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Imagine doing business with Warsaw's teeming community of prosthetics makers or shopping for antiques in Madison without the hassle of time-consuming drives.

A group of Hoosier aviation enthusiasts say within a few years, you will be able to hop aboard jet taxicabs and scream to those locales and others off the beaten path in minutes.

Today a national nonprofit will announce that an Indiana group has joined its efforts to develop technology to allow greater rural and suburban airport use.

"What (President Dwight) Eisenhower did for highway travel, SATS will do for air travel," said Mike Loomis, a Fort Wayne attorney and pilot. "We're just scratching the surface." Loomis is co-founder of the Indiana SATS Consortium. SATS stands for Small Aircraft Transportation System, a buzz phrase that involves new technology to enable the small planes to operate more efficiently and safely.

The Indiana consortium is joining the National Consortium for Aviation Mobility, a partnership of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, the Federal Aviation Administration, the aviation industry and five states developing the system.

The national consortium's $69 million, five-year program aims to use the latest technology to make travel by four- to 10-passenger jets feasible to underused suburban and rural airports.

The system won't replace the hub-and-spoke approach used by large airports like Indianapolis International, in which planes fly into and away from large hubs. Bulk flights serving larger cities benefit from the lower per-person cost of big passenger planes.

But Loomis said the national organization intends to conduct a demonstration in Danville, Va., in 2005 proving the small-aircraft technology works.

Such companies as Eclipse Aviation Corp., Diamond Aircraft and even Honda are well along in developing the taxis or running them through test flights, though none have received FAA certification yet. Loomis expects the first services featuring planes with capacity of four to 10 passengers to take to the air in 2007.

As for the taxis, Loomis envisions a traveler tapping a request into a personal digital assistant and showing up at the airport to be whisked away. How much the flights would cost, or their minimum distance, has yet to be determined.

The Indiana consortium hopes to use it to expand economic development. Other states already in the national organization -- Florida, Maryland, Michigan, North Carolina and Virginia -- are focusing on making the technology work.

The Indiana group wants to use the newly opened access to jet travel to attract business to areas of the state that don't have interstate highways.

Several developments are coming together to make the taxis possible.

Composite materials are easier to shape into sleek, fuel-efficient designs. And highly sophisticated instruments help planes stay on course and avoid collisions.

Madison Municipal Airport Manager Jim Melton hopes the concept catches on, but he doubts it will in a big way any time soon, except with charter companies and some businesses.

The taxis will be priced at more than $1 million, and insurers will be cautious initially about extending coverage, Melton predicted.

Joy McCarthy-Sessing, president of Kosciusko Development Inc. in Warsaw, said air access has become more important to companies since the 2001 terrorist attacks. Even before the attacks, corporations often wrote off potential locations without air access.

When she helped companies find locations through the Indiana Department of Commerce, she recalls a pilot for a big manufacturer joking that he wouldn't meet her again in one small Indiana community after they barely cleared trees at the end of the runway.

Today's announcement will be made at the Small Aircraft Transportation System seminar, which is open to the public. It runs from 8:30 a.m. to 2:40 p.m. at the Omni North, 8181 N. Shadeland Ave.

Call Star reporter Norm Heikens at (317) 444-6532.
