a 
general guideline only.

● £0.9 million Combined Single Limit (Third 
Party and passenger) sub 500kg max all up 
weight will cost around £40.

● £1.8 million Combined Single Limit 500kg: 
1,000kg costs around £450.

● Ground risk cost about £250 for a hull value 
up to around £40K.

● Flight risk is based on a percentage of the 
agreed hull value; that is to say you agree a 
value with the insurer and that is what you 
will be paid in the event of a total loss. The 
percentage varies but is generally around 3 
to 3.25%, with a minimum premium of about 
£350.

● An excess of up to £1,000 is not uncommon, 
but this can often be reduced or negated by 
paying a slightly higher premium. Unlike 
motor insurance, there are not a large number 
of underwriters for light aircraft insurance. 
Consequently there is a limit to the amount 
of shopping around you can do, but it’s worth 
getting three or four quotes as different 
companies have their favourite and not-so-
favourite aircraft types.

● It would not be unreasonable, for purposes 
of calculation, to agree an insurance premium 
for our typical two-seat tourer, value around 
£20K, of £1,000 per year.

INSPECTION AND PERMIT FEES
Good news here, the Permit fee is at least a 
known quantity – £190 for a typical over 500kg 
two-seater, £140 for a 390-499kg. Each year you 
will have to have a Permit renewal inspection, 
and your LAA inspector will come along to 
check that your aeroplane is in good fettle. His 
cost will often be expenses only but he may 
charge up to about £100. Ideally, at Permit time 
you should only need an inspection, because 
you will have kept on top of maintenance and 
repairs throughout the year.

FIXED ANNUAL COSTS
We’re now in a position of having a good 
idea of the fi xed costs: hangarage, insurance, 
inspection and Permit fees. For our example 
of a typical fi xed-gear, fi xed-prop two-seater 

kept on a farm strip, they will be about £2,500. 
You may save a bit on hangarage, you may 
save a bit on insurance if you decide to go third 
party/passenger only; likewise it will increase 
if you intend buying and comprehensively 
insuring a £50K aeroplane.

£2,500 equates to about £50 a week, and is 
of no consequence to the number of hours the 
aeroplane fl ies; that is to say it will remain the 
same whether the aircraft fl ies one hour or 
150 hours.

OPERATING COST
This is simply the cost of consumables that the 
aeroplane uses to fl y, the principle constituent 
being fuel. Many of the new generation of 
engines, Rotax and Jabiru for example, and 
some ‘conventional’ aero engines will happily 
burn car petrol (mogas) but there is currently 
an issue over the use of ethanol in most mogas 
in the UK. The CAA will not currently allow 
the use of mogas which contains ethanol in 

any aircraft other than microlights, so if you 
choose to use mogas in a light aeroplane you 
must test it to ensure it is ethanol free. There 
are simple tests that can be carried out to 
check for ethanol in mogas, the simplest being 
a dye test kit available from Airworld UK.

The LAA is currently working with the CAA 
to fi nd a solution to allowing ethanol mogas 
to be used in Permit aeroplanes with 

appropriate modifi cations. For now 
though, we will work out our 

operating costs based 
on the more 

expensive 
100LL avgas, 

currently around 
£1.80 per litre.

The typical Rotax/Jabiru 
sips fuel at a pretty meagre rate, about 15 
litres an hour, so at today’s avgas price, that’s 
around £27 an hour. The small Continentals 
burn about 20 litres per hour (lph), and 
a leaned out 150hp Lycoming will return 
about 25lph. If you’re going to be operating a 
180/200hp Lycoming in an aerobatic aircraft, 
then you can start thinking about fuel 
consumptions in the 40lph range. For our 
example, we will consider a fuel burn of 20lph 
of avgas = £36 per hour.

MAINTENANCE COSTS
If you’re reasonably fortunate, then your 
maintenance fees are going to be fairly 
minimal. Two or three oil and fi lter changes 
and the few odds-and-ends over the course 
of a year are not going to come to much. 
However, aircraft maintenance is perhaps 
akin to what it must have been like living 
in Docklands during the Blitz − periods 
of relative tranquillity interspersed with 
moments of sheer terror – in other words you 
have to be prepared for the odd unplanned 
expense. Engines have a fi nite life and brakes, 
linkages, tyres, etc, wear out, so preventative 
maintenance and repairs are an ongoing 
affair; one year you’ll get off lightly, another 
you may have to fork out a substantial amount 
of money. 

