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Abstract. As the aviation industry seeks to reduce its environmental impact and improve fuel 
efficiency, diesel engines have re-emerged as a promising alternative to traditional aviation fuels. 
This paper explores the historical development, advantages, challenges, and current applications of 
diesel engines in aviation. With their superior fuel efficiency, lower emissions, and enhanced 
durability, diesel engines offer significant potential for reducing operational costs and contributing to 
the industry's sustainability goals. However, challenges related to engine weight, performance 
limitations, certification processes, and noise concerns have slowed their widespread adoption. Key 
advancements in turbocharging, direct fuel injection, and hybrid integration are poised to overcome 
these obstacles, making diesel engines increasingly viable for various aviation sectors. Current 
applications, such as the Diamond DA40 and DA62, the Aero Vodochody L-39 Albatros, and the 
Pipistrel Alpha Electro, demonstrate the adaptability and cost-saving potential of diesel engines. The 
paper concludes by discussing future prospects for diesel engine technology in aviation, highlighting 
ongoing technological innovations and the critical role of regulatory support in fostering sustainable 
aviation solutions. 
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1. Introduction 

The aviation industry has predominantly relied on aviation gasoline (AVGAS) and jet fuel to 

power aircraft for decades. However, as global awareness of sustainability increases and the demand 

for fuel efficiency intensifies, there has been a renewed interest in diesel engines for aviation 

applications. With their inherent benefits over traditional aviation fuels, diesel engines are emerging 

as a viable alternative. This report delves into the application of diesel engines in aircraft, examining 

their advantages, challenges, and future prospects while also providing an in-depth historical context 

and analysis of market trends. 

Diesel engines have played a crucial role in various transportation sectors since the early 20th 

century, owing to their fuel efficiency and durability. The history of diesel engines in aviation dates 

back to World War I when the first diesel aircraft engines were developed. Notably, the Daimler-

Motoretten from 1916 and the Junkers Jumo 204 from the 1930s are among the earliest examples, 

showcasing the potential for diesel engines in aviation [1].  

However, as aviation technology progressed, particularly through the development of high-

performance piston engines and turbojet engines in the mid-20th century, diesel technology largely 

fell out of favor. The turbojet engines offered superior performance for military and commercial 

aviation, leading to their widespread adoption. Despite this historical overshadowing, recent 

advancements in diesel engine design, materials, and fuel injection systems have sparked a renewed 

interest in their use in aviation. 

Engine manufacturers have focused on improving overall performance metrics, such as power-to-

weight ratios, thermal efficiency, and emissions standards, aligning diesel engines with contemporary 

aviation requirements. The introduction of high-compression diesel engines and advanced 

turbocharging has made these engines more suitable for aircraft applications, thus opening the door 

for their re-entry into the market [2]. 
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2. Advantages of Diesel Engines in Aviation 

2.1. Fuel Efficiency 

One of the most significant advantages of diesel engines is their fuel efficiency. Diesel engines 

typically boast higher thermal efficiencies compared to gasoline engines, allowing them to extract 

more energy from a given amount of fuel. Studies have shown that diesel engines can convert up to 

45-50% of the energy stored in diesel fuel into useful work, compared to approximately 30-35% for 

gasoline engines. This efficiency translates into longer flight ranges, especially critical for regional 

and general aviation aircraft, where operating costs directly impact the bottom line. 

For instance, aircraft like the Diamond DA62, which utilizes a diesel engine, can achieve a range 

of approximately 1,000 nautical miles while consuming significantly less fuel than equivalents 

powered by AVGAS. As fuel prices continue to fluctuate, the cost savings derived from the superior 

fuel economy of diesel engines can be particularly impactful for operators, especially in rural or 

remote areas where fuel logistics can pose significant challenges [3]. 

2.2. Lower Emissions 

The aviation industry is facing increasing scrutiny regarding its contribution to climate change and 

environmental degradation. Diesel engines produce lower carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions than 

traditional aviation fuels, making them an attractive option for reducing aviation's carbon footprint. 

Furthermore, contemporary diesel engines emit lower levels of nitrogen oxides (NOx) and particulate 

matter (PM) due to advancements in emission control technologies, such as selective catalytic 

reduction (SCR). These technologies play a pivotal role in meeting stringent environmental 

regulations [4]. 

