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I
f you’re lucky enough to be the owner 
of one of, what I believe, are a stable of 
truly fantastic, recent-generation classic 
twin-engine aircraft—I’m speaking of 
Piper’s twins, including the amazing Aero-
star—you are truly one fortunate flyer. 

Sure, they require a lot of upkeep. But 
what classic doesn’t? Next time there’s a Cars 
and Coffee event in your area, drop by and 
ask a few owners of classic cars what they pay 
for spare parts and upkeep. Odds are you’ll be 

With the help of a well-thought-out plan, a 
realistic budget, and an experienced avionics 
shop, you can have twice as much fun up-
grading your twin’s panel. By Dale Smith
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amazed at how their world of driving a car 
that’s in a constant state of maintenance 
parallels yours.

As you and your bank account can well 
attest, classic aircraft are always in need 
of some repair, replacement, or upgrade. 
While the need to swap out engine and 
airframe parts is usually due to wear and 
tear; when it comes to your avionics and 
instruments, upgrades are more a matter of 
want than need. 

Yep, sooner or later, you’re going to get 
the itch to replace those legacy instruments 
and radios with the new-generation glass 
panels, digital autopilots, and touch-screen 
navcoms that you really want. 

Panel planning 101
We’re going to assume that your twin is 

somewhere around 40 years old. And that 
somewhere along the line, at least one of 
the original King or Narco radios has been 

upgraded to an Avidyne or Garmin GPS 
navigator, and that you’ve done the ADS-B 
Out installation. 

Then again, just because the radios 
were upgraded in the past two decades or 
so doesn’t mean those same avionics are 
not ripe for replacement. The last century 
called, and they want their technology 
back...

“If you were to use a 20-year-old aircraft 
with Garmin 430s as an example, you could 
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buy [aircraft equipped in this manner] all 
day, but you’re buying 20-year-old avionics 
that won’t deliver the capabilities today’s 
units can,” stated Fred Ahles, founder, 
Premier Aircraft Sales. “Owners want an 
aircraft that will deliver the functions and 
features of a modern panel.”

But adding the “features of a modern 
panel” leaves the door open to thousands 
of avionics and instrument upgrade op-
tions. How do you put together a plan that 
gets you what you want without mortgag-
ing the farm?

Let’s assume first that all the avion-
ics and instruments in your panel are 
functioning properly. If not, unless it’s your 
LORAN or ADF, you’re going to want to 
put that change/upgrade at the top of your 
“must-have” list. 

“The way I advise our customers on this 
is to think about the primary mission they 
have for their airplane,” explained Mark 
Lee, CEO, Carpenter Avionics. “What can 
you add to your aircraft that will enable 
you to fly your typical mission better and 
more safely? To me, that’s the best starting 
point for an upgrade.”

“If they fly a lot of IFR or at night, then 
they’ll benefit from a more capable GPS 
navigator or autopilot,” he added. “If the 
owner is trying to improve the perfor-
mance, reliability, and longevity of their 
engines, then a new digital engine monitor 
will be a great addition.”

Of course, who wouldn’t want to 

replace their tired old mechanical ADI 
and HSI with a cool new electronic flight 
instrument? Inch-for-inch, the new display 
units deliver a quantum leap in what kind 
of information you can see on your panel.

 As a bonus, if you do replace your old 
autopilot with a digital unit, you may well 
be able to remove the aircraft’s prob-
lem-prone vacuum system. That’s a true 
win/win.

As for what kinds of avionics you 
might want to consider for your new 
panel, the sky’s the proverbial limit when 
it comes to upgrade options. There are 
great glass units from Avidyne, Aspen, 
Dynon, and Garmin. And with great 
autopilots from Avidyne, Garmin, and 
Genesys (S-TEC), there’s a system to fit 
pretty much every twin.

There is also a new product that 
I think will be a “game-changer” in 
twin-engine safety: the new Smart Rudder 
Bias technology for Garmin’s GFC 600 
autopilot. This amazing new system 
basically brings turbine-class, automated 
single-engine control enhancement to 
piston twin aircraft.

Knowing what a problem Vmca (min-
imum control speed with critical engine 
inoperative) loss of control accidents are 
for light twins, I think the rudder bias ca-
pability is a great safety-enhancing system. 

But, as you know, avionics technol-
ogy is changing so fast that in the days 
that will have passed from the time this 

is written until you read it, it’s a safe 
bet that one of the avionics OEMs will 
introduce something that changes every-
thing— again.

