
a ll the leading forecasts
agree that business avia-
tion is an increasingly
global phenomenon that
will see growth rates for

aircraft and flying activity rise faster in the
still relatively immature markets of Europe,
the Middle East and Asia. This should be
excellent news for anyone in the business
of running FBOs and the myriad service
companies providing handling and flight
planning. But in reality FBO growth in Eu-
rope appears still to be somewhat modest,
and the expansion of support infrastructure
in continents farther east and south is only
now beginning to gather any momentum.

With some notable and recent excep-
tions, prospective FBOs appear to take a
cautious attitude to expanding their oper-
ations in unfamiliar regions. Evidently
the costs and the stakes are simply too
high to take an “if we build it, they will

come” approach to the emerging business
aviation markets.

In other instances, the market’s ability
to respond to rising demand for specialist
ground handling services is artificially im-
peded by factors such as a lack of avail-
able airport real estate and unwillingness
on the part of airport management and es-
tablished major airlines to tolerate any
new competition. 

For close to a decade, industry ob-
servers have been telling AIN to expect a
wave of consolidation on the international
FBO scene, with larger groups swallowing
up smaller, independent operations in 
the interest of pursuing growth through
greater economies of scale and market
clout. But in practice there has been rela-
tively little consolidation.

And, with the exception of Permira’s ac-
quisition of the Jet Aviation group in 2005,
there is little sign of the long-anticipated

wave of private equity fund takeover activity
among international FBOs. 

Rising Tide Floats
New FBOs in Middle East

In the Middle East, concerted efforts are
at last being made to develop the handling
infrastructure required to match the rising
demand for business aircraft. Dubai in the
United Arab Emirates (UAE) continues to be
the region’s epicenter for business aviation.
As of next year it is set to boast the mother
of all FBOs in the shape of the planned
Executive Flight Centre at the new Dubai
World Central airport, which has been de-
signed to receive as many as 100,000 busi-
ness aircraft movements annually.

What remains unclear about Executive
Flight Centre is which of the specialist
handling groups might set up FBOs under
its roof. Jet Aviation and ExecuJet Aviation
have recently made substantial investments
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in new FBOs at the existing Dubai International Airport.
Executive Flight Service, a subsidiary of Dubai Inter-

national Airport, has recently opened a new bizav termi-
nal away from the main passenger terminals and close to
the site of the biennial Dubai Air Show. This effectively
replaces the existing Al Majlis VIP terminal, where mak-
ing arrangements for aircraft parking had become a chal-
lenge for handlers. The new Executive Flight Service
facility, which offers 14 lounges and its own customs
and immigration channels, is being run in partnership
with flight-planning group Universal Weather & Avia-
tion, which has also opened its new Middle East Opera-
tions Center in Dubai.

At the UAE’s other main business center, executive
charter firm Royal Jet runs an FBO at Abu Dhabi Inter-
national Airport. With the airport now embarking on an
expansion plan, Royal Jet is preparing to build
a new business aviation service and support
complex that will include hangars. This facility
is expected to open within three to five years.

Elsewhere in the wealthy Arabian Gulf
states and the wider Middle East, other airports
are starting to attract new FBO developments.

Kuwait International Airport is set to open
its new executive terminal in September. The
first tenant will be an FBO partnership between
local company Royal Wings Aviation Services
and the U.S.-based Mercury Air Group. 

Executive charter group United Aviation is
building the large facility, which will offer ex-
tensive, dedicated parking areas for business
aircraft. The building will feature several high-
end restaurants and stores.

At Jordan’s Amman International Airport,
Jordanian Private Jet Services is offering full
service handling for business aircraft. It can
also support operations at Aqaba’s King Hus-
sein International Airport.

Even the war-torn Lebanese capital of Beirut will soon
have two FBOs at its Rafic Hariri International Airport.
The Cedar Jet Center, part of Middle East Airlines
Ground Handling, is about to face new competition from
a joint venture between Universal Weather & Aviation and
local charter firm Imperial (formerly Cirrus Middle East). 

Both FBOs operate from the airport’s general aviation
terminal. Cedar Jet can offer maintenance support
through the engineering division of sister company Mid-
dle East Airlines. 

According to Lex den Herder, Universal’s director of
UVGlobal Network development and acquisitions, the
company has been preparing the Beirut project for more
than three years and has remained committed to it even
when Lebanon once again became the battleground for a
bloody conflict between Israeli and Hezbollah forces. 

With bomb damage to the runway repaired, the now
fully operational Beirut airport is reportedly drawing in-
creasing volumes of business aviation traffic. Before the
2006 war, Beirut received almost 2,000 business jets
each year. 

Universal is also evaluating further opportunities to
start handling operations in Saudi Arabia and at the
Egyptian capital, Cairo. The U.S.-based group already has
UVGlobal Network partners in Egypt, Jordan and Kuwait.

Within the potentially vast Asian marketplace, China

and India are the two countries where all business avia-
tion service providers with any aspirations for interna-
tional growth would like to get established. Both are
short of dedicated infrastructure for handling business
aircraft, and would-be FBOs face significant bureau-
cratic hurdles. 

But in China, at least, the situation is beginning to
change, with plans in place for facilities that might
match those already available in Hong Kong and Macau.
In Beijing, existing handler Capital Jet (see survey re-
sults box on page 28) expects to complete a new 75,000-
sq-ft facility by October. A big driver for the new FBO,
which will feature extensive lounges for visiting digni-
taries, is the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing. Capital Jet
is a subsidiary of Beijing Capital International Airport.

Meanwhile, Australian group Hawker Pacific has set

up a joint venture with the Shanghai Airport Authority to
establish a 27,000-sq-ft FBO at the city’s downtown
Hongqiao Airport (with more than 100,000 sq ft of ramp
space). The new base, which will have adjoining mainte-
nance facilities and will be built around the airport’s ex-
isting VIP lounges, is due to open next May. Signature
Flight Support and Jet Aviation had reportedly been in
contention for the new FBO project. 

Hawker Pacific already has three FBOs in Australia,
at Sydney, Brisbane and Cairns. The company is consid-
ering a project to develop a new FBO at Melbourne’s Es-
sendon Airport and the expansion of its maintenance
base in Perth to include a handling operation. It also has
plans to convert its existing maintenance operation at
Singapore’s Seletar Airport to a full-service FBO.