According to studies, modern aviation diesel engines can produce up to 30% less CO2 compared 

to their gasoline counterparts. Given the imperative to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in the 

aviation sector, the adoption of diesel technology could significantly contribute to sustainability goals 

across the industry. 

2.3. Reliability and Durability 

Diesel engines are renowned for their robustness and longevity, making them particularly well-

suited for aircraft applications where reliability is paramount. They are designed to withstand high 

levels of stress and can operate efficiently over long periods with minimal maintenance. In aviation, 

where engine failure can have catastrophic consequences, diesel engines stand out due to their 

durability and reduced likelihood of mechanical failure. 

This reliability translates into lower maintenance costs and increased aircraft availability. For 

example, diesel engines in aircraft typically have longer overhaul intervals compared to gasoline 

engines, leading to reduced downtime and improved operational efficiency. Airlines and operators 

can therefore benefit from higher aircraft utilization rates and lower lifecycle operating costs. 

2.4. Availability of Fuel 

Diesel fuel is widely available and can be sourced from numerous suppliers globally, reducing 

logistical challenges associated with fuel procurement. This availability is particularly beneficial for 

aviation operations in remote areas where fuel supply may be limited. Additionally, unlike AVGAS, 

which can face stricter production and regulatory challenges, diesel fuel can be produced from a 

variety of sources, including renewable biomass and synthetic fuels, further enhancing its 

sustainability profile.  

With ongoing advancements in biofuel technology and increasing investment in sustainable 

aviation fuel (SAF) production, the future of diesel in aviation looks brighter. These renewable diesel 

fuels can seamlessly blend with traditional diesel, enabling existing diesel engines to operate with 

lower environmental impacts [5]. 



Highlights in Science, Engineering and Technology EMIS 2024 

Volume 119 (2024)  

 

825 

3. Challenges of Diesel Engines in Aviation 

3.1. Weight and Size 

One of the primary challenges associated with diesel engines in aviation is their weight and size. 

Generally, diesel engines tend to be heavier than gasoline engines due to their robust construction, 

which is necessary for withstanding the higher pressures associated with diesel combustion. This 

weight disadvantage can impact on the overall performance, payload capacity, and range of the 

aircraft, particularly in smaller, lighter aircraft where weight is a critical factor. 

Manufacturers are actively working to mitigate these weight issues through innovative design 

approaches, such as using lightweight composite materials and advanced materials engineering. 

However, overcoming the inherent weight advantages of gasoline engines remains a key hurdle. 

3.2. Performance Limitations 

While diesel engines excel in fuel efficiency, they are often limited in terms of performance 

capabilities compared to high-performance aviation gasoline engines and turbojet engines. The 

power-to-weight ratio of diesel engines is generally lower, which can adversely affect climb rates and 

overall aircraft performance during critical phases of flight. This limitation restricts the use of diesel 

engines predominantly to general aviation and regional aircraft rather than performance-intensive 

applications such as aerobatics or competitive aviation. 

That said, research and development in diesel engine technology, including advancements in 

turbocharging and direct fuel injection, are being pursued to enhance overall performance 

characteristics. These developments may help bridge the performance gap, making diesel engines 

more competitive in diverse aviation sectors. 

3.3. Certification and Regulations 

The aviation industry is among the most heavily regulated sectors globally, and any new engine 

technology must undergo rigorous certification processes before it can be adopted for commercial 

use. Diesel engines face additional scrutiny due to their historical underrepresentation in aviation, 

leading to challenges in obtaining certification from aviation authorities. The certification process is 

often time-consuming and expensive, which can delay the adoption of diesel technology in aircraft. 

To address this challenge, industry stakeholders are advocating streamlined regulatory processes 

and increased collaboration between engine manufacturers and regulatory agencies. These efforts aim 

to facilitate the integration of diesel engines into the aviation regulatory framework [6]. 

3.4. Noise and Vibration 

Diesel engines are typically noisier than gasoline engines, raising concerns in aviation applications 

where noise pollution can affect communities around airports. Increased noise levels can lead to 

regulatory challenges and limit operational flexibility, especially in noise-sensitive areas. Operators 

may face strict noise abatement regulations when deploying diesel aircraft, potentially affecting their 

operational routes.  

In addition to noise, diesel engines often produce more vibrations than their gasoline counterparts. 

Although engine design improvements have mitigated some of these effects, vibrations can impact 

on passenger comfort and potentially affect the structural integrity of the aircraft over time. 