How on earth do you budget for that? 
Making an allowance per fl ying hour, say £10 
for a non-complex design, is probably the 
best way; you then build a fund to pay for 
the expensive outlays, though you have to 
keep your fi ngers crossed that nothing drastic 
comes up within the fi rst couple of years 
before the fund builds up to a useful amount. 
Naturally, if you are going to be operating 
an aeroplane with a high spec engine, glass 
cockpit and a variable speed prop, plus 
maybe retractable gear, then you are going 
to have to be a little more realistic about your 
maintenance fund; £20 or even £30 an hour 
may be needed.

This ‘hourly rate’ system demands the 
discipline to put that money away on a 
regular basis, a discipline some of us just do 
not have. I have always tended towards the 
crisis management method; when something 
expensive happens, I rely on fi nding the 
money from somewhere − I have to say it 
hasn’t failed me yet!

The truth is that unless you have capital 
reserves, you may get caught short once in 
a while but that is a small price to pay for 
the enjoyment and freedom of owning your 
own aeroplane.
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COST CONCLUSIONS
So, we now have a fair idea about what it will 
cost to own a typical two-seat aircraft based on 
a private strip – £2,500 fi xed costs, about £10 an 
hour for future repairs and replacements, and 
£36 per hour for fuel.

Therefore, cost per hour if you fl y 50 hours 
per annum is 2,500/50+10+fuel = £96.

For 75 hours a year 2,500/75+10+36 = £79.
And for 100 hours a year 2500/100+10+£36 

= £71.
If these fi gures are beyond your reach, do not 

despair; they will reduce signifi cantly if a small 
group of co-owners get together to share costs. 
See the article by Harry Hopkins on group 
ownership on page 14.

STILL IN THE FRAME?
Assuming you now have an aircraft in mind, 
you will need to look at it and do a deal with 
the owner. Do not do that without taking along 
an LAA inspector who has some experience 
in the aircraft type or construction method 
(wood, aluminium, composite, etc). Just as 
with buying a second-hand car, there are 
pitfalls, so you need to be prepared – don’t 
be fooled by a pretty paint scheme, as an 
aircraft’s beauty needs to be far greater than 
just skin deep. A knowledgeable inspector 
will give the aircraft a thorough inspection and 
check the logbooks to assess its history. Armed 
with this knowledge, you will be in a position 
to know whether the proposed purchase 

is likely to meet your 
expectations. There 
is nothing wrong with 
buying an aircraft that 
requires some restoration 
or maintenance, but better 
to know that before 
you buy it!

THE DEAL 
IS DONE?
You are 
the proud 
owner of your 
own Permit aircraft. Well done! Just a few 
important points to take on board before you 
fl y off into the sunset.

First, understand that you are responsible 
for that aeroplane. It’s your responsibility 
to ensure it’s always in fi rst class, airworthy 
condition every time it fl ies – not the LAA’s, not 
your inspector’s, but yours.

You also need to ensure that the aircraft’s 
documents are kept up to date, that it’s in 
Permit and any engine or component checks 
are complied with. Your inspector will help 
you do this of course, but never forget that 
ultimately it’s your responsibility.

And fi nally, please don’t be a mug and think 
you can fl y your new aircraft without getting 
a proper check out. Hopefully the previous 
owner will be willing to deliver the aeroplane 
to its new home – do make sure either their or 

your 
insurance 

covers this 
trip. Then get an 

LAA coach, an instructor, or the past owner 
to give you a thorough check out before you 
attempt to fl y your new acquisition solo. 
Build your experience slowly, setting yourself 
maximum crosswind limits and minimum 
strip lengths for example, until you feel 
comfortable with the aeroplane and always 
on top of things. Then – enjoy.

Enjoy the pleasures of going where and 
when you want, for as long as you want. 
Cross the Channel and enjoy the delights that 
mainland Europe has to offer, and go to fl y-ins 
and talk incessantly to complete strangers 
about your aeroplane.

The pleasures of ownership are boundless 
and far exceed just the money you will save 
over a C of A type or renting. Have fun! ‹
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