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In 1986 Aruba received the “status aparte” (state of independence) within the Kingdom of the Netherlands, 
which since then includes the Netherlands, the Netherlands Antilles and Aruba. The ”status aparte” had 
consequences for the civil aircraft register of the Netherlands Antilles: aircraft with Aruban owners were 
registered in a separate Aruban Aircraft Register, which was assigned with the P4- prefix. Because of the 20-
years existence of the Aruban Aircraft Register a closer look at the development of the register and some 
characteristic users. 
 
 
The consequences of the Aruban separation for the Antillean Aircraft Register were small: only two aircraft 
(Beech V35B Bonanza PJ-ANI and Beech 58 Baron PJ-INA) were transferred to the Aruban Register (as P4-
ANI and P4-INA). The number of registered aircraft was at the beginning fluctuating between 5 and 20. During 
the mid-1990ies the Aruban Aircraft Register threatens to become the aviation equivalent of what Panama is in 
the shipping world: a list of aircraft in doubtful technical state with obscure owners from outside Aruba. By 
accentuating of rules (especially the establishment of an evaluation system by the US FAA[1]), combined with 
Aruban fiscal advantages and, among other things, the possibility to register aircraft within a few days, the 
Aruban Civil Aviation Authority was able to alter this status and let the Aruban Register become a competitor 
of  with business jets highly populated aircraft registers of the Cayman Islands and the Bahamas. Currently the 
Aruban Aircraft Register contains more than 70 aircraft, of which only 10 are based at Aruba. The others are 
mainly business jets based in Europe and the former Soviet Union. 
 
Aruban operators 
Air Aruba 
Air Aruba was established in september 1986. Originally the company focussed on ground-handling of aircraft. 
With support of the Aruban government two NAMC (Nihon) YS-11 turboprops were purchased ( P4-YSA and –
YSB) in order to start scheduled services. The first commercial flight was made on 18 August 1988. Using the 
YS-11s, services to Bonaire, Curacao (both: Netherlands Antilles) and Caracas (Venezuela) were operated. Next 
year the fleet was expanded with two additional YS-11s, P4-YSC and –YSD, although P4–YSD was leased to 
Air Gambia after a short while and never returned to Aruba. During 1990 a scheduled service between Aruba 
and Amsterdam (Netherlands) was started in cooperation with Air Holland (who gained 20% ownership of Air 
Aruba). In the beginning a Boeing 757-200 and a Boeing 767-200 of Air Holland were used, both in Air Aruba 
colours. October 1991 Air Holland was adjudged bankrupt[2], after which the Boeing 757 was transferred to the 
Aruban register as P4-AAA. The Boeing 767 was registered in the UK and also continued operating for Air 
Aruba; for a brief period a 767 was leased from Air New Zealand. April 1992 the service to Amsterdam was 
ceased due to the low seat occupancy. Moreover, KLM took care for financial compensation to re-establish the 
monopoly on the service to Aruba. 
 
With expansion of the (South-)American network[3], during 1992 the DC-9/MD80 was introduced into the fleet. 
P4-MDA to –MDE were successively taken into service. Also some aircraft were leased, amongst others a 
Hapag Lloyd (Germany) Boeing 727 and some Boeing 737-300’s from Belgian TEA. Due to increasing 
competition of US based airliners (Aruba has a “open-skies” agreement with the US, so as TWA, American 
Airlines and Delta Airlines fly from several US destinations to Aruba) the financial health of Air Aruba declined. 
The Aruban government started to search for a candidate to take-over Air Aruba. Ascerca from Venezuela was 
interested and gained a 70 % ownership per  27 October 1998. During December 1998 two new  MD90 aircraft 
were taken into service (P4-MDF and P4-MDG), both leased from Aserca. Ascerca did not meet the FAA 
requirements for operations into the US, and the Venezuelans hoped to enter the US market through Air Aruba. 
The number of destinations was extended with Philadelphia and Baltimore (both US), but due to large 
competition the various services were not economic. Aserca, incidentally, covered the risk of the Air Aruba take-
over by asking high lease allowances for the MD90s and, amongst other things, stated in a contract that Air 
Aruba was to purchase parts for the aircraft only via Aserca. 
The financial problems of Air Aruba were not solved by the take-over. After a 3 million US Dollar debt was 
built up owed to the Aruban Airport Authority some Air Aruba buildings were attached.  Taiwanese investment 
corporation Hwa-Hsia Leasing Ltd, owner of the MD90s, scent danger and returned the aircraft. This finished 

                                                
[1] The Aruban Aviation Authority has a “Category 1” FAA rating which implies compliance with minimal ICAO demands for organisation, 
rules and technical expertise. 
[2] Air Holland became active again in December. 
[3] New destinations were for instance Santa Domingo (Dominican Republic), St. Maarten (Netherlands Antilles), Newark (US), Miami (US), 
Sao Paolo (Brazil), Maracaibo (Venezuela) en Las Piedras (Puerto Rico). 