Manufacturers are exploring advanced vibration-damping technologies to address these concerns and 

enhance the overall passenger experience. 

4. Current Applications of Diesel Engines in Aircraft 

The aviation industry is continually evolving, driven by technological advancements and a 

growing emphasis on sustainability. Diesel engines have emerged as a potential alternative to 

traditional aviation fuels, and several aircraft manufacturers and operators are actively exploring their 
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application in various aircraft types. The utilization of diesel engines in aviation presents several 

advantages, including improved fuel efficiency, reduced operating costs, and lower emissions. This 

expansion of diesel technology in the aviation sector is particularly noteworthy given the industry's 

commitment to reducing its environmental footprint [7]. 

4.1. Diamond Aircraft DA40 and DA62 

One of the most prominent examples of diesel engine application in aviation is found in Diamond 

Aircraft's DA40 and DA62 models. The DA40, a single-engine aircraft, is known for its excellent 

performance and efficiency, making it ideal for flight training and personal use. Its diesel variant, 

powered by the Austro Engine AE300, is specifically designed for reliability and fuel efficiency. The 

DA40's innovative design allows it to operate on Jet-A fuel, which is more widely available and 

generally less expensive than traditional aviation gasoline (AVGAS).  

The DA62, an advanced twin-engine aircraft, also utilizes diesel technology, featuring the same 

Austro Engine AE300 engines. This model is particularly recognized for its spacious cabin, advanced 

avionics, and impressive range. With reduced operating costs and lower fuel consumption due to the 

efficiency of diesel engines, the DA62 has become a popular choice among flying schools and private 

operators. The successful integration of diesel engines in these aircraft demonstrates the viability and 

effectiveness of diesel technology, enabling operators to achieve significant cost savings while 

benefitting from reduced carbon emissions [8]. 

Moreover, Diesel engines in both the DA40 and DA62 reduce the frequency and cost of 

maintenance when compared to traditional Avgas engines. This is particularly relevant for flight 

schools that operate high volumes of training flights, as the lowered operational costs greatly 

contribute to their financial viability. The positive reception of these aircraft underscores the potential 

for further adoption of diesel technology in various aviation sectors. 

4.2. Aero Vodochody L-39 Albatros 

Another notable application of diesel engines in aviation can be observed in the Aero Vodochody 

L-39 Albatros, a military training aircraft originally designed in the 1960s. While the L-39 was 

initially powered by jet engines, recent modifications have allowed for the integration of diesel 

engines. This conversion offers numerous advantages, including significantly reduced fuel 

consumption and operational costs while still adhering to the necessary performance standards 

required by military specifications. 

The L-39's design modifications, which facilitate the integration of diesel engines, also highlight 

the aircraft's versatility and adaptability. Diesel power plants can enhance the aircraft's range and 

endurance, crucial attributes for training missions and tactical operations. Moreover, the adaptation 

process provides a case study for how existing aircraft designs can be effectively modified to 

accommodate alternative engine technologies. This successful implementation of diesel engines in 

the L-39 showcases how innovations can extend the operational life of legacy platforms while 

improving overall efficiency. 

Additionally, the L-39's transition to diesel demonstrates a growing trend in the military sector 

toward minimizing logistical burdens associated with fuel supply. By utilizing diesel engines, military 

operators can better align their aviation fuel needs with those of ground forces, simplifying supply 

chain logistics and reducing costs [9].  

4.3. Pipistrel Alpha Electro 

The Pipistrel Alpha Electro represents a groundbreaking approach within the niche of electric 

aviation, epitomizing the shift towards hybrid propulsion systems in general aviation. While primarily 

an electric aircraft, the Alpha Electro is also exploring hybrid configurations that incorporate diesel 

engines. This innovative strategy aims to leverage the advantages of diesel technology, such as 

efficiency and range, alongside the benefits of electric propulsion. 
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By combining diesel propulsion with electric systems, Pipistrel aims to create a versatile and 

sustainable aviation solution. This hybrid model could potentially outperform traditional aircraft by 

providing extended range and operational flexibility, while simultaneously minimizing noise and 

emissions. Such configurations allow for creative approaches to fleet management and operations, 

ensuring that aircraft are not only efficient during flight but also capable of operating in diverse 

environments [10]. 

