
W
hether you are the pilot whohas already operated at askydiving drop zone airportor the one who will, it isgood to know there is a method to theseeming madness of “parachuteseverywhere” and that “jumpers away!”doesn’t necessari ly mean “RUNAWAY!”  Understanding skydiving op-erations and the jump pilot’s flying en-vironment may help alleviate any ap-prehension or confusion experiencedwhen flying at or around airports witha drop zone (DZ).  As a jump pilot, Ihave witnessed pilots in the patternhear the “jumpers away” call, decide

they have to get out of there and oftenhead into a worse place to be.  Hope-fully, a better understanding of what toexpect from jumpers and their pilotswill promote safety and foster a goodworking relationship between airportusers.Flying skydivers is an exciting spe-cialty in commercial aviation and agreat way to build time.  Since it iscommercial, jump aircraft are requiredto have 100-hour inspections.  How-ever, we operate under Title 14 Codeof Federal Regulations (14 CFR) parts91 and 105, not 119 or 135, since thejumpers are not considered “passen-

gers.”  The most common modifica-tions to the aircraft involve a jumpdoor and interior reconfiguration.  Forexample, a Cessna 182 would have aright-side door hinged at the top, theseats (except pilot seat) and right-sidecontrol yoke removed, and seat beltsinstalled for four skydivers.  Any modi-fications require the appropriate main-tenance, Supplemental Type Certifi-cates (STC), Forms 337, etc.  Theowner/operator also must have FAA-approved Operating Limitations, whichstate restrictions such as on pitch andbank angles and parachutes required.Like towing gliders, hauling sky-
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DropZoneFlyingfor the GA Pilot
by Jennifer Jager



divers has its unique characteristics.And, like the glider pilots preferringtheir tow pilots to have some soaringexperience, skydivers prefer a jumppilot who has an understanding oftheir sport.  As odd as it may seem,many skydivers do not enjoy the planeride to altitude, so a professional atti-tude and smoothness with commer-cial flying skills is greatly appreciated.The Cessna 182 has historicallybeen the most common skydiving ve-hicle, but that is changing.  The 182will be the aircraft used at smaller dropzones (DZ), and it is most likely wherea new jump pilot would get experiencebefore moving into the increasinglypopular turboprops.  As mentionedabove, you have the only seat as fourjumpers climb in and bend themselvesto sit on the floor around you, some-times bumping your mixture, throttle,flaps, or even twisting your fuel shutoff.  Ninety per cent of your time isspent in two attitudes:  up and down,which for reciprocating engines trans-lates to hot and cooling, so you get agreat education in engine care such aspreventing shock cooling, proper lean-ing, and power settings.  The minimaltime (less than two minutes) that

you’re straight and level is called jumprun.  On any given day, there is a smallarea over the ground (the “spot”) thatis ideal for a jumper’s exit to allowthem to land where desired.  It takesexperience to be efficient and to get tothe right spot, at the right altitude, atthe right time.  It can vary from directlyoverhead to several miles upwind ofthe drop zone based on the jumpsplanned and on the winds at all alti-tudes below.  Jumper exit may beanywhere from 2,500 to 15,000 feetAGL, and they can be in groups ofone to more than 20.Intentionally opening the door inflight is a unique characteristic.  And Idon’t mean cracking it—I mean open-ing the side of the aircraft for severalpeople to leave, often all at once.Jump plane doors vary, but no matter,there is usually a considerable changein the cockpit environment.  Opening aC-182 door in-flight for the first time isattention getting with the wind, noise,and view change.  After everyoneleaves, it is still aerodynamically “at-tached” to the bottom of the wing.  Ittakes an aggressive, initially uncom-fortable slip to break the door free.Then you lean across the cockpit andlatch it while maintaining the slip.  You