Air Aruba: the government ceased the operations on 23 October 2000, and despite several attempts the 
operations did not restart. 
 
Avia Air 
The Avia Air operations started summer 1994 with three Cessna 402Bs (P4-AVA to P4-AVC); the same year an 
Embraer Bandeirante (P4-AVD) joined the fleet. Because of Air Arubas focus on the US, some regional 
destinations could be served. Avia Air operated on routes to Curacao and Bonaire (Netherlands Antilles) and 
Maracaïbo, Punto Fijo and Valencia (all Venezuela). Late 1995 a second  Bandeirante was acquired (P4-AVE).  
 
On 13 March 1996 Cessna 402B P4-AVB crashed into sea near Paraguana (Venezuela), killing all 8 
occupants. During a scheduled service from Aruba to Punto Fijo, the captain reported to another Avia Air 
aircraft that he had problems with the left hand engine, and later on that an engine fire broke out.  During the 
investigation it appeared that due to the fire a part of the left wing and the engine cowling broke off the aircraft. 
It crashed North of Las Piedras-  Punto Fijo airport. 
 
Early 2003 a Short SD.360-200 was delivered, but this aircraft was never taken into service. From May there 
was no cash to pay the salaries anymore and the operations were ceased. Shortly after this leasing company 
Volvo Aero took the engines of both Bandeirantes back and finally the tax authorities took possession on all 
properties. Meanwhile, due to overdue maintenance the Cessnas were also not airworthy anymore. During 
August 2003 the Short was used for some training flights after the Dutch investments group IMCA, owner of Air 
Exel, gained 50% participation in Avia Air. Avia Air was to restart operations as AviaExel, but this never 
happened because the licence remained forthcoming. During October  2003 Avia Air was declared bankrupt. The 
Short was shortly afterwards returned by the owner, both Bandeirantes stayed parked on Oranjestad airfield until 
summer this year as Cessna 402  P4-AVA still remains here.  
 
Failures: Royal Aruban Airlines and ArubaExel 
Early 2002 reports were published about the establishment of Royal Aruban Airlines[4]. During July 2002 the Air 
Operating Certificate was received, and it was planned to start scheduled services to Curacao and Bonaire. 
Meanwhile the first Embraer Brasilia arrived, which was registered as P4-RAL and painted into RAA colours. A 
second Brasilia, to become P4-RAK, was never delivered. P4-RAL was only used for some training flights. Due 
to the unclear funding of RAA no rights to land were rendered, and after a few months all activities ceased. 
Finally it appeared that the criminal moneylenders of Air Holland also funded  RAA. 
 
After the failed attempt of IMCA to take over Avia Air it was decided to establish ArubaExel. During January 
2004 the Air Exel ATR.42-300 PH-XLI was seen in ArubaExel colours at Eindhoven airport, Netherlands, and 
until April 2004 the aircraft was seen at diverse European airports. But, when  
PH-XLI was finally ferried to the Dutch Antilles it wear AlsaceExel (another Exel subsidiary) titles. The ATR 
finally operated at the Antilles for BonairExel as PJ-XLI until the collapse of the Exel empire during 2005; 
ArubaExel never made operational flights.  
 
General aviation 
The first entries in the Aruban Aircraft Register were Beech V35B Bonanza P4-ANI and Beech Baron P4-INA, 
both were transferred from the Antillean register. Owner of both aircraft was  Oduber Aviation (later Farnair), 
who used the aircraft for charters. Around 2000 the activities were suspended. 
 
During 1990 Wings over Holland, a company based at Lelystad airfield in the Netherlands, established 
subsidiary Wings over Aruba. Fuji FA200  
PH-RUM was shipped to Aruba, but was not used often and finally sold in Venezuela after amply a year. Also 
an amphibian seaplane was acquired: Cessna A185F P4-WET, but this aircraft remained based at  Lelystad (and 
finally became PH-WOW in 1995).  
 
During 1992 two accidents with new registered aircraft: on 28 May 1992 Rans Airale P4-ULA crashed at Aruba 
under unclear conditions. Before the crash the aircraft was seen flying low by several people. Both occupants 
were killed. A few days later, on 31 May, Piper Cherokee Six P4-FSA ditched into sea near Costambar, 
Dominican Republic, luckily without injuries. The wreck of P4-FSA stayed on the beach for years. 
 

                                                
[4] Other than in the Netherlands, at the Netherlands Antilles there is apparently no permission needed to use the designation “Royal” 



From 1994 on SOCATA TB-9 P4-IFA and Piper PA-34 Seneca P4-VOC were based for many years at 
Oranjestad (the capital of Aruba), later for shorter periods accompanied with two aircraft that could also be seen 
in Holland some time: Mooney M.20L P4-ING and Robin HR 100/210 P4-NDJ.  
 