A little help from your friends
While you’d think that picking the 

avionics you want in your new panel 
would be nothing but fun, the fact is, 
it can drive you a bit, well, nuts. There 
are so many options, and each unit has 
features and functions that you may or 
may not use. 

Sure, back in the pre-COVID days, you 
would have just gone to a local aviation 
event and gotten some personal time 
with the various avionics OEMs and their 
demo units. That’s been a lot harder this 
past year. 

Luckily, you have options beyond bro-
chures and webpages. Most of the major 
avionics manufacturers have online tools 
that you can use to demo their products. 
These tools do a pretty good job of giving 
you “hands-on” experience with their 
units. The Avidyne and Garmin tools are 
especially helpful. 

If you’re a fan of YouTube, you can 
search out some popular vloggers like 310 
Pilot, Baron Pilot, or Martin Pauly. They’ll 
give you some insights into what it’s like to 
use new-generation avionics and autopi-
lots in the real world. And you can see how 
they’ve integrated new-gen equipment 
with their legacy avionics and instruments. 
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Toll Free Sales: 1-888-433-5433
Shop Online: www.univair.com

2500 Himalaya Road • Aurora, CO • 80011-8156
Info Phone .....................................303-375-8882
Fax .....................800-457-7811 or 303-375-8888
Email .........................................info@univair.com

ALL MERCHANDISE IS SOLD  F.O.B., AURORA, CO • PRICE AND AVAILABILITY SUBJECT TO CHANGE WITHOUT NOTICE • 03-01-21

AIRCRAFT CORPORATION

Call to request your free 
Univair catalog. Foreign 
orders pay postage.

U24066-000 ................................................. $19,708.55

PA-12 Frame FAA-PMA

Aileron, Left ...........................U42555-000.....$2,333.90
     Right ..................................U42555-001.....$2,333.90
Flap, Left ................................U11686-000.....$1,163.13
     Right ..................................U11686-001.....$1,163.13

(uncovered)

PA-14 Ailerons and Flaps     FAA-PMA

Front, Left ..............................U14753-002........$450.48
     Right ..................................U14753-003........$450.48
Rear, Left ................................U14823-002........$400.84
     Right ..................................U14823-003........$400.84

PA-12/14 Wing Spars FAA-PMA

These struts must be shipped by air or motor freight.

• Complies with AD 2015-08-04
• End repetitive inspections of struts and forks
• Includes heavy duty 5⁄8” fork

PA-12/14 Front Strut ..............U85552-002........$600.78
PA-12/14 Rear Strut ...............U85553-002........$600.78

Sealed Wing Lift Struts FAA-PMA

For PA-12/14 with DM Sensenich Propellers
Spinner Dome ........................U14422-000........$433.50
Front Plate .............................U14426-000........$159.07
Back Plate ..............................U14424-000........$207.41
Complete Assembly ....................U14422-A........$634.70

Spinner Assembly
FAA-PMA

PA-12/PA-14 Nose Cowl
     U10189-000 .....$1,623.52
PA-12 Bottom Cowl
     U10698-000 ........$293.19
PA-12 Top Cowl ......................U10699-000........$175.93
PA-12 Fuselage Cowl ..............U10691-000.....$1,422.90
PA-12 Side Cowl, Left .............U10701-000........$461.76
     Right ..................................U10701-001........$461.76

All Metal Cowling FAA-PMA

Muffler Shroud
FAA-PMA

PA-12 .....................................U10431-000........$472.13

Throttle Control and Muffler

PA-12 Throttle Control ............U12694-002........$464.86
PA-12/14 Muffler ...................U10308-003.....$1,784.49

Less shroud, includes U452-093 muffler bail

FAA-PMA

FREE SHIPPING on orders over $300
FREE FREIGHT on orders over $3,000
Restrictions apply. See website for details.

Call Univair for All Your Piper PA-12 and PA-14 Parts

Will what you want work with 
what you have?

Unless you’re planning on ripping out 
your entire current panel and replacing 
it, you and your avionics shop are going 
to have to deal with integrating legacy 
and new avionics. While it’s not usually 
an issue, in some cases, the added work 
to integrate such systems can add a lot of 
time and cost to the installation. 

“Generally speaking, twins are going 
to be a bit more complex than a typical 
single, so the question of integrating new 
digital avionics with legacy analog systems 
takes on a bit more importance in panel 
planning,” Lee said.

“Even if it’s a relatively simple upgrade 
like adding a new touch-screen GPS nav-
igator, you still need to look at how it will 
operate with the equipment that will stay 
in the panel.”

