
w hen business avia-
tion is booming, as
it is now, nowhere
is it more evident
than at FBOs, the

place at airports where everybody ends up
hanging out, working, planning, preparing,
departing and arriving. FBOs are also the
place where most people are introduced to
non-airline aviation. 

FBOs hire more entry-level workers
than any other aviation service business,
launching thousands of fresh young avia-
tors–pilots, technicians, operations experts,
marketers and managers–into satisfying
(and occasionally lucrative) careers. And
FBOs reflect the state of the industry. In
good times, the fuel flows, business jets
crowd the ramps and FBOs build new
hangars and opulent terminals to welcome
pilots, passengers and owners. 

When the economy dims, FBOs are still
there, keeping the doors open for weary
travelers, perhaps putting a big project on
hold and managing costs carefully, but al-
ways preparing for the turnaround so that
when business picks up, the facility is once
again ready to welcome the growing flow
of business aviation traffic.

From record high sales of business jets
to the slow but sure advent of very light
jets and growing fractional and jet card
programs, business aviation is riding a
wave of strong interest and investment.
Certainly there are some areas of concern,
such as user fees, airport infrastructure
problems, environmental issues and even
shortages of experienced personnel, but no
one is forecasting a business aviation de-
cline anytime soon.

Shipments of turboprops and business
jets are up 11.5 and 18 percent, respec-
tively, from 2005 to 2006, according to the
General Aviation Manufacturers Associa-

tion. In its annual forecast issued in Octo-
ber, Honeywell Aerospace predicts that
more than 1,000 business jets will be deliv-
ered this year. Rob Wilson, president of
Honeywell Business and General Aviation,
noted that industry growth is moving into
uncharted territory. 

He added, “The march to adopt advances
in technology continues at every manufac-
turer. Innovation to improve cabin comfort,
extend range, broaden mission capability
and produce business jets that are highly
productive, cost-efficient assets is ongoing
across the industry, from both traditional
and emerging business aircraft OEMs. 

Steady gains in new aircraft capability
and flexibility, coupled with incremental de-
mand from fractional ownership and jet
cards, airline use of business jets, branded
charter operations and special-mission ap-
plications, all fuel unprecedented business

jet demand over the next 10 years.”
“That businesses are beginning the year

with a positive outlook is not surprising,”
said Donald Kohn, vice chairman of the
Federal Reserve Board, during a speech on
January 8. “Profits have been high, encour-
aging business expansion, and external
funding for capital projects remains readily
available on favorable terms.”

In its annual business jet forecast, also
released last October, Rolls-Royce noted
that the business jet market is driven by
factors such as the business cycle, corpo-
rate profits, personal wealth, new technol-
ogy, aircraft retirements and growth
outside the U.S. “Corporate revenues are
likely to increase from $9 trillion to $18
trillion over the next 10 years,” the com-
pany’s presentation stated. 

The number of millionaires should
grow by 50 percent and billionaires by

more than 100 percent by 2015. About
4,700 business jets will be retired in the
next 20 years, according to Rolls-Royce.
And most significant, business jet deliver-
ies outside the U.S. are climbing sharply,
with a greater percentage than ever going
to markets that traditionally were not big
buyers of business jets.

There are clouds on the horizon, but it’s
too soon to judge whether they will have a
negative effect on business aviation. The
416-point drop in the Dow-Jones Industrial
average on February 27 is one such cloud,
and while pundits claimed that it was a re-
sult of a drop in the Chinese stock market,
something former Federal Reserve Bank
chairman Alan Greenspan said might have
had an influence, too. On February 26
Greenspan gave a speech to a Hong Kong
business conference over a satellite link,
according to a brief Associated Press report
on February 27. 

AP quoted Greenspan saying that signs
indicate the current economic expansion
might be ending. “When you get this far
away from a recession,” he said, “invariably
forces build up for the next recession, and
indeed we are beginning to see that sign.”
The following day, the market seemed to
shrug off Greenspan’s remarks, and finan-
cial pundits downplayed his influence.

Fuel and Oil Prices
Last year when oil prices spiked during

the summer, business aviation traffic didn’t
decline, to the surprise of many in the in-
dustry, and the rise in prices did not signal
business contraction. While fuel is the
biggest operational expense, variations in
fuel price don’t have that much of an effect
on the people who pay the bills (the owners
of the aircraft). 