According to Douglas Hendry, Hawker Pacific’s gen-
eral manager for FBOs, there is a genuine desire to im-
prove service standards for business aircraft handling in
the Asia-Pacific region, but this is too often undermined
by a lack of infrastructure. “The key challenge facing
many destinations in the region is the lack of world-class
dedicated facilities [for business aviation],” he told AIN.

“The proliferation of such centers will see a considerable
increase in the tangible services that can be delivered.”

Hawker Pacific is paying particular attention to crew
requirements at its new facilities by installing separate
lounges, entertainment and information technology sys-
tems and sleeper seats. The new Shanghai FBO will in-
clude a gym.

In Hendry’s view, most of the Asia-Pacific market for
business aircraft handling is still evolving and is many
years from achieving any degree of maturity. “Taking
Australia as an example, typically the NBAA annual
convention plays host to more corporate jets in its static
display than we have on the Australian register,” he said.

Hendry said that while business aviation market
growth is undoubtedly strong in the region, it will be
some time–up to 10 years, perhaps–before there is suffi-

cient critical mass to support an influx of substan-
tial new FBOs competing with existing small
niche operators. It is for this reason that Hawker
Pacific is opting to develop so-called “centers of
excellence” that will provide handling services
and offer aircraft maintenance, as well as charter
and management packages.

Asian FBO: 
‘Man on Scooter with Laptop’

According to Vic Gregg, Asia/Pacific regional
manager for UVGlobal Network, there is a broad
spectrum of ground handling service throughout
the region and equally large variations in pricing
structure. “There are myriad providers, and it can
be quite a culture shock for Western crews when
they open the aircraft door to be met by a man on
a scooter with a laptop,” he told AIN.

“Corporate operators need to understand that
business aviation is in its infancy there, and their
expectations of service need to be tempered.”

That said, Universal does require handlers who serve
its flight-planning clients to meet minimum standards.
“We don’t compromise on these, even if it means pro-
viding our own resources to achieve this level of serv-
ice,” said Gregg.

Universal plans to expand its service footprint in the
fastest-growing parts of the Asia/Pacific region, such as
China, India and Japan. It will accomplish this by open-
ing its own facilities in some locations and establishing
joint ventures with credible partners in others. In
Gregg’s view, government officials in the region are at
last starting to develop a better appreciation of why the
needs of business aviation are different from those of
airline operators. The result is a more flexible approach
to allocating infrastructure and processing paperwork.

Meanwhile, Hong Kong-based BAA Jet Manage-
ment and Priester Aviation of the U.S. have combined
their efforts to pursue FBO projects in China. They
now have a joint venture with Shenzhen Airlines called
Asia United Business Aviation, which is intended to re-
sult in a new FBO for the southern city of Shenzhen
before the end of the year.

In Thailand, Aviatech is now negotiating with the coun-
try’s airport authority to start business aircraft handling
services at Chiengmai, Phuket, Uta-Pao and Suwana-
phum. It expects to start these operations by October. o

Dubai has become the epicenter of business aviation in the 
Middle East. Jet Aviation and ExecuJet Aviation operate at Dubai
International Airport, so what firms will operate at the nation’s 
in-development Dubai World Central airport has yet to be decided.
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The success of TAG Aviation’s Farnbor-
ough facility in the AIN International FBO
Survey would seem to send a clear message
to the industry: the secret of success is to
have complete control of an airport and in-
vest in a purpose-built facility at virtually
any expense. TAG certainly did not do
things by half when it took a 99-year lease
from the UK Ministry of Defence to rede-
velop Farnborough as a dedicated business
aviation airport for the London area. It has
since spent heavily to build a truly magnifi-
cent terminal with 270,000 sq ft of adjoin-
ing hangars. This complex opened last May. 

But according to Brandon O’Reilly, chief
executive of TAG Farnborough Airport, it
takes more than money and fancy architec-
ture to rise to the top in the FBO business;
you also need to employ people who are

unswervingly committed to serving cus-
tomers to the highest standards imaginable. 

The 50,000-sq-ft, three-story terminal at
Farnborough is built around a spacious
atrium that is at the heart of the customer
service experience. Indeed it is somewhat
reminiscent of the reception area of a fine
hotel; this is perhaps no accident because it
is to the highest echelons of the hotel busi-
ness that TAG aspires when it comes to serv-
ing business aircraft operators and customers.

Last year TAG recruited Sophie Lesnoff
to be its new customer service manager.
She came from a small five-star hotel and
has a specific mandate to incorporate the
sort of rarefied and innate sense of service
that you find in such establishments.

“The most suitable people to work in
FBOs have never worked in an airport or

for airlines,” said O’Reilly. “The closest
environment to the level of customer serv-
ice we need can be found in boutique, five-
star hotels.”

Lesnoff’s first assignment was to spend
several weeks at TAG Aviation’s Geneva
FBO, learning the business. She has since
introduced several established practices
from the Swiss FBO at Farnborough.

“Our starting point is that the ethos of
service is not negotiable, and this has meant
recruiting and training the right people to
work here,” O’Reilly explained, acknowledg-
ing that the backgrounds of employees of the
Farnborough FBO have changed markedly
as the company has moved away from hiring
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AIN’s FBO Survey Goes Global

AIN has been conducting surveys to show how customers rate
European FBOs since the early 1990s. In the past the results have
generally been fairly static, with the same leading FBOs consistently
scoring well. These high-scoring FBOs were generally located at the
continent’s busier business aviation airports.

This year, AIN has taken the survey global, asking flight crew and
managers to rate FBOs and handling services from across Europe,

Asia, Australia, the Middle East, Africa and the Americas. Last month
we published the results for North, Central and South America. Here
we focus on the rest of the world.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the survey results show the top 40
ranked FBOs to be dominated by operations in Europe. Three distin-
guished exceptions are Signature Flight Support in Hong Kong (tak-
ing the number two slot) and Jet Aviation’s new facility in Dubai,
United Arab Emirates (fourth overall), as well as Executive Flight
Services in the same location (in 29th position).

TAG Aviation achieved an outstanding response from the survey.
Its Farnborough operation was chosen as the top FBO outside the
Americas. Close behind the UK facility in third position was TAG’s
Geneva FBO; the group had a third operation in the high rankings,
with its Berlin facility holding the number 25 slot.

