





SUPERSONIC BIZ JETS

company Netjets in 1998, assures FORTUNE that it’s not he.

Conventional jet planes, both business craft and airliners, cruise
at about four-fifths the speed of sound, or 530 mph at cruising al-
titude. At that speed the air slips smoothly around an airplane’s
shape. But when a supersonic airplane powered by high-
performance military engines approaches the speed of sound,
the air can’t get out of the way fast enough. It starts to pile up into
pressure waves that stream outward like the wake from a ship at
sea. When those pressure waves reach the ground, they produce
a ka-boom! that can startle people and rattle windows. Aeronau-
tical engineers know that the intensity of a sonic boom is propor-
tional to the size of the aircraft producing it—hence the interest
in making the first new supersonic passen-
ger plane a small one. Engineers cannot en-
tirely eliminate sonic boom. But they are
hoping that by tweaking an airplane’s
shape, they will be able to transform its
sonic footprint into a soft-shoe shuffle. That
may involve trading off some fuel efficiency
for quietness. “A low-boom plane will be
somewhat draggier than a plane optimized
for speed, but I don’t think it will be a huge
difference,” says Ed Haering, NASA's prin-
cipal investigator for the F-5 test flights.

The other big item on the wish list of
would-be supersonic business jet builders is
a suitable engine. The planes will have to be
acceptably quiet while taking off, landing,
and taxiing. And they will need to be able
to cruise supersonically without using fuel-
gobbling afterburners like the Concorde’s.
Military technology may already have the
answer. Engineers at Pratt & Whitney have
been in talks with airframers, as airplane
builders are known, about applying to a business jet what they've
learned building engines like the one in the red-hot Lockheed
F-22 fighter. It can “supercruise” without afterburners.

Pratt & Whitney says it also knows how to design exhaust noz-
zles that would muffle jet noise during taxi and takeoff. And the
company has advanced combustion chambers that should be able

A DREAM AND A TEST Dassault’s three-
engine biz-jet concept (top); the F-5 test
plane’s pelican nose softens its sonic boom.

little time in supersonic flight and require more frequent mainte-
nance than airliners do.) What’s needed first, Smith believes, is
for the FAA and the EPA to come up with numeric goals for the
noise and pollution limits the jet would have to meet. Last November
and again in May, airframe and engine makers, potential customers,
and federal officials met to work on a roadmap airframers could
follow. “NASA got the insight it needed from the business world
to define the development targets,” says Smith.

Once firm goals are in place, the next logical step would be to build
an X-plane, a one-off experimental craft that would prove once and
for all whether a shape can be devised that will fly well at supersonic
speeds while producing a sufficiently gentle boom. Some engineers
think that a boom “overpressure” of three-
tenths of a pound per square foot (psf) at
ground level would be acceptable to the pub-
lic; the big booms unleashed by Concordes
sometimes topped 2.0 psf—louder than a
thunderclap.

Estimates of the cost of building a low-
boom X-plane vary from $750 million to
$1.5 billion. NASA has built a long series
of X-planes over the years, but with its
planning now geared to President Bush’s
goal of sending astronauts to the moon and
Mars, the agency is unlikely to devote that
kind of money to developing what could be
seen as a hot rod for fat cats. Bruner at
Raytheon Aircraft predicts that some sort
of joint industry-government funding may
be worked out. Raytheon is eager to put to
work on new supersonic planes its exper-
tise in automated manufacturing of light-
weight composite structures.

Boeing has been studying notional busi-
ness jets that would carry eight to ten passengers at speeds rang-
ing from Mach 1.2 to Mach 1.8, and in the past has discussed a joint
venture with Sukhoi. “We learned in the [canceled] Sonic Cruiser
program that an incremental increase in speed wasn’t worth as
much as we thought it would be to the airlines,” says Lee Monson,
president of Boeing Business Jets, which sells a poshed-up version

“THE SUPERSONIC BUSINESS JET IS THE LAST UNTAPPED AEROSPACE
MARKET,” ABOULAFIA SAYS. “PEOPLE WILL PAY ANYTHING AT THE TOP END.”

to meet air-pollution regulations, it says. “Most of the supersonic
business jet ideas that are being looked at now would cruise in the
Mach 1.6 (1,050 mph) to Mach 1.8 (1,190 mph) range,” says Simeon
Austin, director of advanced engine programs. “A business jet at
Mach 1.6 wouldn’t see engine temperatures or pressures any higher
than what thousands of airliners see every day at takeoff.”

If the airframers develop a supersonic business jet, who in par-
ticular is going to plunk down the big wad of cash to buy it? Richard
Smith, executive vice president at Netjets, would like to. “Time is
money, and speed sells. Going Mach 1.8 is going to sell,” he says.
Smith believes that industry needs to come up with a plane that can
carry about eight passengers the 4,750 nautical miles needed for
flights from San Francisco to Tokyo. And he wants its engines to
be able to operate supersonically for at least 2,000 hours between
visits to the maintenance shop. (Military planes actually spend very
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of the 737 jetliner. “But there is an underlying demand for a much
faster airplane in the business market.” In addition to the corpo-
rate-aviation market, Monson sees smaller markets for government
VIP planes and express-freight haulers with time-sensitive cargos.
One thing everybody studying the potential supersonic busi-
ness jet market agrees on is that it will only be big enough for one
airplane: Rival planemakers or consortia competing with one an-
other would bleed to death. Smith at Netjets says he expects
supersonic jets may end up with a pricetag as high as $100 mil-
lion apiece, which will nonetheless be acceptable to purchasers
of fractional shares in the world’s fastest passenger plane. If this
acronautical fairy tale comes true, the really big spenders will get
to brag about how little time they waste getting places. Talk about
positional goods. @
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