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Finding your way

In a forest of options

By choosing wisely, you can save a bundle on private air travel.

Y£#: by R. Randall Padfield
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AS WITH REAL ESTATE, THE OPTIONS AVAILABLE TO
business jet travelers fall into two main categories: rent and own.
Civil aviation regulations around the world dictate this.

Most people who enter the world of private air travel do so via
charter, because, on a strictly per-kilometer basis, it is the least
costly way to fly privately on an infrequent basis.

Using air charter means renting an aircraft. You might
pay by the hour or by distance or by some complicated for-
mula that incorporates both of these factors. You might be
charged for numerous add-ons, such as fuel, catering, po-
sitioning, landing, ramp use or overnight parking. Or you
might find a company that offers flat-rate charter. It is all
still renting.

Booking a charter flight is much more complicated than buy-
ing an airline ticket. Air charter brokers can help make this less
complicated, by trying to find the best aircraft and operator for
you at any given time.

There are websites that seem to offer online booking of air char-
ter flights. Many of these belong to charter operators themselves
and others to brokers. Try booking a flight online and eventually
you'll be directed to a telephone and a real person. Most customers
prefer it that way, and you should, too.

Brokers aren’t regulated, though many in the industry
think they should be. They can be 30-year industry veterans
who can provide expert knowledge on the various types of air-
craft available and how to get the best deal. But others are
just newcomers operating from a laptop and a cellphone, who
simply want to get rich quick.

Good brokers will provide valuable information, find the best
aircraft and charter operator for your needs, coordinate all aspects
of the flight, be ready to find you a replacement flight at a mo-
ment’s notice, give you a transparent invoice and charge you a
reasonable fee, about 5 percent of the charter bill. The bad ones—

let’s just say there are scary stories about them.
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If you book directly with a charter operator, you can proba-
bly get a lower price than if you use a broker. But charter opera-
tors do discount their prices for brokers who give them business
and the brokers may pass on some of their savings to you. This
price may still be higher than what you could get directly from
the charter operator, but having the broker as your agent could
be worth the extra cost.

Of course, your travel needs—destination, schedule, number
of passengers, baggage requirements and, of course, budget-will
dictate the size and performance capability of the airplanes and
helicopters you request. Quite likely, several aircraft models could
suit your trip in various ways, some better than others, and their
charter costs will likely differ significantly. So having a knowl-
edgeable person advising you—a good, honest broker, for example,
or perhaps a trusted consultant or a friend who knows a lot about

aviation—could save you a lot of money.
CHEAPER WAYS TO TRAVEL?

What about empty legs, those charter airplanes flying with-
out passengers on their way to or from a paying charter flight?
Theoretically, empty legs should cost less than booking a stan-
dard one-way charter, because someone else has already paid
the roundtrip cost of the one-way charter leg that generated
the empty one. But if they can do it, operators and brokers will
charge the unwary traveler as much for the empty leg as they do
for the originally chartered leg.

Another reason for more costly empty legs could be sup-
ply and demand. According to some charter operators, fewer
empty legs are available now than previously. This could be
because flying is down, or operators are becoming more ef-
ficient in booking these legs, or because the legs are getting
filled more quickly by brokers, websites and other charter op-
erators. Another reason could be the emergence of chartered
airplanes without fixed bases. Instead of “coming home” empty
after a charter (and thus creating an empty leg), the airplanes
and crews overnight at the destination airport or reposition to
other airports close to busy charter markets.

Brokers and charter operators can find empty legs for you. You
can find them yourself on many websites. If you do, how will you
know this is the aircraft you need and an operator you’d want to
fly with? If your answer is “I don’t know,” don’t book an empty-leg
charter, or any charter. You need help or more experience.

WHEN YOU CHARTER A LOT

As you gain more private-flying experience, you may want to
look into block charter with an operator you know and like. Block
charter usually involves a down payment, a reduced hourly rate
and a customized agreement. These agreements work best when
the operator has several aircraft of the model or models that fit
your needs and you make regular trips that you can schedule

ahead. Of course, the operator will be happy to accommodate
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your ad hoc trips, too, but there’s always the chance he’ll have to
cover a trip by engaging another operator.

Jet cards are a more generic and formalized form of block
charter. While cards offer various features and flexibilities, the
big difference when compared with block charter is cost. Where
block charter typically provides a discount to buyers for the com-
mitment and down payment they make, jet cards usually cost
more than straight charter. What you get for the premium is pref-
erential treatment and other perks. Despite their relatively high
cost, jet cards have proved popular among travelers who prefer
not to make big financial commitments and want the peace of
mind of flying with a known entity.

MOVING UP TO AIRCRAFT OWNERSHIP

Fractional-ownership, while notyetavailable in China, may
well be introduced here quite soon. It is popular in other
parts of the world because it provides many of the advantages
of ownership but fewer of the responsibilities.

Fractional is ownership, because you actually buy a share of
an aircraft. You can purchase several shares and even a whole air-
craft, if you care to. Fractional also involves aircraft management,
because you pay the fractional provider to take care of all aspects
of owning and operating the airplane for you, including hiring,
training and managing the pilots, dispatching and tracking flights
and handling maintenance.

A key factor with a fractional program is that all other owners
in it, even those who don’t have a share in the aircraft you own,
may fly on your airplane. Of course, you get to fly on all the other
airplanes in the fleet, too. In fact, depending on the size of the
fleet and scheduling, you may never actually fly on the airplane
you partly own. But that does not matter because all the airplanes
usually look and are equipped the same, more or less.

Fractional ownership, whole ownership and partnership ar-
rangements are alike in that large sums of money change hands,
several contracts need to be signed and the process requires time
and at least several and sometimes numerous attorneys, accoun-
tants and consultants. Taxes, laws and financing all play a part,
influencing decisions about where the contracts are signed and
where the aircraft is based. Other basic decisions involve such
matters as what aircraft model to buy, whether it should be new
or used, what personnel you may need to hire and what modifi-
cations to make to the aircraft. Moving into aircraft ownership,
whether after long experience with charter or from a dead start, re-
quires solid advice from aviation professionals in many disciplines.

In the forest of business aviation options, how do you find the tree
that’s best for you? Talk to friends who use private aviation, charter
brokers, aviation consultants and representatives of the aircraft man-
ufacturers. Go to trade shows like ABACE in Shanghai. Research
online. Read Business Jet Traveler.
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