Jet Aviation was another leading business aviation services group
that scored well in the AIN survey. In addition to the Dubai facility,
several of the company’s other FBOs achieved acclaim, namely:
Geneva (tied for 5th in the rankings with MES Handling of Munich,
Germany); London Biggin Hill (number 10); Dusseldorf in Germany
(tied for 16th with Vienna Aircraft Handling in Austria); and Zurich,
Switzerland (tied for 19th with Abelag Aviation of Brussels, Belgium).

Signature Flight Support is also prominent among the survey
rankings. In addition to its success in Hong Kong, the U.S.-based

company’s facilities at London Stansted Airport, Edinburgh (UK),
Shannon (Ireland) and Paris were all recognized for high standards.
Its FBO at the Irish capital Dublin was not far behind.

AIN readers have recognized flight-planning group Universal
Weather & Aviation as a leader in the industry. Its London Stansted
Airport FBO achieved the 11th position in the rankings, followed by
its Athens, Greece, facility in 22nd position; Paris Le Bourget at 24;

and its Rome and Madrid bases in the 32nd and 33rd
slots, respectively.

Paris Le Bourget is arguably the most competitive mar-
ket for business aircraft handling in Europe, with half a dozen
FBOs vying for customer loyalty. Dassault Falcon Service
ranked first among these, achieving ninth position overall.

Working with French authorities, Dassault Falcon Ser-
vice is now preparing to introduce new security proce-
dures that will allow it to enforce varying levels of scrutiny.
This will depend on the nature of the operation and the
identity of the passengers. 

The 2007 survey essentially confirmed a core finding of virtually
all previous AIN investigations: at locations where FBOs face real
competition (and where there are high levels of business aviation
traffic) service standards are invariably higher. In this context it is
unsurprising that more FBOs from continents other than Europe
have yet to achieve the higher scores. The survey confirms that if
you are flying to any of Europe’s key business aviation gateways,
such as London, Paris, Geneva and Zurich, there are plenty of
choices for high-quality FBOs.

But as usual, the survey results also highlight some outstanding
service achievers at less prominent locations. For example, once
again the small, family owned Service People operation in Hamburg,
Germany, is at the top of the rankings in the number 7 slot. 

Breaking into the higher reaches of the results are FBOs such as
Eccelsa in Olbia on the Italian island of Sardinia and Mallorcair in
Palma de Mallorca, Spain. By providing convenient and exclusive ac-
cess to top European resorts, both of these companies largely serve
the growing number of customers who are using executive aircraft
for leisure trips.

What makes AIN’s survey different from others in the industry is
that the only people whose opinions count are those who actually
use FBO services–primarily the pilots whose jobs take them from
airport to airport and FBO to FBO. The survey is conducted annually
and was launched by AIN in 1981. To further bolster the integrity of
results, AIN hired leading aviation data specialist Forecast Interna-
tional of Newtown, Conn., to manage the process.

Only those who are invited to fill out the evaluation form can ex-
press their opinions in the survey. This year, AIN sent notices to
11,662 subscribers via e-mail or fax and then postcard, and the sur-
vey opened on January 2 and closed at midnight on January 25.
Each invitee can fill out the ballot (evaluation form) only once, using
a code provided in the e-mail, fax or postcard.

Those who participate are asked to rate only FBOs that they have
visited during the past year. In the published survey results for FBOs
outside the Americas, only those facilities that received at least 25
responses are included. 

For the first time this year, AIN did not mail out paper ballots,
and all evaluations had to be completed online. Readers were asked
to rate FBOs that they frequent in four key categories: line service;
passenger amenities; pilot amenities and services; and facilities. For
each of the four categories, the survey participant can assign a num-
ber from one to 10, one being worst and 10 the highest rating. 

To arrive at the averages for the categories, each FBO’s ratings
for each of the four categories are added, and the resulting sum is
divided by the number of responses received for that FBO. The over-
all average for that FBO is computed by adding the FBO’s four

category scores and dividing that sum by the total number of
responses received in all four categories.

There were 2,634 correctly completed surveys this year, which
translates to a return rate of 22.6 percent. Last year, the completion
rate was 17.8 percent, so the online form clearly is helping AIN deliver
more accurate results backed by an increasing amount of data. Each
respondent rated an average of 15 FBOs for a total of 37,036 ratings.
Readers also added 271 write-in FBOs that they wanted to rate. n

TAG Aviation Takes Top Spot 

TAG Aviation made a significant investment when it constructed its 50,000-sq-ft terminal 
at Farnborough. A year later, the company says the investment was well worth it, 

and AIN readers who rated the facility seem to agree.

Dassault Falcon Service at Le Bourget ranked first among the half
dozen FBOs at Paris’ business aviation airport and ninth overall. 

The PrivatPort FBO in Geneva Airport’s C3 executive terminal is 
a joint venture between charter operator PrivatAir and Swissport
Executive Aviation.
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Probably the key difference between
U.S. and international FBOs is how fuel is
supplied and paid for. In the U.S. market,
FBOs have always made their profits from
selling jet-A and avgas directly to cus-
tomers, who are provided with handling
services that are–nominally at least–free of
charge. In Europe and beyond, FBOs al-
most always charge customers for individ-
ual services provided and have no direct
financial interest in how fuel is purchased.

Some FBOs in the U.S. have suffered
when operators use their facilities and
services without purchasing any fuel. On
the other hand, customers at international
FBOs may feel they are paying through the
nose by being charged for individual items
on an á la carte basis, even though this is

arguably a more transparent arrangement
than bundling the cost of these services
into an inflated fuel bill.

The distinction between these business
models was illustrated by the comment of
the manager of a leading European FBO
when asked how he deals with aggressive
demands for discounts from major fractional
ownership and charter operators. “I simply
offer them a discount on fuel, rather than on
handling services, because that way I don’t
care if they decide to buy fuel elsewhere,”
he told AIN on condition of anonymity.

But relying on fuel companies to pump
fuel into aircraft tanks can create problems
for both operators and FBOs. Inevitably,
fuel suppliers are going to place a higher
priority on delivering the much larger vol-

umes of jet-A required by the airlines. And
with low-cost carrier traffic mushrooming
in Europe and other parts of the world,
business aircraft can all too easily find their
departures delayed by having to wait for
fuel trucks that are busy on the other side
of an airport. This can seriously dent the
reputation of an otherwise competent FBO
because the operators (and more crucially
their passengers) might not understand that
the FBO is powerless to resolve the delay.