“The Garmin GTN TXi is a stellar GPS 
navigator, and its interoperability is best 
when it’s working with other Garmin units. 

Mixing it with other avionics can be done, 
of course, but you may lose some func-
tionality,” he added. “On the other hand, if 
you have a panel full of avionics that aren’t 
Garmin, and you don’t have the budget for 
a full-on upgrade, then the Avidyne IFD 
may be a better solution.”

“It’s a great flight management sys-
tem, and it’s very compatible with many 
different kinds of avionics and autopi-
lots,” he said. “It will deliver a full array 
of capabilities without having to remake 
your panel.”

Of course, glass displays, touch-screen 
navigators, and autopilots may be at the 
top of the upgrade heap, but they’re not 
your only options. Another popular option 
is a new electronic engine monitor and/
or fuel totalizer. There’s nothing more 
disconcerting in a light twin than engines 
running out of sync…except for running 
out of fuel!

With the popularity of iPads and smart-
phones in the cockpit and cabin, who 

could say no to installing a few USB power 
ports in the cockpit or cabin? Not me.

But, you ask, when I start planning how 
all this comes together, how do I know 
what role my current avionics will play 
in the panel? What can I keep? And more 
importantly, how will it all integrate with 
my new systems? 

That’s where being able to rely on the 
experience of a highly qualified avionics 
shop will make the difference between 
avionics upgrade success and failure.

Choosing the right avionics shop
One of the hardest parts of an avionics 

upgrade is choosing the right shop to do 
the work. No doubt, you’ll do even more 
homework in making your shop selection 
than actually choosing your avionics. A lot 
is riding on your decision.

“Again, twins are very sophisticated, 
and so are their avionics, so make sure 
you’re dealing with a licensed, Part 145 
avionics shop. I’d strongly recommend you 
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contact the Aircraft Electronics Associ-
ation to find AEA member shops in your 
area,” Lee said. “Make sure the shop is an 
authorized dealer and service center for 
the avionics you want. That can make any 
warranty issues easier to resolve.

“Speaking of warranties, make sure the 
shop also offers a written, in-house war-
ranty for their labor and installation work,” 
he added. “And when they present their 
quote, make sure it includes everything for 
the project and it is all clearly spelled out. 
That’s a sign of a professionally run and 
managed shop.”

OK, so you have your three written 
quotes, and you’re ready to decide. Un-
fortunately, this is the stage where way 
too many owners make a dream-crush-
ing mistake. 

“Do not go with the lowest bid. That’s 
a huge mistake,” stated Matt Schloss, Sales 
Manager, Gulf Coast Avionics. “I’m always 
getting phone calls from aircraft owners 
who went with the low-priced shop, saying 
their airplane is still in the shop several 
months later.

“When it comes to comparing one 
quote to another, there’s often a variety of 
very good reasons why a shop is a bit more 
expensive. If you take the time to investi-
gate those differences, you’ll probably see 
the added cost is worth it,” he continued. 
“Larger shops have more experience and 
probably have more trained technicians 
on staff.”

Getting to know the shop and its capa-
bilities is the reason you need to personally 
visit the facility before you sign the papers. 
Is the shop clean? Do they have the right 
tools? Do they have experience with your 
aircraft type? Do you see a number of 
aircraft sitting around in various stages of 
disassembly? 

Again, working on a Piper is not the 
same as working on a twin Piper. A good 
rule of thumb is to contact owners of sim-
ilar aircraft and ask who they’ve worked 
with—and would work with again.

“A smaller shop may promise you 
‘personal service,’ but what happens when 

their only technician gets called off to fix a 
stranded aircraft or is out sick.? Your air-
plane just sits there,” Schloss said. “Cutting 
corners on your installation cost is pretty 
much a prescription for problems.

“If they’ve never installed a complete 
glass panel upgrade in your make and 
model before, I’d probably take a pass and 
look for a shop that has,” he added. “I’m 
not suggesting that the shop can’t do the 
work; I’m just saying that I wouldn’t want 
to be the first one on their list.”

And while we’re on the subject of 
installations, now’s a good time to put the 
inspection of your aircraft’s alternator and 
electrical system on your upgrade “to-do” 
list. You’ll want to make sure upfront that 
the alternator/electrical system is provid-
ing all the clean, consistent power your 
new systems will need. 

You’d be surprised how many avionics 
technicians have spent hours chasing 
down a problem only to find that the cause 
was a worn wire or weak alternator.