Moreover, the Pipistrel Alpha Electro serves as a platform for testing and developing hybrid 

technology in aviation. The ongoing research and development process will contribute valuable 

insights into the feasibility and performance of hybrid propulsion systems, which could set the 

groundwork for future aircraft designs. As the aviation industry increasingly focuses on reducing its 

carbon footprint, initiatives like the Alpha Electro will significantly contribute to the advancement of 

sustainable aviation technologies. 

5. Future Prospects 

The future of diesel engines in aviation appears promising, propelled by advancements in 

technology and an increasing demand for sustainable aviation solutions. Several key trends are likely 

to shape the landscape of diesel engines in aircraft: 

5.1. Technological Advancements 

Ongoing research and development in diesel engine technology are poised to yield lighter, more 

efficient engines with improved performance characteristics. Innovations such as turbocharging, 

direct fuel injection, and the use of advanced materials are expected to enhance the viability of diesel 

engines in aviation. For instance, the implementation of advanced turbocharging systems can 

optimize engine performance across a variety of altitudes, contributing significantly to fuel efficiency. 

Moreover, specialized design elements such as composite materials can help mitigate the weight 

of diesel engines, addressing one of the primary concerns associated with their aviation applications. 

By continuously refining engine design and performance through state-of-the-art engineering, 

manufacturers can position diesel engines to compete effectively against conventional aviation fuel 

systems. 

5.2. Hybrid and Electric Solutions 

The integration of diesel engines with hybrid and electric propulsion systems presents exciting 

possibilities for the aviation industry. Hybrid configurations can leverage the strengths of diesel 

engines while addressing their limitations, leading to the development of more efficient and 

environmentally friendly aircraft. By utilizing electric propulsion for takeoff and initial climb, 

combined with diesel engines for cruise flights, aircraft can significantly decrease fuel consumption 

and overall emissions. 

This trend toward hybridization not only meets growing consumer demand for sustainable aviation 

options but also opens doors for varying operational paradigms. For example, hybrid aircraft can 

enable shorter, more efficient flight paths, reducing ramp-up times and increasing overall fleet 

efficiency. 

5.3. Regulatory Support 

As governments and regulatory bodies prioritize sustainability in aviation, increased support for 

alternative fuel technologies, including diesel engines, may be on the horizon. Enhanced collaboration 

between manufacturers, research institutions, and regulatory agencies will likely streamline the 

certification process for diesel engines, fostering investments in diesel engine development for 

aviation applications. Initiatives such as the International Civil Aviation Organization's (ICAO) 

Carbon Offsetting and Reduction Scheme for International Aviation (CORSIA) underscore a 
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commitment to sustainability within the aviation industry, nudging operators toward adopting cleaner 

fuel alternatives. 

Regulatory bodies may also incentivize research and development efforts directed at diesel 

technology by offering grants, tax credits, or other financial support. This holistic approach can create 

a more favorable environment for manufacturers looking to innovate and improve existing diesel 

engine designs. 

6. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the application of diesel engines in aviation presents a significant opportunity to 

reshape the industry's energy landscape. As governments, manufacturers, and operators increasingly 

prioritize sustainability and fuel efficiency, diesel technology emerges as a compelling alternative to 

conventional aviation fuels. The historical context reveals a once-promising technology that faltered, 

only to regain relevance as advancements in engine design, emission control, and hybrid systems 

catalyze its resurgence. Key advantages—including superior fuel efficiency, lower emissions, and 

inherent durability, and diesel engines favorably among their gasoline counterparts. 

Current applications in models such as the Diamond DA40 and DA62, the Aero Vodochody L-39 

Albatros, and the Pipistrel Alpha Electro illustrate the practical integration of diesel engines into 

various aviation sectors, showcasing both their adaptability and potential for cost savings. However, 

challenges remain, particularly concerning weight, performance, certification hurdles, and noise 

concerns. The ongoing efforts in technological advancements, such as turbocharging and materials 

innovation, are pivotal to overcoming these limitations.  

Moreover, the opportunity for hybrid configurations aligns with the industry's direction towards 

more sustainable solutions, potentially revolutionizing aircraft design and operational efficiency. 

Regulatory support will further catalyze this transition, underscoring the aviation sector's 

commitment to reducing its environmental footprint. As research and collaboration grow, diesel 

engines may not only complement existing traditional fuels but also play a crucial role in paving the 

way for future advancements in sustainable aviation technology, ultimately contributing to greener 

and more efficient skies. 
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