This is why TAG Farnborough is so
proud of the fact that it has its own fuel
trucks and pumps fuel directly for its
clients, having struck a long-term agree-
ment to do so with ExxonMobil. The FBO
has direct control over the delivery of this
key service.

Similarly, Signature Flight Support be-
came so frustrated at delays in providing
fuel for its clients at Ireland’s Dublin Airport
that it has invested in its own fuel truck.

Shell Aviation has acknowledged this
problem and is trying to respond to it.
Working with its FBO partners, the oil
company has been doing more planning to
get a better understanding of demand pat-
terns for unscheduled operators so as to be
more efficient at scheduling fueling around
such operators. At locations where opera-
tors still have to wait too long, Shell has
provided dedicated refueling trucks for
general aviation operators.

“Making a business aviation customer
wait is not an option because then we are
not even in the game,” said Emilio Titus,
Shell’s global general aviation manager. In
Shell’s view, regardless of whether fuel is
delivered by the FBO or by the oil com-
pany, what matters is the service the end
user receives. “Whoever has the fuel con-
cession must provide the infrastructure and
the quality chain,” Titus told AIN. He be-
lieves that oil companies do provide value
(to FBOs and their customers) by taking
care of the fueling infrastructure, and he
expects this model to continue in most
parts of the world.

To help operators minimize the impact
of elevated oil prices, Shell is looking to
extend risk management (fuel price hedg-
ing) to business aviation operations. Price
hedging works only with sufficiently
large-scale fuel purchases, which have
traditionally not been possible for smaller
operators. Shell hopes to work with its
FBO partners to achieve the scales
needed for improved purchasing power

for business aviation operators.
Increasingly mindful of environmental

pressures on air transport, Shell is also
preparing to offer advice and support to
operators who could soon find themselves
having to cope with new emissions trading
requirements in markets such as Europe. 

According to Titus, Shell is now repre-
sented in the general aviation fuel markets
of the U.S. and much of Europe. It is look-
ing to strengthen its existing network in the
Middle East and also has a team working
on plans to expand into India and China. It
is already present in Singapore, Hong
Kong, Australia and New Zealand.

Fuel Flow Improves
According to Universal Weather & Avi-

ation, there is room for improvement in the
relationship between business aviation
ground handling providers and the fuel
companies. “In reality we are small fish in
a very large fuel pond,” said Scott Moore,
Universal Weather & Aviation’s senior
manager for trip support service opera-
tions, acknowledging that business aircraft
operators can find themselves waiting for
airlines to be refueled first.

That said, Moore added that some fuel
suppliers have tried to improve the balance
in recent years. For example, he praised the
initiative by France’s Air Total to develop a
dedicated Web site that allows business
aviation handlers to arrange refueling for
the clients without having these requests
lost in a mountain of airline orders.

Universal expects to have introduced its
new FBO Manager fuel retailing software
to FBOs around the world by the middle of
this year. The program automates purchas-
ing by allowing FBO staff to swipe a cus-
tomer’s card to trigger a process that will
automatically send transaction data to Uni-
versal and to the aircraft operators. 

Universal also offers a managed fuel
program through which a special unit over-
sees the day-to-day fuel needs of clients.
This entails organizing trips around the
most cost-efficient fuel stops, detailing the
prices that will be paid en route and ensur-
ing fast turnarounds at each location. One
of its offices in Italy now issues VAT in-
voices to allow operators from outside the
European Union to apply for refunds of the
sales tax, and the UK office handles re-
quests from operators to register for VAT
invoices. –C.A.

Efficient and timely fueling
essential to FBO success

Refueling business aircraft is not the top priority for fuel trucks, which also service airliners. 
Shell Aviation is working with its FBO partners to understand demand patterns for business aircraft, 
so their operators are not forced to wait–sometimes for hours–to refuel.

Top 40 FBOs
1 TAG Aviation Farnborough, UK 8.55
2 Signature Flight Support Hong Kong, China 8.51
3 TAG Aviation Geneva, Switzerland 8.21
4 Jet Aviation Dubai 8.20
5 MES Handling Munich, Germany 7.88
5 Jet Aviation Geneva, Switzerland 7.88
7 Service People Hamburg, Germany 7.85
8 ExecuJet Switzerland/Aviation Ground Service Zurich, Switzerland 7.79
9 Dassault Falcon Service Paris, France 7.76
10 Jet Aviation London Biggin Hill Airport 7.73
11 Universal Aviation  London Stansted Airport 7.71
12 Eccelsa Olbia, Sardinia, Italy 7.62
13 Mallorcair Palma de Mallorca, Spain 7.58
14 Signature Flight Support London Luton Airport 7.54
15 KLM Jet Center Rotterdam, Netherlands 7.45
16 Vienna Aircraft Handling Vienna, Austria 7.38
16 Jet Aviation Dusseldorf, Germany 7.38
18 Harrods Aviation London Luton Airport 7.34
19 Jet Aviation Zurich, Switzerland 7.29
19 Abelag Aviation Brussels, Belgium 7.29
21 Harrods Aviation London Stansted Airport 7.26
22 EuroAviation/Universal Weather & Aviation Athens, Greece 7.25
22 Biggin Hill Executive Aircraft Handling London, UK 7.25
24 Universal Aviation Paris, France 7.21
25 TAG Aviation Berlin Berlin, Germany 7.10
26 KLM Jet Center Amsterdam, Netherlands 6.97
26 Universal Aviation Milan, Italy 6.97
28 Euralair Airport Services Paris, France 6.94
29 Executive Flight Services Dubai 6.88
30 Signature Flight Support Shannon, Ireland 6.84
31 Ocean Bridge Handling Shannon, Ireland 6.82
32 Universal Aviation Rome, Italy 6.81
33 Universal Aviation Spain Madrid, Spain 6.77
34 Signature Flight Support Edinburgh, UK 6.74
34 Signature Flight Support Paris, France 6.74
36 IGS Ground Services Keflavik, Iceland 6.64
37 Flughafen Innsbruck Innsbruck, Austria 6.60
38 General Aviation Terminal Budapest, Hungary 6.58
39 Gozen Air Services Istanbul, Turkey 6.54
40 Aviation Service Prague, Czech Republic 6.47
40 Fraport Executive Aviation Frankfurt, Germany 6.47

Source: AIN 2007 Europe, Middle East, Asia and Africa FBO Survey. Data compiled by Forecast International of Newtown, Conn.