“Fuel pricing at FBOs is an easy topic
to get heated over,” said Richard Michaels,
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vice president of marketing for
FBO chain Corporate Wings/Mer-
cury Air Centers, “because it’s an
expense that’s visible to flight
crews every day. However, the
variation in price between com-
petitive FBOs isn’t worth the
angst it causes.”

Pilots will go well out of their
way to save a few cents on jet-A
or spend a lot of time shopping
contract fuel companies and nego-
tiating deals with FBOs. But in
terms of the cost of the aircraft it-
self, saving a few cents per gallon
just isn’t a huge factor, he rea-
soned. Even a 50-cent-per-gallon
difference doesn’t amount to that
much, he added, using the exam-
ple of a $20 million jet using 500
gallons at an airport with two
FBOs once a month. “The crew
might save $250 times 12 equals
$3,000 by choosing the FBO with
unimproved facilities, less man-
power, old equipment and perhaps
unbranded fuel,” Michaels said. 

But few CEOs would worry
about that amount of money giv-
en that the company likely spends
$1 million a year on interest for
the jet’s loan and a few more mil-
lion to run the flight department.
“With a lower price usually
comes less convenience and in-
creased risk. Therefore, fuel pric-
ing should be a low limb on the
decision tree.”

Most people are fairly willing
to endure rises in gasoline prices,
Michaels pointed out. Even as the
price of auto gas has climbed
about 400 percent (unadjusted) in
the past decade, “few of us are
driving less or switching to elec-
tric cars. This is because the spike
in cost represents only a few per-
cent of our household budget.
The cost of jet-A has not risen by
400 percent, and the increase
we’ve sustained is minimal com-
pared with the total budget. Cor-
porations that have invested
millions in business aircraft will
continue to use them as intended
regardless of the price of fuel.”

“We have plenty of jet fuel in
the U.S.,” said Joe Czyzyk, chair-
man and CEO of Mercury Air
Group, which distributes fuel all
over the world and is opening a
new FBO in Kuwait. Mercury Air
Group used to own the Mercury
Air Centers FBO chain but sold it
in 2004 to private-equity firm Al-
lied Capital. “There doesn’t look
to be any shortage, and there
wouldn’t be any shortage due to
the growth of general aviation be-
cause it’s microcosmic compared
to the airlines.”

The price of jet fuel, he added,
“is always a factor of what the
market will bear. It’s just the cost
of doing business.” Events such as
terrorist attacks or natural disasters
could cause price spikes, “but it’s
the fear of a shortage of crude it-
self that causes these large spikes.” 

Fuel sales for distributor Av-
fuel, which delivers 20 percent of
the aviation fuel used in the U.S.,
“are slightly ahead of last year,”
said Craig Sincock, president and
CEO. Overall, he added, there is
no shortage of crude oil. And the
marketplace responds quickly to
imbalances. “The best solution
for high prices is high prices.
When you have a disaster, the
market responds and you go back
to normal. It beats government
interference.” By the time the
government figures out a process
to allocate fuel, the crisis would
be over, he said. 

Many refineries are now oper-
ating on a just-in-time basis,
which means they keep the most
efficient level of inventory as
long as possible, due to the high
cost of storage. So when there is
an upset in the market equilib-
rium, Sincock said, “higher prices
attract solutions, then prices fall.
That’s what you saw with Hurri-
cane Katrina.”

Avfuel’s own forecasts of the
oil market see swings in crude oil
prices of about $4.50 per barrel,
with the price hovering around
the $60 per barrel mark. “This
would translate into pretty much
the same jet fuel prices that we
have today,” he said. 

Apart from necessary refinery
turnarounds, said Allen Bretz,
ConocoPhillips director of mar-
keting for general aviation, “sup-
plies are adequate and inventories
are good.” Each year, all oil re-
fineries must undergo regular
maintenance, called turnarounds,
that involves cleaning equipment
and revitalization of catalysts. 

ConocoPhillips, with 12 re-
fineries, tries not to schedule
turnarounds that would shut
down more than one refinery at a
time and also tries to make sure
its refineries aren’t closed at the
same time as other oil compa-
nies’ facilities in the same geo-
graphic area. Turnarounds av-
erage one month, depending on
what needs to be fixed.

