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T
he number of aircraft being retired and parted depends on 
several different market forces and the calculated value of 
an aircraft. It tends to follow a cycle: when there is a high 

demand for parts and the price is high, aircraft are parted out 
as their value is higher in parts, but when the market becomes 
inundated, the value is higher for flying aircraft which make the 
most of these cheaper parts.

Fuel price is a key factor which affects this cycle. A low fuel 
price will drive demand for older, less fuel efficient aircraft. For 
example, a few years ago, the B737 CL was a prime part out 
candidate but now, with the current low fuel price and saturated 
parts marketplace, it appears to be making a resurgence, with 
fewer being parted out and more being kept in operation. It is now 
a viable option for airlines not wanting to spend B737 NG money. 

New technology
New aircraft such as the 787 and A350 are ground-breaking in 
terms of fuel efficiency, design, technology and new materials, but 
responsible recycling at the end of life is key to ensuring that all 
that hard work isn’t being undone in the scrap yard. With Air France 
KLM also doing great work regarding sustainability in terms of bio 
fuels and maintaining an environmental CSR policy, KLMUKE is 
keen to continue this approach when it comes to aircraft recycling.  

Efficient new aircraft are of course of huge benefit during their 
time in operation, but when the next generation of aircraft come to 
be parted out, there may be challenges due to the extensive use of 
relatively new materials such as carbon fibre and composites. These 
materials are more difficult to recycle using current technology, so 
the total volume that can be recycled may decrease. However, there 
is no immediate cause for concern as these aircraft have a long life 
span, and when there is a demand for new innovative technology, 
the market usually responds with a solution.

Other uses
Aside from parts being removed to go back into the marketplace, 
there are a number of uses for the remainder of the aircraft. 
Cockpits can be used for flight simulators and doors for crew 

training. There is also a rise in companies creating ‘aero art’ 
with the more recognisable parts being turned into furniture or 
art installations. This ‘upcycling’ approach only usually utilises a 
small percentage of the aircraft, but can help re-use parts that 
would otherwise have been recycled as scrap. In other innovative 
approaches, aircraft have been sunk to create artificial reefs, used 
as staging around theme park rides and even turned into hotel 
rooms.  

The way the remainder of the scrap is recycled is also 
changing with the introduction of ‘waste to energy’. Materials 
such as aluminium are still recycled as normal, but interiors 
and composites, which are notoriously difficult to recycle, are 
processed and turned into pellets and then burned to create 
energy. Although this can never claim to be 100 per cent green, 
there is no pile of rubbish being buried in the ground and energy is 
created. 

In an ideal world, the customer should not have a choice of a 
‘green option’ and a ‘non-green option’ as each supplier would 
follow the AFRA Best Management Practices guidelines. This 
currently isn’t the case, however reputable and responsible 
organisations such as KLMUKE demonstrate to the market that 
sustainability doesn’t have to be at great financial cost. <

The Aircraft Fleet Recycling Association 
(AFRA) is the leading global organisation 
for developing and promoting the safe and 
sustainable management of end-of-life 
aircraft and components. Alex Miller from 
KLM UK Engineering, a member of AFRA, 
discusses the issues involved in parting out 
aircraft and other methods of recycling 
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