Overall average out of a possible 10.
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Forty-year-old Jet Aviation naturally has
a strong position in its home Swiss markets
of Zurich and Geneva. The company has
also secured good locations in Germany,
where last year the Düsseldorf airport au-
thority chose it to build and operate a new
executive terminal. The company has been
on the site for the past three decades. 

In 2002 Jet Aviation entered the UK
market with a facility at London Biggin
Hill Airport. Overall, the group operates

FBOs at nine locations in Europe, three in
the Middle East and two in Asia. In the
Americas, the company has nine facilities
under its own name, as well as two operat-
ing as Midcoast Aviation, which it acquired
in 2005. In addition, Jet Aviation maintains
45 support facilities on four continents at lo-
cations where it manages executive aircraft.

Until the acquisition of Midcoast,
growth has mainly been internal at Jet Avi-
ation, with the policy of setting up FBOs

at airports lacking specific serv-
ice facilities for executive avia-
tion. The next move planned is
to create at Moscow’s Domode-
dovo Airport an FBO that will
include up to three hangars. Fur-
ther east, the company is plan-
ning to upgrade its existing
operation at Singapore’s Seletar
Airport, and it is also evaluating
prospective new FBO opportu-
nities in China and India.

As a privately held com-
pany–in 2005 the founder’s
family sold the business to the
UK-based Permira private equity
fund–Jet Aviation does not pub-
lish an annual report. However,
it has confirmed that sales sur-
passed SwF1 billion ($820 mil-
lion) for the first time last year.
FBOs at prime European loca-
tions, such as Zurich, Geneva or
Düsseldorf, achieved 15 to 20
percent growth last year. 

In January 2006 Jet Aviation
increased handling prices by
2.4 percent to absorb cost-of-
living increases and higher
security levels required by cus-
toms and immigration agencies
and the airports. “Our customers do not
try to get the lowest price, but seek reli-
able service at a reasonable price,” Jet
Aviation senior vice president Heinz Aebi
told AIN. “As long as the economy is
good, fuel prices have little influence on
executive flying.” 

Jet Aviation expects that the new very
light jets will mostly bring an increase in
maintenance business. It predicts that
owner-pilots will attempt to keep operat-
ing costs down by doing their own han-
dling where possible. 

The Zurich-based group has been look-
ing to harness Permira’s financial backing
to pursue expansion in the new markets of
Russia, Asia and the Middle East. How-
ever, differences over the company’s future
strategy led to the resignation of long-time
CEO Heinz Koehli in March. He was
replaced on an interim basis by Carl
Hirschmann, the founder’s son, who kept a
minority stake in the company. 

Company managers fear that the antici-
pated growth could lead to personnel
shortages, especially with pilots and me-
chanics. They also expect to see further
consolidation among business aviation
service providers.

ExecuJet Aviation
For ExecuJet Aviation, FBOs are a

shop-window for its extensive business
aircraft sales and maintenance operations
(largely on behalf of Bombardier’s Learjet,
Challenger and Global product lines). The
Zurich-based group operates seven FBOs:
three in Europe, at Zurich, Copenhagen
Roskilde and Berlin Schönefeld airports;
one in Dubai; two in South Africa at Jo-
hannesburg and Cape Town; and one in
Sydney, Australia. 

Executive director Peter Smales sees
problems at smaller airports in Europe,
where executive movements are not suffi-
cient to support a full-service FBO. In his
view, airline handling agents who claim to
provide FBO services but offer mainly
ramp handling and services through the
main passenger terminal are not up to the
standards required by customers. 

“FBO customers are certainly expect-
ing a more comprehensive dedicated serv-
ice and are increasingly not prepared to
suffer delays waiting for services from
providers who are supporting airline oper-
ations first,” he told AIN. 

“But it is not just the passengers who
can be demanding. Many of the larger
fleet operators relying on high volumes of
aircraft utilization can be demanding in
their quest for quick turnarounds. Further-
more, FBOs have to be ready to respond
to constantly changing schedules as their
customers request flights at short notice.”

Smales noted that there is always pres-
sure on prices, with many customers reluc-
tant to pay a premium for value-added
ground or in-flight services. “They just
want to get safely from A to B,” said
Smales. “There is naturally pressure on the
operator side to increase prices to counter
increased costs for crews and fuel, but the
market is resistant, even in the current pe-
riod of high demand.” 

ExecuJet expects FBO handling charges
to rise in line with inflation but sees an ad-
ditional increase as a result of significantly
more severe security measures dictated by
the European Commission that are expected
to affect general aviation disproportionately. 

Smales said he expects a consolidation
in the wider FBO market as a result of the

Top: Jet Aviation has operated the executive terminal–tied for 16th on
the AIN global FBO survey–at Düsseldorf since the middle of last year.

Bottom: ExecuJet’s FBO at Zurich, which ranked eighth in the survey, 
is one of the company’s seven FBOs.
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Europe’s major players

It takes strong management experience and
deep pockets to support expansion in the inter-
national FBO business. So it is little surprise that
the same names keep appearing in the higher
echelons of the new AIN global FBO survey.