Refineries are operating at ca-
pacity, Bretz said, and there is lit-
tle activity under way to build
new ones, due to cost, regulatory
and local political issues. The
mild recent winter in the U.S.

helped keep oil prices down, but
as summer approaches, refiners
start building inventories of auto
fuel, which tends to increase the
price of crude oil, he said. Jet fuel
prices tend to drop in the spring
and summer because the demand
for home heating oil drops. 

Overall, jet fuel demand
should climb this year by 3 to 5
percent, according to Bretz. “I
don’t see any change this year,” he
said, even if the price of jet fuel
rises. “Companies made invest-
ments in corporate aircraft, and
just because the price of fuel has
gone up doesn’t mean they aren’t
going to use them. Overall, as
long as there are no major weather
problems such as hurricanes, and
no political upheavals around the
world, we’re now in a fairly stable
situation. Supplies will be ade-
quate given we have a calm year
on those playing fields.”

The VLJ Effect
There has been plenty of talk

about the coming “onslaught” of
very light jets, how they are going
to “darken the skies” and cause
traffic congestion and safety prob-
lems. What effect will they have
on FBOs and their already over-
burdened ramps and hangars? Are
VLJs going to be the bane of
FBOs, or will FBOs treat VLJs as
just another airplane and customer?

“[FBOs are] not going to turn
their backs on VLJs,” said Jim
Burns, CEO of Magnum Jet,
which has 100 Adam A700s and
100 Embraer Phenoms on order
for the company’s Connecticut-
based jet air limousine operation.
VLJs will be flying into many
smaller airports, he said, which
will expand the market for jet op-
erations to smaller secondary-
market FBOs that don’t usually
see many jet operations. 

“The general growth of private
aviation is going to feed FBOs,”
he said, “and they’re going to
become much more valuable.”
While VLJs don’t burn as much
fuel as larger jets, he said, they
will use a substantial amount be-
cause they will fly a lot, espe-

cially those in large-fleet op-
erations such as  Magnum Jets
planned air-limo service.

“It is clear to me,” said Rick
Adam, CEO of VLJ developer
Adam Aircraft, “that there is
going to be a major movement to-
ward personal transportation in
the next few years.” When travel-
ing from New York to London, he
said, airlines work fine, but for
those who want to go from sec-
ondary city to secondary city,
“the terminal becomes your FBO.
In the move to democratize and

Beginning with last year’s AIN FBO Survey, select read-
ers were invited to rate FBOs in four categories: line serv-
ice; passenger amenities; pilot services and amenities; and
facilities, using zero to 10 points for each category instead
of the previously used maximum of nine points. Surpris-
ingly, no FBO scored higher than nine points in this year’s
FBO Survey, although Wilson Air Center’s Memphis, Tenn.
base once again topped the list, at 8.98, slightly down from
last year’s score of 9.052.

For the first time, AIN conducted the FBO survey en-
tirely online, with no paper entries. The readers who were
invited to participate were notified via e-mail or fax and
postcard. Some readers received multiple e-mails, and AIN
apologizes for that error, which was caused by a problem in
database processing.

AIN’s survey contractor, Forecast International, logged
2,364 survey returns, a 22.6-percent response rate, higher
than last year’s and more than double the previous year’s
returns when the survey was done on paper. Respondents
added 271 write-in FBOs in their surveys, and the average
number of FBOs readers rated was 15. 

AIN added many more FBOs to this year’s survey, in re-
sponse to readers’ write-ins from last year and a more
comprehensive analysis of FBOs at airports frequented by
AIN readers and business jet travelers. The 2007 Survey
also included non-U.S. FBOs and airport service providers,
in recognition of increased business jet travel outside the

U.S. and the slow but steady growth of business aviation
around the world. The results of the non-U.S. (rest-of-
world) FBO Survey will be revealed in next month’s issue.

Some interesting changes in rankings showed up in this
year’s survey, partially as a result of adding so many more
FBOs for readers to choose from. The top five list is a bit dif-
ferent this year, except for Wilson Air Center at the top, with
AirFlite now number two instead of three and Million Air
(Pentastar), Enterprise Jet Center and Million Air (Min-
neapolis) bumping Regal Aviation, Tampa International Jet
Center and Business Jet Center to lower rankings. 

