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FEATURED

Kalitta Air builds plane testing enclosure at OWA
by Willow Newman
Jan 18, 2024

OSCODA – As planes and their engines have grown in size and power, so has the need for larger,
more controlled engine testing facilities on airport grounds. Kalitta Air, a leader in providing air cargo
transportation and located on the Oscoda-Wurtsmith Airport (OWA) property, decided in early 2023
that it was in need of a proper ground run-up enclosure (GRE) for testing its plane engines for a
variety of reasons.

They chose Blast Deflectors Inc. (BDI), a global company at the cutting edge of its industry, to build
their GRE making this the third one to be built in Michigan with the other two in Detroit and Courtes
Pontiac. According to Matt Anzai, a sales manager at BDI who has been working with Kalitta on their
GRE build, this means that Michigan now likely has the most GREs of any state in the nation.

AIRPLANE ENGINE TESTING ENCLOSURE – Kalitta Air, located at Oscoda Wurtsmith Airport, is scheduled to have their B
ground runup enclosure ready to use for engine testing by the end of Jan. 2024. This enclosure will significantly increase the
safety for plane engines and their surrounding environment.
Courtesy photo by BDI Field Superintendent Jake Pargrass
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Steve Vette, a line maintenance manager at Kalitta’s OWA location, presented the need for a GRE in
2020 citing safety reasons. Vette explained that Kalitta’s large planes have extremely powerful jet
blasts, and even though they blast their jets down the runway, in accordance with FAA regulations,
several safety concerns were coming up.

These safety concerns included pitting on the runway from the strength of the jet blasts, property
damage was occurring to signage and lighting and a significant risk that the plane engines
themselves could draw in foreign object debris that can damage a plane’s engines, the larger ones
costing around $30 million each.

Jamie Downes, director of OWA, reported that planes landing and taking off on their runways had to
be careful not to do so while Kalitta was testing an engine since the blasts are strong enough to
blow another plane off course.

In continuing his story, Vette shared that Kalitta was not quite ready to commit to such a large
expense and tabled the idea in 2020. Approximately three years later, during which Kalitta built
several hangars, the available space in which to test their engines safely was diminishing. Vette
presented the GRE idea again and Kalitta agreed, it was time.

The next hurdle for Vette and Kalitta, became convincing the Oscoda-Wurtsmith Airport Authority
(OWAA) to allow Kalitta to build a GRE. Downes remembered being approached by Kalitta and at
first, the thought of a gigantic $7 million, five story high building made of 471,576 pounds of steel
was daunting. He explained the three hurdle process of approval for the build beginning with the
OWAA Joint Zoning Board Approval followed by the OWAA Executive Committee Approval, then
lastly the OWAA Board of Trustees Final Approval. Once all three were passed, Kalitta finally had
the go ahead.

Downes shared that understanding the need for the run-up came down to the ability of the GRE to
increase safety levels which is paramount. Additionally, since newer planes are being outfitted with
increasingly powerful engines that are closer to the ground, safety concerns for the foreseeable
future, will not be declining.

Kalitta’s next step, Vette shared, would be to establish the location of the GRE build. In order to
understand where the best location on available OWA property might be, it was important for them to
have the airport studied by BDI.



After studying wind and weather reports at OWA for almost 100 years, the airport having first been
built in 1924, BDI submitted their analysis to Kalitta. BDI had found several viable sites, one of which
was Kalitta’s ideal location in that it was very accessible to their operations. This became the official
site of the new GRE.

Vette and Kalitta finally had all the pieces they needed to begin working with BDI to plan the build.

Anzai shared that, “BDI is pleased to partner with Kalitta on a run-up enclosure to provide a stable
air flow environment for ground testing in the challenging winds at the Oscoda/Wurtsmith Airport.”

BDI’s website describes two types of GREs that they offer. The more cost efficient model is a three-
sided enclosure with no roof or front side which is the more popular of the two, and a four-sided one
with mobile doors on one end. Anzai explained that BDI works with clients individually to specifically
design a GRE based on the client’s needs, goals, budget and location.

Anzai shared that once their team at BDI knew that Kalitta’s needs fit a three-sided GRE and they
did not require the additional add-on feature for noise attenuation, BDI began to assemble a specific
design for the OWA location using computational fluid dynamics (CFD).

“During the design phase, BDI’s team completed extensive CFD (aerodynamic) analyses and
designed sophisticated features, including the patented VertiVent design, to control airflow to meet
the aerodynamic challenges of running engines at takeoff power while the aircraft is parked.” Anzai
stated.

Based on BDI’s website description, each wall of the structure is designed to handle wind hitting it
from the outside and the air movement that the airplane creates inside from its engine blasts.
Internally at its rear, where the jet blasts are aimed, steel blast deflector panels direct most of the
energy and air directly upwards while the side walls are designed to dampen the sound with their
aerodynamically designed vents and Noise Blotter trademarked acoustic panels if added. The top of
the wall is rounded which helps to handle crosswinds and reduce the turbulence in the air.

Anzai added further details by explaining that the aerodynamics of a GRE also must take into
consideration the need for smooth, turbulence free air for proper engine testing. Therefore, the side
panels of the GRE and the direction in which its opening faces, from which the engine will draw air,
must be able to temper the incoming air so that it is smooth and turbulent free. The design of the
structure also prevents air from forming internal spirals that may be very dangerous.
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In addition to addressing safety concerns, both Kalitta and BDI foresee the use of it as a possible
means for Kalitta to improve upon engine testing and maintenance efficiencies which may have the
added benefit of reducing turnaround time to meet their cargo flight schedules.

Vette finished by sharing that Kalitta’s GRE will be ready to use by the end of January, and when the
weather warms, he says that they will complete the epoxy sealing. Also, a ribbon cutting ceremony
may be considered, but, as of yet, has not been scheduled.

For further information on Kalitta Air or BDI and its technology, their websites are respectively at
KalittaAir.com and BlastDeflectors.com.
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