Up and Coming FBOs*
FBO Airport Location

Frankfurt Aviation Service Frankfurt Main Frankfurt, Germany
Signature Flight Support Athens Int’l Athens, Greece
TSA Transairco Executive Handling Geneva Geneva
Jet Aviation King Abdul Aziz Int’l Jeddah, Saudi Arabia
Luxair Findel Airport Luxembourg
Save General Aviation Venice Venice, Italy
Signature Flight Support Birmingham Int’l Birmingham, UK
euraservice Barcelona Barcelona, Spain
Cologne Aviation Services Cologne-Bonn Cologne, Germany
Sky Services Naples Naples, Italy
Interflight Executive Air Services London Gatwick London
Signature Flight Support London Heathrow London
Kurz Aviation Service Stuttgart Stuttgart, Germany
Feras Moscow Domodedovo Moscow
South Air Keflavik Keflavik, Iceland
G.S. Aviation Milan Malpensa Milan, Italy
London City Airport Jet Centre London City London
ExecuJet Aviation Services Lanseria Int’l Johannesburg, South Africa
Bexair Bahrain Int’l Bahrain
Jet Aviation King Khaled Int’l Riyadh, Saudi Arabia
Flug Munchen General Aviation Terminal Munich Munich, Germany
Flight Services Reykjavik Reykjavik, Iceland
General Aviation Services Malaga Malaga, Spain
Universal Aviation Madrid Barajas Milan, Italy
Alisud General Aviation Naples Naples, Italy
LOT Ground Services Warsaw Warsaw, Poland
Pulkovo Aircraft Services Pulkovo St. Petersburg, Russia
Universal Aviation Spain Madrid Barajas Madrid, Spain 
Signature Flight Support Southampton Southampton, UK
Bedek Aviation Ben Gurion Int’l Tel Aviv, Israel
Signature Flight Support Cape Town Int’l Cape Town, South Africa
Grafair Jet Center Bromma Stockholm, Sweden
Aloa G. Marconi Bologna, Italy
United Aviation Services Madrid Torrejon Madrid, Spain
Gozen Air Services Ankara Ankara, Turkey
Source: AIN 2007 Europe, Middle East, Asia and Africa FBO Survey. Data compiled by Forecast International of Newtown, Conn.
*FBOs that received 15 to 24 survey responses. Twenty-five responses were required for an FBO to be listed in the FBO survey results on
page 28. Listed here in order of responses received, with 24 at the top and 15 at the bottom.

Jet Aviation
by Thomas Stocker and Charles Alcock
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European FBO
Chain Expands
Business aviation travelers who

fly to Ireland’s Dublin International
Airport might be pleasantly sur-
prised to learn that they no longer
have to wait for the oil company to
finish fueling airliners before it de-
livers jet-A to the general aviation
ramp. Both Encore FBO and Signa-
ture Flight Support can now fuel
customer airplanes using their own
fuel trucks on Dublin’s general avi-
ation ramp. Encore began FBO fu-
eling on March 6, and Signature
Flight Support’s fuel truck began
fueling late last month.

FBO fueling is not common out-
side the U.S.; most airports contract
with major oil companies to provide
fuel to airlines and general aviation
aircraft. For business aviation cus-
tomers, however, the problem has
been that airlines generally come
first, and buying fuel can some-
times take hours in-
stead of minutes.

Encore FBO is a
small but growing
FBO chain that now
has two U.S. FBOs
and two in Europe, at
Dublin and Paris Le
Bourget. Encore pur-
chased the former
Dublin FBO on October 30 and not
long after petitioned the Irish Avia-
tion Commission and Dublin Air-
port authorities to permit FBO
fueling. “We had customers who
would wait hours for fuel,” said
Don Prescott, Encore executive v-p.

Prescott said that getting ap-
proval for Encore to deliver fuel in
its own fuel trucks was not diffi-
cult. The airport operations man-
ager was “extremely forthcoming,”
he said, and the Irish Aviation
Commission was helpful, too. 

The advantage of FBO fueling
isn’t just that it is much faster, but
that customers can plan ahead for
a quick turn at Dublin instead of
having to fly to Shannon, which is
more accustomed to handling busi-
ness aviation traffic. And it appears
that a large amount of fuel-buying
traffic used other, more convenient
airports and tankered fuel when fly-
ing to Dublin rather than deal with
fuel delays there. FBO fueling,
Prescott said, “eliminates uncer-
tainly for the customers.”

Encore’s first move into Europe
was the purchase of Alexandre
Couvelaire’s Euralair Airport Ser-
vices FBO at Paris Le Bourget on
Nov. 30, 2006. Encore Le Bourget
also pumps fuel into customer air-
craft. The company is planning to
build a new terminal and hangars
at Le Bourget, he added. “The air-
port is growing so fast.” –M.T.

China Beijing Capital (ZBAA) Capital Jet 7.37 6.30 6.33 5.46 6.37
Hong Kong Hong Kong Int’l (VHHH) Signature Flight Support 8.69 8.44 8.50 8.42 8.51 

Austria Innsbruck Innsbruck (LOWI) Flughafen Innsbruck 7.25 6.13 6.63 6.41 6.60
Salzburg Salzburg (LOWS) Salzburg Airport Service 6.91 6.17 6.23 6.26 6.39
Vienna Vienna (LOWW) Vienna Aircraft Handling 7.45 7.30 7.38 7.39 7.38

Belgium Brussels Brussels National (EBBR) Abelag Aviation 7.42 7.23 7.25 7.25 7.29
Czech Republic Prague Prague (LKPR) Aviation Service 7.36 6.15 6.27 6.09 6.47
France Cannes Cannes-Mandelieu (LFMD) Cannes Airport Handling 6.32 6.34 6.05 6.22 6.23

Nice Nice-Cote d’Azur (LFMN) Swissport Executive 7.06 5.81 6.23 5.81 6.23
Nice Nice-Cote d’Azur (LFMN) Aviapartner 6.20 5.82 5.95 5.62 5.90
Paris Le Bourget Int’l (LFPB) Dassault Falcon Service 8.02 7.97 7.37 7.69 7.76
Paris Le Bourget Int’l (LFPB) Universal Aviation 7.86 6.91 7.22 6.85 7.21
Paris Le Bourget Int’l (LFPB) Euralair Airport Services 7.06 6.83 7.00 6.89 6.94
Paris Le Bourget Int’l (LFPB) Signature Flight Support 7.00 6.66 6.66 6.63 6.74

Germany Berlin Berlin Tempelhof (EDDI) TAG Aviation Berlin 7.42 7.07 7.07 6.84 7.10
Dusseldorf Dusseldorf (EDDL) Jet Aviation 7.74 7.06 7.31 7.40 7.38
Frankfurt Frankfurt Main (EDDF) Fraport Executive Aviation 6.95 6.49 6.30 6.14 6.47
Hamburg Hamburg (EDDH) Service People 8.00 7.50 8.18 7.72 7.85
Munich Munchen (EDDM) MES Handling 8.06 7.74 7.93 7.81 7.88

Greece Athens Athens Int’l (LGAV) EuroAviation/Universal 7.80 6.96 7.52 6.72 7.25
Hungary Budapest Ferihegy Int’l (LHBP) General Aviation Terminal 7.14 6.39 6.39 6.39 6.58
Iceland Keflavik Keflavik (BIKF) IGS Ground Services 7.92 6.03 6.83 5.68 6.64
Ireland Dublin Dublin (EIDW) Signature Flight Support 6.26 5.61 5.87 5.59 5.83