Avitat Boca Raton made a big jump to sixth place from
10th last year, followed by Business Jet Center (Dallas) at
number seven. The FBO run by the City of Sugar Land in
Texas tied Business Jet Center for seventh place. Skyservice
Toronto, Canada, ranked highest of the non-U.S. FBOs in the
North and Central Americas, and number 10 is Scottsdale Air
Center, a strong move up from number 14 last year.

Eleven FBOs dropped off the Top 40 list this year,
and new entrants on this year’s Top 40 list include Enter-
prise Jet Center (4th), City of Sugar Land (7th), Meridian
Teterboro (15th), Regional Jet Center (18th), Million Air
Salt Lake City (25th), Stuart Jet Center (31st), Million Air
Columbus (36th), Irving Aviation Services Goose Bay
(36th), Marathon Flight Services (36th), Beaver Lake
Aviation (39th) and SheltAir Aviation Services Jack-
sonville (40th). –M.T.

Survey Results

A representative at Pentastar Aviation
greets a visitor to the Pontiac, Mich.

FBO. Customer service ranks as a key
concern for respondents to AIN’s survey.

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE



decentralize [business in the
U.S.], one of the huge winners is
going to be the FBOs.”

Adam sees VLJ operations as
similar to those of Cessna’s Cita-
tionJet series or Raytheon’s King
Air turboprops. “There are sev-
eral thousand flying today like
VLJs,” he said. Those operated by
professional pilots still expect
professional services from FBOs,
especially quick turns so they can
get back out and earn money,
while owner-pilots might expect
more amenities at FBOs and not
so much quick service. So even
with VLJs multiplying, it’ll look a
lot like today’s light jet opera-
tions, Adam said. “What we will
see is there will be more of them.
Instead of one or two, we’ll see
five or six on the ramp.”

Don’t expect a huge influx of
VLJs soon, Adam added. “Across
all the companies, there will be a
slow build up in 2007, and 2008
will be pretty frequent and most
of the time when you go to a rea-
sonable-sized airport you will see
a VLJ. In the next 18 months
they’ll be pretty common.”

Companies that are seeking
new opportunities for FBO acqui-
sition already have noted this com-
ing trend, Adam said. “My sense
is the consolidators have already
seen this. I think the smart money
saw this coming a couple of years
ago and is already down the trail
in [planning] acquisitions.”

The Fractional Factor
NetJets, which has more than

600 business jets in its fractional-
share operation, has a unique per-
spective on the effects large
numbers of airplanes have on the
FBO business. “The way we fly
airplanes,” said president Jim
Christiansen, “each one of ours
probably equals two or three busi-
ness airplanes in terms of usage.
We operate on average 1,100
hours a year for each one, signifi-
cantly more than the typical cor-
porate airplane. Our impact on
the FBO world is more significant
than an equal number of airplanes
operated by a single entity.”

NetJets has a formal relation-
ship with Signature Flight Sup-
port, but although it is the largest
FBO chain, Signature doesn’t
have FBOs at every airport that
NetJets customers want to use. 

To make sure FBOs meet the
needs of its customers, every year
NetJets director of fuel and FBO
relations Todd Baumgartner and
his team visit the top 100 U.S.
FBOs the company’s customers
frequent. “We place a premium
on FBOs that is different from
that of the traditional customer,”
he said. “We place a heavier pre-

mium on ramp space. A lot of
FBOs will buy a leasehold and
fill it up with hangar space. We
need wide-open ramp space, and
we don’t need potential choke
points on the ramp.”

NetJets airplanes rarely sit at
airports because after they drop
off one shareowner they usually
need to be somewhere else to pick
up another. “We’re actually the
ideal customer,” Baumgartner said.
“We come in, we’re on the ground
an hour or two hours, we get
service, then we’re out of there.”

NetJets evaluates FBOs by six

criteria: safety; quality of service
provided to owners and crew-
members; facilities and amenities;
partnership development; main-
tenance capability; and price. For
the partnership criterion, NetJets
is looking for FBOs that are will-
ing to work with the fractional’s
needs such as its formula for fuel
pricing and its invoicing system. 

“A lot of perception of service
is dependent on the service the
FBO provides,” said Christiansen,
“how they greet customers, the
people behind the counter. If cus-
tomers have a bad experience,
that reflects on us.” NetJets crews
who see substandard service can
send an e-mail directly to the Net-
Jets team to let them know about
the problem, and NetJets relation-
ship managers immediately fol-
low up with the FBO managers.
FBOs seriously interested in work-
ing with NetJets can attend a
quarterly vendor education class.