appreciate TSO’d (Technical StandardOrders) seat belts the first time a rearseat safety belt sneaks out and bangson the fuselage as you have to literallylie down across the cockpit to pull itback in before closing the door.  Thelarger jump aircraft often have Lexanroll-up doors (or tailgates).  If the lastjumper doesn’t close it on the way outand it can get cold (like -20ºC) at alti-tude!Many takeoffs occur at maximumgross weight and many landings takeplace at minimum (often needing fullnose up trim and full elevator to get agood flare in a 182).  Meanwhile yourcargo moves around constantly duringthe climb then they often put as manyas possible outside one side of the air-craft until they all leave at once.  Fullcontrol movements are not uncom-mon.  And “topping it off” is essentiallyunheard of as fuel is carefully calcu-lated to maximize jumper load whileadhering to regulations.  Skydiversoften get twitchy when winds gustgreater than 20 mph, so you may geta break from huge crosswinds.  How-ever, clouds don’t necessarily stopthem and can be challenging for thepilot as all the jumpers must alsoabide by 14 CFR § 91.155 for clear-ance requirements and VFRweather minimums while they arein freefall or under canopy.Turboprops are often used atthe larger DZs.  Because of tur-bine power and characteristics,the climb and descent rates arehuge (pegged needle or greaterthan 3,000 fpm) and can be un-nerving at first.  The plane isoften landing at the same time asthe jumpers who have just fallenabout 10,000 feet at 120 mphbefore opening their parachutes.Turnarounds between jumperloads can be 40 minutes forCessnas and under 20 minutesfor turboprops during which youclimb and descend through dou-ble-digit thousands of feet andmaintain communication with airtraffic control (ATC) and UNICOMand sometimes a DZ manifestor.It can be busy.  ATC tries to helpwith any threats of aircraft below
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and the pilot and skydivers scan theairspace before exit.There are unique emergency situ-ations, too.  One deadly scenario is askydiver hitting or the gear openingearly and wrapping around parts ofthe exterior airplane.  An open para-chute can rip the tail off.  Some acci-dents have occurred due to a stallwhen the pilot fails to correct for thesudden increase in drag when theyclimb out or for the center of gravity(CG) shift when they all move to therear.There are about 200 UnitedStates Parachute Association (USPA)member drop zones in the U.S.These operations have agreed toabide by USPA’s Basic Safety Require-ments.  Most skydiving operations aregrateful for the use of public airports.We certainly want to maintain good re-lations with the other pilots and neverwant to scare people away.  The fol-lowing tips are provided to help sharethe airspace.When flight planning or flying bypilotage, take notice of the little ma-genta parachute symbols.  They usu-

ally mean it, especially on Saturdaysand Sundays.  Many jumpers abide bythe rule “Jump only when the temper-ature is above your age,” but there area lot of 20-something skydivers, soridiculously cold weather is notenough to stop ops.If your flight plan includes landingat or transitioning within five miles ofone of these drop zones, monitor ATCfor that area listening for the “oneminute to jumpers away” call or fortheir traffic advisories (possibly you) orask UNICOM if the jump plane is up.A typical load will exit at 14,000 feet innumerous groups, fal l  about oneminute, and be under canopy forabout two minutes.  However, someprefer opening very high for a verylong canopy descent.Even if jumpers are exiting, in freefall or under canopy, it is still safe toapproach and land or to take off.  Usepattern altitude, a wider pattern, andenter on the 45.  Please do notcross midfield.  By the time they getto your pattern altitude, all jumpersshould be under canopy and withinrange for their non-powered glide to

the landing area.  This willput them inside your pat-tern (unless the spot wasoff, which does happen).Don’t forget to look andlisten for the plane theyjust got out of, since itcan often land at thesame time with its highrate of descent.  Listencareful ly for the jumpplane’s radio calls, butdon’t rely on the jumppilot hearing all your callson UNICOM.  When he’sup at 13,500 feet, he’shearing al l  traff ic andsqueals on that frequencyin over a hundred mile ra-dius and often must turnthe volume down on UNI-COM to focus on ATC. The absolute worstplace to find oneself isfrom pattern altitude up to14,000 feet over or up-wind (winds aloft) of theairport and DZ.  Peopleare falling through that air at over 120mph and canopies can be opening atany altitude.  In one accident yearsago, a transiting plane was the loser ina battle with a freefalling skydiver.Hauling jumpers can be an enjoy-able use of a commercial license.Your cargo loads and unloads itself. Itis time-building in high-performanceaircraft at the least, and there is poten-tial for night flight time, too. (Yes, theysometimes jump when it is pitchblack). You maintain your skills to acommercial level, and you learn awhole new side of the federal regula-tions and about Form 337s.  Pleasevisit a DZ.  Just don’t park in the nicegrass field out front; it’s probablywhere the skydivers land at 25-50mph.  Or better yet, come experiencea jump—you know there is no suchthing as a perfectly good airplane.
Jennifer Jager (Comm/CFI-ASEL,AMEL, Instr) is a jump pilot at SkydiveOrange <www.skydiveorange.com>and Skydive Virginia! <www.skydivevir-ginia.com>.
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