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Lease issue poses threat to Des Moines schools' aircraft repair
instruction
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A look inside Des Moines schools' aviation program: A look inside the Des Moines school district’s aviation engineering
technology program.

A flagship Des Moines school district program could soon find its
wings clipped.

For the past 40 years, area students enrolled in the Midwest’s only
aviation engineering technology program for high schoolers have
learned how to repair aircraft inside a 29,500-square-foot facility at
the Des Moines International Airport.

The lease for that structure expires June 30, and the Airport
Authority Board has refused to extend the contract.

District officials signed papers agreeing to move into a hangar that
is roughly one-fourth the size of the current space. But parents and
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supporters say the switch costs more money, reduces the number
of students in the program, and possibly
causes revocation of the program’s federal
certification.

The Des Moines district is one of only three
school systems in the nation with Federal
Aviation Administration certification to teach
aircraft maintenance.

Parents are circulating a petition they plan to
present to the Airport Authority Board and
the school board asking that aviation
students be allowed to continue their studies
in the current facility.

“It’s really a blessing to have this program in
our community,” said parent Lyrio Read, who
began the petition. “Moving them out of their
building is just going to hurt the students.”

The existing facility, built in 1974, was paid
for with a Des Moines school tax levy. The
property was recently appraised at just under
$1 million, said Jerry Bradley, director of the
district’s aviation program.

Roughly a dozen aircraft, including a Learjet,
are housed at the facility.

Forty to 70 students enroll in the program
annually. Participants earn college credit and
can graduate with the professional
certifications required for a career in aircraft
maintenance and repair — perks that
parents say are now at risk.

Airport official Kevin Foley noted that under
current agreements, the district can continue
to teach students at the airport. Leases for
fiscal years 2015 and 2016 have been
approved for a facility on the airport’s south
side that is less than 8,000 square feet.

The district’s current building has belonged
to the airport for the past two decades under

It's a classroom like few others: Students in the Des
Moines schools' aviation engineering technology
program meet in a hangar at the Des Moines airport.
The lease on the building expires in June, and the
Airport Authority Board doesn't want to extend it
because the building sits in an area ripe for
development. / Christopher Gannon/The Register
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Jerry Bradley, director of the Des Moines school
district's aviation program, instructs Saydel High senior
Mattingly Stone and Des Moines Christian senior Luke
Bruflat. / Christopher Gannon/The Register
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About the aviation technology program

The Des Moines school district’s aviation
engineering technology program began in 1943 and
is the second-oldest program of its kind in the
nation. It is also one of only three high school
programs in the country with Federal Aviation
Administration certification to teach aircraft
maintenance. Students can earn up to 44 hours of
college credit in the three years they spend in the
program.
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an agreement between the airport and the
school board, said Foley, assistant executive
director and general manager of the airport.

The airport board chose not to extend the
lease because the building sits on the
airport’s north side, an area ripe for
corporate development. A review of airport

properties — along with suggestions for the best uses of those
facilities — will be presented Feb. 11 to the airport board.

“What we’ve got is some corporate demand for space for corporate
aircraft, which generate jobs and boost the economy of the metro
area,” Foley said. “That is actually one of the only locations that we
have to accommodate (those requests).”

School officials want aviation students to remain at their current
location in 2014-15. Discussions about building a replacement
facility off airport grounds are underway, but that work could not be
completed in time to serve students next school year,
Superintendent Thomas Ahart said.

Leasing the airport’s smaller building is not a suitable alternative,
he said. In addition to potentially losing FAA certification, it’s
unlikely that the district would have enough time or money to
retrofit the hangar by August. School buildings, like all public
facilities, are required to meet the standards of the Americans with
Disabilities Act, Ahart said.

“We do hope to have discussions with the airport authority to see if
there’s any way to eke out one more year to give us enough time to
have a suitable facility off the airport,” he said.

Although the school board signed a lease on the smaller property
this summer, the terms allow it to back out without penalty, as long
as it gives the airport board proper notice, Ahart said.

Losing the current facility would be damaging to aviation students,
and to the program as a whole, he said.

“(The aviation program) does an excellent job of preparing students
to be work-ready when they graduate, and also college-ready,”
Ahart said. “We have students that leave that program that go
directly into the workforce with a good-paying job, and we also
have some that continue on and get their four-year degree and stay
in the industry.”

Avionics students Russell Price, left, a Roosevelt High
School senior, and Chandler Baty, a Lincoln High
School senior, inspect the landing gear of a Learjet in
their 'classroom' at the Des Moines airport. /
Christopher Gannon/Register photos
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Rick Bruflat of Johnston has signed the petition asking officials to
keep the aviation program at its current facility. His son, Luke, is in
his second year of the three-year program.

“It would be a shame if the kids who are involved in the program
were not at least given the opportunity to finish it,” he said. “They
shouldn’t have the rug pulled out from under them.”
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