“We view this as a partner-
ship,” Christiansen said. “We don’t
go in and demand things. We
work with the FBOs to tell them
what the standards are. It’s very

organized, professional, easy to
understand and with clearly de-
fined criteria. It’s a carefully or-
chestrated process because it’s so
important to our business.”

Pricing is not so critical for
NetJets because it needs FBOs to
serve its shareowners. “We want
fair competitive pricing,” Baum-
gartner said. “Some FBOs have
margins so small and thin, [we
worry] are they making money?
Will they be there long term?”

FBOs are becoming more pro-
fessional, Christiansen concluded.
“FBOs represent a significant

asset, and [generally] they’re be-
coming more sophisticated as
they get larger and more com-
plex. We have a broad customer
base, and many FBOs still cater
to all of general aviation so they
see a broad base of customers,
everyone from us with our GV
and BBJ to me taxiing in [to an
FBO] in the 172s that I fly.”

Challenges Facing FBOs
The biggest challenge FBOs

face, according to Bob Hobbi,
president of Scottsdale, Ariz.-
based consulting firm ServiceEle-
ments, is the front-line staff,
finding and training the right peo-
ple and keeping them around for
the long-term. (See page 34.) An-
other challenge is price competi-
tion. “When you’re compared
solely on price,” Hobbi said, “you
become a commodity, and it
makes life challenging.” 

The growing popularity of
general aviation travel is posing
a problem for FBOs, too, be-
cause many aren’t used to the di-
verse types of traveler passing
through their doors. “Because of

the variety of the offerings for
people to fly on business jets
and with the inconvenience of
airline travel, this has become a
much more popular way of trav-
eling,” Hobbi said. 

“General aviation was a sleepy
little industry, but with the intro-
duction of fractionals and jet
cards, it’s even more available to
more people. Today we have a
huge variety of customer types,
grandma and the kids, rap artists
with bling bling, Nascar drivers.
The range of services and chal-
lenges that produces for FBOs is
huge, and it puts a lot of pressure
on FBOs to try to please the pas-
sengers coming through.”

In addition to the challenges
mentioned, Orion Flight Services
at Oshkosh Airport, Wisconsin,
also faces the huge task of serv-
icing aircraft at the world’s busi-
est airport for nine days every
July and August during the an-
nual EAA AirVenture show.

“We have the most traffic of
anywhere in the world for nine
days,” said Jon Jury, director of
marketing, “and the rest of the

time we’re a plain-jane FBO.”
Orion also owns an FBO in

Sturgeon Bay and operates a char-
ter service with two Citation S/IIs
and an XLS and Citation V, two
Turbo Commanders and some
piston airplanes. Orion started the
Oshkosh operation six years ago. 

“When we started the business
here,” Jury said, “we were the
new kid on the block. There was
another FBO that had been here
30 or 40 years.” Orion got caught
up in a fuel price war, and the two
FBOs ended up cutting margins
so far they both were barely
scraping by. At the time, Orion’s
small charter department wasn’t
pulling in enough money to cover
the losses on fuel sales.

Before it got to the point
where Orion would have to close,
Jury said, the owners decided
that “if we’re going to pump gas,
we’re going to make money
doing it.” Orion raised the price
so that it was competitive with
the 12 other airports that are
within 50 miles of Oshkosh.

“Our competitor concluded
that there is room for two of us
here, and we don’t need to sell all
the fuel on the field to stay in
business. What we’re trying to do
is establish a peaceful coexis-
tence as opposed to an adversar-
ial environment. We also have the
benefit of a newer facility and
other selling points to make us
desirable to customers,” he said.

Since making that change,
Orion hasn’t lost any business
and is generating decent revenues
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Since pilots often spend a good deal 
of time in the FBO it is no surprise that
survey respondents indicated an
appreciation for nicely appointed
facilities, such as these at Florida’s
Stuart Jet Center, which ranked 31st.

FBOs in high-traffic areas have no
trouble garnering the requisite number
of responses for inclusion. Vail Valley
Jet Center in Eagle, Colo., was among
the top 40 FBOs in the survey.