Shannon Shannon Int’l (EINN) Signature Flight Support 7.96 6.38 6.75 6.23 6.84
Shannon Shannon Int’l (EINN) Ocean Bridge Handling 8.08 6.17 6.59 6.38 6.82

Italy Florence Peretola (LIRQ) Delta Aerotaxi 6.09 5.03 5.21 4.94 5.32
Milan Milan Linate (LIML) Universal Aviation 7.47 6.63 7.22 6.53 6.97
Milan Milan Linate (LIML) Ali Transporti Aerei 6.06 6.22 6.36 6.00 6.16
Olbia, Sardinia Olbia Costa Smeralda (LIEO) Eccelsa 7.26 8.12 7.18 7.91 7.62
Rome Rome Ciampino (LIRA) Universal Aviation 7.40 6.83 7.12 5.85 6.81
Rome Rome Ciampino (LIRA) Aeroporti di Roma 5.50 5.79 5.61 5.67 5.64

Netherlands Amsterdam Amsterdam (EHAM) KLM Jet Center 7.66 6.69 7.07 6.47 6.97
Rotterdam Rotterdam (EHRD) KLM Jet Center 7.71 7.50 7.14 7.44 7.45

Russia Moscow Moscow Sheremetyevo (UUEE) Rusaero 5.59 5.45 5.24 4.90 5.29
Moscow Moscow Vnukovo (UUWW) Vipport Vnukovo 5.42 5.53 5.12 4.94 5.25

Spain Madrid Madrid Torrejon (LETO) Universal Aviation Spain 7.46 6.44 6.79 6.35 6.77
Palma de Mallorca Palma de Mallorca (LEPA) Mallorcair 7.68 7.64 7.44 7.56 7.58

Switzerland Geneva Geneva (LSGG) TAG Aviation 7.93 8.53 8.15 8.26 8.21
Geneva Geneva (LSGG) Jet Aviation 8.12 7.79 7.86 7.75 7.88
Zurich Zurich (LSZH) ExecuJet/Aviation Ground Services 7.89 7.74 7.77 7.74 7.79
Zurich Zurich (LSZH) Jet Aviation 7.74 7.14 7.42 6.88 7.29

Turkey Istanbul Istanbul Ataturk (LTBA) Gozen Air Services 6.98 6.25 6.63 6.30 6.54
United Kingdom Edinburgh Edinburgh (EGPH) Signature Flight Support 7.24 6.48 6.96 6.28 6.74

Farnborough Farnborough (EGLF) TAG Aviation 8.40 8.43 8.51 8.86 8.55
London London Biggin Hill (EGKB) Jet Aviation 8.00 7.85 7.52 7.56 7.73
London London Biggin Hill (EGKB) Biggin Hill Executive Aircraft Handling 7.60 7.03 7.23 7.13 7.25
London London Luton (EGGW) Signature Flight Support 8.08 7.34 7.58 7.17 7.54
London London Luton (EGGW) Harrods Aviation 7.58 7.52 7.19 7.09 7.34
London London Northolt (EGWU) Northolt Handling 5.86 5.38 5.34 5.21 5.45
London London Stansted (EGSS) Universal Aviation  8.42 7.30 7.86 7.26 7.71
London London Stansted (EGSS) Harrods Aviation 7.84 7.13 6.95 7.13 7.26

UAE Dubai Dubai Int’l (OMDB) Jet Aviation 8.00 8.36 8.07 8.39 8.20
Dubai Dubai Int’l (OMDB) Executive Flight Services 6.37 7.40 6.87 6.90 6.88

ASIA PACIFIC, FAR EAST

MIDDLE EAST,AFRICA

EUROPE

those with aviation backgrounds.
But surely operational and

safety needs have to be put first at
a busy airport and these cannot be
compromised by focusing exclu-
sively on satisfying customer
whims and moods. In O’Reilly’s
view, the two imperatives are not
mutually exclusive.

“There is an atmosphere of
calm here [in the Farnborough ter-
minal] and this reflects on every-
one who comes here; operational
needs can all be met within this
space of calm,” he explained. 

TAG has broadened its business
aviation offering at Farnborough
with the addition of its TAG Farn-
borough Engineering subsidiary,
which specializes in maintenance
for Dassault and Bombardier air-

craft. The airport also houses
FlightSafety International’s new
European training center.

The company intends to add
three hangars at Farnborough to
provide around 120,000 sq ft of
additional covered parking space.
These facilities will likely be
available before the end of 2009. 

TAG faces no direct FBO
competition at Farnborough, but
it is conscious that operators

have plenty of other airport op-
tions in the London area.
O’Reilly’s goal is to ensure that
even if Farnborough isn’t the
closest airport to a customer’s
destination, his team’s service
standards will be sufficiently com-
pelling as to merit driving far-
ther–especially since this extra
travel time can likely be made up
for by seamless levels of service
on arrival and departure. –C.A.

TAG takes top spot
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28aaAviation International News • May 2007 • www.ainonline.com

Don Prescott,
Encore

Line Pax Pilot Overall
service amenities amenities Facilities Avg.

FBO Survey Results



If a hotel or a restaurant provided such poor
or unreliable service that the only way to use it
would be to hire a third party to make sure
things go right, would you want to go there at
all? Why should you pay someone to supervise
the delivery of a service for which you are al-
ready paying the vendor directly?

Business aircraft operators are doing this
every day when they travel around the world to
places they cannot count on. Flight planning
groups such as Universal Weather & Aviation,
Air Routing International and Feras are increas-
ingly involved in supervising the ground han-
dling provided by other companies–often in
locations where no dedicated FBOs exist, either
due to bureaucratic restrictions on handling li-
censes or because there is insufficient business
aviation traffic to merit the required investment. 

In other places the service is just plain bad,
but business aircraft operators have to make the
best of it because their customers may well have
overriding reasons to go to such places.

The good news, according to Scott Moore,
Universal Weather & Aviation’s senior manager
for trip support service operations, is that over-
all FBO standards are improving around the
world. “We used to see a lot of complaints about
service, but now we tend to see more com-
ments about things such as how long it takes to
get an invoice from an FBO,” he told AIN, sug-
gesting that customers are increasingly satisfied
with the quality of the actual service they have
received and are now more focused on seeing
improvements in administrative areas.