During 1998 the Aruba Flying Club was reactivated again (from the Second World War until the 1970ies the 
AFC was active). Initially only the Cessna 172M P4-BON was used, in 1992 and 1993 accompanied with Cessna 
182P P4-GIN and since 1998 with a US registered Cessna 172R, N174AP. 
 
Furthermore worth mentioning the unsuccessful attempt to use Cessna 208 Caravan P4-SSL at Aruba for 
paradropping, and the fact that during  2003 and 2004 Robinson R44 P4-MLT was operated from Oranjestad 
harbour for pleasant flights. 
 
Some foreign operators 
During the mid-1990ies the Aruban Aircraft Register was characterised by the (mostly short-lived) entries of 
airliners and freighters of on occasion obscure foreign operators and lease companies. Lack of space makes that 
it is impossible to sum all these aircraft and operators. Therefore only a few operators are mentioned here. 
 
Between 1995 and 1999 various Boeing 727s, 737-100 and -200 aircraft were leased to Peruvian airliner Aero 
Continente, and registered in Aruba. Aero Continente ceased operations in 2004 after the US blacklisted the 
airliner because of the bad technical state of the aircraft and accusations of drugs smuggle and fraud. Several 
Boeing 707 freighters had an Aruban registration. Mexian Aerotransportes Mas de Carga (Mas Air) used 
from  1995 on three P4-registered 707s, of which two were leased to  Transcontinental Sur from Uruguay and 
regularly were seen at Ostend, Belgium. Furthermore P4-registrations could be found on 707s from Azza Air 
Transport from Sudan, Ibis Air Transport from Sierra Leone and Romanian Jaro. 
 
From 2000 on more business jets appeared in the Aruban Aircraft Register, a trend that is still followed. Most 
operators are from Europe, and a notable number of operators are from the former Soviet Union. During 2001 a 
first BAe 125 jet was registered for Russian Avcom as P4-AOA. This aircraft is a flying  ambulance and was the 
first of a batch BAe 125s. Avcom later acquired another two of these jets; Evolga, just as Avcom based in 
Moscou, owns two BAe 125s and Daedalus Aviation from Vilnius, Lithuania also operates two 125s. Ikarus 
Aviation from Kiev, Ukraine, owns three P4- registered Falcon 2000 jets and a Bell 427 helicopter.  
 
Another Russian owner in the Aruban Aircraft Register is oil multimillionaire[5] Roman Abramovitsj, outside 
Russia mainly known as owner of British football team Celsea. Abramovitsj, living in the UK, acquired during 
2002 a Eurocopter  EC-135 which was based on his yacht  “Le Grand Bleu”. The helicopter was registered  
P4-LGB. During 2004 a second yacht was added  (named “Ecstasea” ) which obviously also was to be equipped 
with a helicopter. For the “Le Grand Blue” a Eurocopter EC-145 was bought, who took over registration P4-
LGB from the EC-135, while the EC-135 became P4-XTC and was based on the “Ecstasea”. In 2004 
Abramovitsj acquired a Boeing 767, which was registered P4-MES in 2005 after a major interior conversion. 
Total costs of this conversion was estimated by the Russian newspaper Kommersant at 600 Million Euro[6]. It is 
rumoured that there are plans to install a flare system against heat-seeking missiles. Abramovitsj has a Jewish 
background and supports chairity projects in Israel. Together with his millionairship this would possible make 
him a target for assaults.  P4-MES can regulary been seen at European airports. 
 
A final operator from the former Soviet Union that is mentioned here concerns Air Astanda. This airliner from 
Kazakhstan has its complete fleet (currently three Boeing 737-700s, four Boeing 757-200s, an Airbus A320 and 
five Fokker 50s) registered on Aruba. Their first aircraft was Boeing 737 P4-BAS, registered in 2001. 
 

                                                
[5] On the 2006-edition of the Forbes list of world’s wealthiest persons Abramovitsj is ranked 11. 
[6] British Times made a mistake during conversion from Dollars to Pounds, as a result of which it was rumoured some time that the costs of 
the conversion would be 1 billion.  



Internet 
complete aruban aircraft register: www.luchtvaartkennis.net/PH.html 
Aruban Aviation Authority: www.airsafetyfirst.com 
nice site with information about aviation on Aruba: 
www.arubaaviation.com 
 
Sources 
- newspapers Amigoe, Volkskrant, Trouw 
- personal communication with Gerard Casius and 
  Hyro Obodur 
- internet: www.airliners.net, 
  www.luchtvaartnieuws.nl 
- Air-Britain New 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 