C O N T I N U E D  F RO M  P R E C E D I N G  PA G E

CONTINUED ON PAGE 24



on fuel sales. It has also expanded the
charter department substantially and added
a new hangar. The FBO provides mainte-
nance services, making it one of few truly
full-service FBOs in the U.S. “We’ve al-
ways been full service,” said Jury. “That
was our intention when we came from
Sturgeon Bay, where we were the only
game in town.

“If we didn’t provide the service, no one
would. Now there are a lot of different rev-
enue streams feeding into the pot. The end
result is that the company is successful and
the customer is happy.”

Orion is fortunate in that finding quali-
fied workers for all of its divisions is aided
by the nearby location of Fox Valley Tech-
nical College, which has pilot and mechanic
training programs. “They’re all looking for
work,” said Jury. “They’re high-quality peo-
ple with a vested interest in aviation and
they’re familiar with aircraft.”

Orion takes advantage of training pro-
grams offered by its fuel supplier, Chevron,
and participates in NATA Safety 1st train-
ing. New employees also job-shadow more
experienced workers until they’re ready to
deal with customers or marshal expensive
jets on their own. “We really want them to
be comfortable,” Jury said. 

Security is an increasingly important
aspect for FBOs, and although Oshkosh no
longer has airline service, Orion does 
take security seriously. All employees are
checked against the Transportation Security
Administration’s watch list every weekday.
All access to the ramp is strictly controlled,
something that FBOs at many busy airports
have had to deal with. 

As an FBO at an airport that isn’t lo-
cated near major tourist or business desti-
nations, Orion hasn’t been approached by
FBO chains or private-equity companies
looking to add another FBO. “It isn’t the
kind of place where a Million Air or some-
body would be interested,” Jury said. The
annual AirVenture traffic is attractive to
fuel companies, which occasionally try to
get Orion to switch from Chevron. 

Orion starts preparing for AirVenture
four months in advance. During the event,
the FBO adds people to keep up with de-
mand. Chevron provides extra fuel trucks
during AirVenture, bringing Orion’s truck
inventory from the normal one jet and one
100-octane truck to 200 avgas trucks and
five jet-A trucks. “It’s exciting,” Jury said,
“but a lot of work.”

FBOs Are Here To Stay
Mercury’s Michaels is confident that

FBOs are a critical part of the aviation in-
frastructure. “Today’s sad reality is that an
airline terminal is a miserable place to
begin or end a business trip,” he said,
“whereas FBOs provide a tremendous value
to the general aviation community. An FBO
gives aircraft passengers and crew access to
multimillion-dollar facilities offering pri-
vacy and security, business amenities, se-
cure complimentary parking and even clean
lavatories. Try to envision owning a busi-
ness jet without today’s FBO network.”

Albert Sotero, who built a lavish yet
welcoming FBO at Florida’s Kendall-
Tamiami Executive Airport, shares
Michaels’ philosophy. Sotero’s Falcon-
Trust Air is eight nautical miles from

Miami International Airport and
offers a quiet, elegant respite
from the normal hustle and bus-
tle of business jet travel. Instead
of building an FBO that encour-
ages people to get in and get out,
Sotero wanted to have pilots,
owners and spouses feel like
sticking around FalconTrust. If
their airplane has a problem, he’d
rather they felt comfortable stay-
ing at the FBO than trying to go
back to a hotel for a few hours.

With a fully stocked (that
means alcohol, too) complimen-
tary bar, a library with plush
chairs and handsome bookshelves
filled with carefully selected vol-
umes, a well appointed gym and

a movie room with stadium seating and a
gigantic screen, FalconTrust is unusual
among FBOs.

Pleasant nooks and outdoor seating
areas make the Mediterranean-style build-
ing a pleasure to visit, and regular cus-
tomers have access to their own wine
locker and humidor. “People expect a lot
more when flying in a $30 million air-
plane,” Sotero said. “This welcomes you
back to Miami; you want to come back.”

Sotero said that traffic at Kendall-Tami-
ami Airport has grown 20 percent since
FalconTrust opened in June 2005. The
FBO is not designed only to make people
want to stay, but also to return. “Customer
satisfaction is worthless,” he said. “Cus-
tomer loyalty is priceless.” o
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The annual AIN FBO Survey lists top-rated facilities according to the survey responses from
pilots, dispatchers and users of FBO facilities.This year, the Top 40 FBOs received overall scores of
more than 8.000. The categories that users were asked to rate were line service; passenger ameni-
ties; pilot amenities; and facilities.