Universal still acts as service supervisor in
many parts of the world, but the overall scope of
its role is changing. “In the early 1990s we had
to babysit just about everything in some places,
and we saw crews carrying items such as cans
of Spam in case they couldn’t get anything to
eat,” Moore explained. “Now things have moved
on and we tend to get involved in the more com-
plex aspects of flight arrangements.”

The front line for Universal’s service to its
clients is increasingly the U.S. group’s UVGlobal
Network partners. The company has introduced
detailed service level agreements that spell out
exactly what is expected of the partners in terms
of response times for various tasks and other
aspects of their service. 

There are now some 69 UVGlobal Network

partners throughout 50 countries. Universal also
has a list of preferred ground handling providers
it can turn to.

According to Fred Green, manager with Uni-
versal’s “production one” team, language barri-
ers and time differences can be two of the most
significant obstacles to delivering good service
around the globe. While Universal would cer-
tainly prefer FBOs to operate 24/7 (as it does), it
recognizes that there simply isn’t enough traffic
in some places to support the required level of
staffing. This is where UVGlobal Network part-
ners in places such as Singapore are so valu-
able in chasing customer needs at all hours of
the day and night and, where necessary, in a va-
riety of local languages.

To strengthen the hand of partners in service
delivery, Universal is now allowing them to have
some direct access to parts of its master list of
customer requirements so that it can be more
integral to the service delivery process. This has
been made possible through improvements to
Universal’s automated trip-planning system.

The company is also doing more of its work
in an online environment. “This has made us
more accountable to our client base because
they can see the exact state of any trip, and this
keeps our feet to the fire,” said Moore.

Information technology improvements have
also empowered Universal’s clients to do more
for themselves in the flight-planning process.
This is something they have been requesting for
some time, and Universal has been happy to re-
linquish control of tasks that are now much sim-
pler using the Web. 

Universal is making an effort to visibly brand
its handling partners with its marque so that
customers are reassured by familiar signage
and uniforms. 

Air Routing International has also nurtured a
network of FBOs and handling agents around the
world to support its flight-planning clients. “We
realized that to be truly effective and trusted, we
needed to make the FBOs a part of our service
philosophy and focus and build relationships as
opposed to simply acting as a customer to
them,” explained company vice president Tim
Maystrik. Rather than working through the FBOs’
parent company or head office, Air Routing gets
customers and vendors together at the sites
where the service is delivered.

In Maystrik’s view, there is no dodging the
fact that some international FBOs lack the re-
sources of their U.S. counterparts and that it can
be a challenge to ensure that operations are
handled as clients need and expect. “We have
developed a group of dedicated agents in key lo-
cations to make certain that things have become
our eyes and ears on site, and, working with our
home-based international sales and marketing
team, they have helped the FBOs best achieve
their goal of meeting and exceeding expecta-
tions,” Maystrik told AIN.

Maystrik said that flight planners add real
value to the relationship between FBOs and their
clients by shouldering responsibility for every
step of an operation by monitoring and managing
changing circumstances as they unfold. –C.A.
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Flight-planning groups such as Universal
Weather & Aviation are a good resource for
operators flying to locations where service 
is likely to be spotty at best.

Handling Supervision: Who Needs It?
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need to invest in expensive facilities and
equipment to face increasing demand. He
indicated that the company is not driven by
a desire to become a major FBO chain op-
erator but added that it will consider oppor-
tunities to acquire additional facilities to
determine whether they would create an in-
frastructure providing leverage for incre-
mental aircraft sales opportunities in
different parts of the world. 

Swissport
Swissport, the airline handling company

spun off from Swissair when the airline
went bankrupt in 2001, also has the ambi-
tion to handle executive aircraft. The parent
company is active at 179 airports in 42
countries and achieved sales of $1.3 billion
in 2005 with a staff of 21,000. 

Fully aware of the fact that executive air
travelers and airline passengers don’t mix
well, the company has set up a subsidiary

called Swissport Executive Aviation, also
headquartered in Zurich. Although the sub-
sidiary offers dedicated services to opera-
tors of executive aircraft at 57 locations, it
is still in the build-up stage. 

At airports with no provisions to sepa-
rate private traffic from airlines, the core
services, such as flight operations assis-
tance, passenger service and ramp han-
dling, are partially performed by specially
trained personnel of the parent company.
At other locations, Swissport Executive of-
fers more dedicated services and has facili-
ties in executive terminals or at least its
own lounges in airline terminals. 

The company operates its own full-serv-
ice executive handling stations at half a
dozen airports in Europe, while at others it li-
aises with partners. Handling can be provided
at all airports where Swissport is present,
either by its own staff or by subcontractors,
with personnel on duty 24 hours a day. 

In Europe, Swissport Executive has a
successful joint venture with Universal
Weather & Aviation at Nice, France; this
project achieved 30-percent growth last

year. Another joint venture, with PrivatAir
in Geneva, operates under the designation
of PrivatPort in the executive terminal C3.
In Zurich, the company has set up a stand-
alone executive handling unit that started
operations on January 1 with a staff of 12. 

Swissport Executive’s expansion plans
are closely linked to the growth of its parent
company, since the two share some equip-
ment and personnel. The group intends to
open a facility in the Ukrainian capital Kiev
this year, and beyond this is targeting
moves into Japan and the fast-growing mar-
kets of China and India. While Swissport
Executive encounters strong local competi-
tion from companies such as Jet Aviation,
ExecuJet and Signature on airports where
these companies are present, the number of
locations where it can count on support
from its ubiquitous parent company cer-
tainly makes it a serious global player.  

Signature 
Following a wave of rapid expansion in

Europe, Signature Flight Support now boasts

more than 50 FBOs outside the U.S. Over
the past couple of years, the group has been
upgrading its European facilities to meet the
branded standards that it aspires to around
the world. The company’s Paris Le Bourget
FBO is a prime example of this process.

According to David Best, Signature’s
managing director for Europe, the Middle
East and Africa, FBOs in Europe are set to
make further investments in their facilities.
“The market is growing well with many
new aircraft and types,” he told AIN. “The
increase in demand and competition will
lead to investment in the infrastructure and
standards expected.” o
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One of six FBOs at busy Paris Le Bourget,
Signature’s facility ranked 34th among global FBOs.