How much upgrade is too much?
When it comes to determining your 

budget and any possible return on that 
investment, there are two ways of looking 
at it. The first is the owner who plans on 
keeping that airplane for a long, long time. 
If that’s you, then any amount you spend 
in making your airplane more capable and 
safer will be a great investment.

The second is the owner who wants to 
upgrade now but will probably be selling 
in the near future. This pilot needs to take 
a different approach to their upgrade. If 
you’re really curious, it may be worth it to 
contact a licensed aircraft appraiser to see 
how your aircraft may stack up against 
the market. AOPA’s VREF guide can also 
help. (PFA Supporter VREF.com offers many 
aircraft valuation services. —Ed)

Keep in mind that avionics technology 
changes pretty fast, and any ROI guessti-
mate you get today may be miles off the 
mark in three to five years.

No matter where you stand on the 
avionics upgrade ROI discussion, there are 

still some sound guidelines you need to 
consider when laying out your new panel. 
One thing to avoid is getting too “creative” 
with your panel’s content and layout.

Work with your avionics shop to design 
a panel that not only makes efficient use of 
the space but also maximizes all the bene-
fits that your new avionics may offer.

For example, if you’re installing a 
touch-screen GPS navigator, don’t install 
it so far away that it becomes awkward to 
use. Or, don’t mount your standby ADI in 
a location that makes it difficult to use in 
critical situations. 

When it comes to a good panel layout, 
thinking something will work when you’re 
sitting on the ramp and knowing you can 
actually use it when you’re trying to shoot 
an IFR approach with your eyes looking at 
your knees are two different things.

While situations like these may seem 
inconceivable, believe me, they occur 
more often than you think. Why? Well, 
the obvious reason is these less-than-op-
timal locations make the installation a 
lot easier and less expensive. For some 
owners, saving a few hundred dollars is a 
powerful motivator. 

One final upgrade…
Well, there she is: your twin-engine 

beauty is on the ramp with her newly 
upgraded panel. Now all you need to do 
is climb aboard and take off for some real 
aviating fun!

Not so fast, my friend. Chances are, 
it’s been a number of weeks or perhaps 
months since you’ve been in the left seat 
and, your single-engine skills are probably 
a bit rusty. Everyone was thinking it. I’m 
just saying it.

It’s an excellent idea to schedule some 
refresher training time with your multi-en-
gine instructor. Having an experienced 
pilot in the right seat isn’t only a benefit to 
sharpen your flying skills, it’s also a great 
way to learn all about your new avionics. 

The instructor/pilot can fly and look 
for traffic while you are concentrating 
on pushing buttons and learning how to 

KEEP IN MIND THAT AVIONICS TECHNOLOGY CHANGES PRETTY FAST, 
AND ANY ROI GUESTIMATE YOU GET TODAY MAY BE MILES OFF THE 
MARK IN THREE TO FIVE YEARS.
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work all the cool new avionics you spent a 
lot of time and money on. And it’s espe-
cially smart when you practice your first 
instrument approaches coupled to your 
new autopilot. 

Being on final in reduced visibility is no 
time to realize that things aren’t shaping 
up the way you think they should. 

With a little planning and help from 
some knowledgeable experts, upgrading 
the avionics in your twin can be a lot of fun 
and extremely rewarding. Not to mention, 
it’s a great way to add years of life to a 
wonderful airplane. 

Dale Smith has been an aviation jour-
nalist for 30 years. When he’s not writing 
aviation articles, Smith does commission 
aircraft illustrations specializing in sea-
planes and flying boats. Smith has been 
a certificated pilot since 1974 and has 
flown 35 different types of General Avia-
tion, business, and World War II vintage 

aircraft. Send questions or comments to 
editor@piperflyer.org.

    RESOURCES

PFA SUPPORTERS

Avionics

Garmin Ltd.
garmin.com 

Genesys Aerosystems (S-TEC)
genesys-aerosystems.com

Gulf Coast Avionics
gulfcoastavionics.com

Insight Avionics
insightavionics.com

JP Instruments
jpinstruments.com 

Aircraft Value Guide

VREF
vref.com

OTHER

Aircraft Electronics Association
aea.net 

Aspen Avionics
aspenavionics.com

Avidyne Corp.
avidyne.com 

Carpenter Avionics Inc.
carpenter-avionics.com 

Dynon Avionics 
dynoncertified.com 

Premier Aircraft Sales Inc.
premieraircraftsales.com

RESOURCES