The Americas’ 40 Top-rated FBOs

1 Wilson Air Center Memphis,Tenn. 8.98

2 AirFlite Long Beach, Calif. 8.81

3 Million Air (Pentastar Aviation) Pontiac, Mich. 8.76

4 Enterprise Jet Center Houston,Texas 8.72

5 Million Air Minneapolis, Minn. 8.68

6 Avitat Boca Raton Boca Raton, Fla. 8.67

7 Business Jet Center Dallas,Texas 8.63*

7 City of Sugar Land Sugar Land,Texas 8.63*

9 Skyservice Toronto, Ontario 8.60

10 Scottsdale Air Center Scottsdale, Ariz. 8.58

11 Million Air Dallas,Texas 8.56

12 Irving Aviation Services Gander, Newfoundland 8.55

13 Regal Aviation Dallas,Texas 8.50

14 Monterey Jet Center Monterey, Calif. 8.48

15 Business Jet Center Oakland, Calif. 8.45†

15 Jet Aviation West Palm Beach, Fla. 8.45†

15 Meridian Teterboro (formerly Million Air) Teterboro, N.J. 8.45†

18 Regional Jet Center Fayetteville, Ark. 8.42

19 National Jets Fort Lauderdale, Fla. 8.41

20 Denver jetCenter Denver, Colo. 8.40s

20 Manny Aviation Services Toluca, Mexico 8.40s

20 UVavemex Toluca, Mexico 8.40s

23 Tampa International Jet Center Tampa, Fla. 8.39

24 Swift Aviation Services Phoenix, Ariz. 8.37

25 Million Air Salt Lake City, Utah 8.36

26 Million Air Houston,Texas 8.33

27 Jet Aviation Teterboro, N.J. 8.31l

27 Vail Valley Jet Center Eagle, Colo. 8.31l

29 Million Air Monterey, Calif. 8.26

30 McKinley Air Akron, Ohio 8.25

31 Stuart Jet Center Stuart, Fla. 8.24E

31 Yellowstone Jet Center Bozeman, Mont. 8.24E

33 Corporate Jets/Landmark Aviation Scottsdale, Ariz. 8.22©

33 Showalter Flying Service Orlando, Fla. 8.22©

35 Jet Source Carlsbad, Calif. 8.19

36 Irving Aviation Services Goose Bay, Newfoundland 8.18v

36 Marathon Flight Services Kissimmee, Fla. 8.18v

36 Million Air Columbus, Ohio 8.18v

39 Beaver Lake Aviation Rogers, Ark. 8.17 

40 SheltAir Aviation Services Jacksonville, Fla. 8.16

* Tied for 7th place     † Tied for 15th place     sTied for 20th place
l Tied for 27th place     ETied for 31st place     ©Tied for 33rd place

vTied for 36th place

Source: AIN 2007 American FBO Survey.

Data compiled by Forecast International of Newtown, Conn.

One municipal-run airport made it
to the top 40 FBOs in the Americas
region. At Sugar Land Regional
Airport in Sugar Land, Texas, the
city operates the FBO that ranked
seventh this year. The FBO was
included in last year’s AIN FBO
Survey, but its overall rating of
7.350 kept it off the list. The
facility’s score jumped this year, 
to 8.63, tied with Business Jet
Center in Dallas. 
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AIN readers have spoken by responding
to AIN’s 2007 FBO Survey and, once
again, the top rankings reflect perennial fa-
vorites. While FBO amenities are important
and FBOs spend a lot of money improving
facilities, service remains the most impor-
tant factor behind the numbers that readers
choose when responding to the AIN FBO
Survey. Most reader comments mention
service, and the top FBOs in the rankings
acknowledge that while their facilities are
among the best, the high level of service
their employees provide is more important
than the building, the fuel price and the size
of the plasma TV in the pilot lounge.

“People make the biggest difference,”
said Stephanie Jordan, general
manager of Business Jet Cen-
ter at Love Field in Dallas,
one of the FBOs to tie for 7th
place in this year’s rankings. 

At Business Jet Center,
which also owns an FBO at
Oakland International Airport
in California (tied for 15th
place), the hiring process is
lengthy. Candidates typically
have no aviation experience,
Jordan said. “We found that
works best. We can then
groom them to our culture and way of
doing things.” After the human resources
department conducts an initial screening of
applications and résumés, the department
manager interviews the candidate and
gives him or her a tour of Business Jet
Center, including an introduction to other
personnel and observing the all-important
ramp activity.

The assistant FBO manager then con-
ducts a more in-depth interview to try to
learn if the candidate is just seeking a pay-
check or if he might truly be interested in
an aviation career. If that interview goes
well, then it’s Jordan’s turn, so there are a
total of three interviews for all job appli-

cants, whether they will be line techni-
cians, flight line attendants (concierges) or
customer service representatives.

“We make sure that anybody we hire, we
want them to know our customers,” Jordan
said. “If our hangar chief sees one of our
customers, he knows to speak to them and
say their name. That’s the whole culture that
makes a difference. Most of the time, the
customer wants to know that they’re appre-
ciated and that we care about what’s going
on in their life. We try to get to know them
as much as possible.”

Visitors to Business Jet Center FBOs
shouldn’t be surprised to see employees
running from task to task. Jordan tells

prospective employees they
might have to hustle when it’s
a typical 106-degree summer
day in Dallas. At the same
time, employees are encour-
aged to voice their opinion
and make suggestions so that
Business Jet Center is not just
a job where people “show up,
shut up and work,” she said,
adding that employees should
feel that the FBO is “my com-
pany, and I have a say-so in it.” 

Business Jet Center is not
always all-work, no-play. “We have a long
tradition of nicknaming things,” Jordan
said. Line attendants help clean up the
cabin for arriving flight crews, for exam-
ple, and this service has come to be known
as a “tidy turn.” Now, when regular cus-
tomers call ahead on the Arinc frequency,
asking for the cleaning service, Jordan
thinks it’s hilarious. “I love it when I hear a
grown man say ‘I want a tidy turn.’” It also
helps set Business Jet Center apart, Jordan
explained. “We’re at one of the most com-
petitive airports in the country, with seven
FBOs. We’re cognizant there are six others
doing what we do.”

Hiring the Right People
As important as quality employees are,

getting customers to come back is critical
to any company’s success, and Business Jet
Center has made that a priority. “When we
started, we had a temporary facility and
were able to increase fuel sales every
month. To us that said it’s not about the
building; it’s about the people and the serv-
ice. We try to teach all employees we want
that customer to be so in love with us.”

At Business Jet Center, Jordan and her
team are constantly trying to figure out
how new habits might offer opportunities.
Many people travel with electronic devices
such as cellphones and GPS units and oc-
casionally leave them in rental cars, so the
FBO personnel always check rental cars
and match lost gadgets with their owners.
“As a service provider, it’s our job to be
proactive,” she said.

Customers often spend more time in
FBOs than they do at their flight opera-
tions, and what they don’t like to see at

FBOs, Jordan said, “is constant change and
commotion.” But they do like special
touches like the fresh flowers and fruit that
Business Jet Center added recently. 

AIN readers moved Scottsdale Air Cen-
ter’s score up four places to 10th in this
year’s FBO Survey. “If they get good serv-
ice,” said general manager Tommy Walker,
“pilots recognize it. As a result, they will
[return] because of the trust and security
they have that next time they visit, they
will have the same service.” Of course, he
added, “The FBO’s challenge is to provide
the same level of service.”

While Scottsdale Air Center doesn’t
face competition from six other FBOs on
the same field, it does have strong competi-
tion from Landmark Aviation’s Scottsdale
FBO, the former Corporate Jets facility.

What makes Scottsdale Air Center a top
draw, Walker explained, is its ongoing
effort to train employees in safety and
customer service, allied with continual
marketing of the facility to prospective
customers. “Our reputation,” Walker said,
“and pilots’ repeat visits, is because of the
service and also because of the FBO’s hav-
ing its name and presence in front of the
potential aviation community.”

Walker admitted that keeping top-notch
personnel on board is always a challenge.
“When we take somebody off the street
who has no training, we pound it into them
that safety is first in aviation, that it’s of the
utmost importance.” People who started
with Scottsdale Air Center four years ago
are now managers, and one former line
technician who was promoted to line serv-
ice manager in Scottsdale is now general
manager at sister-FBO Denver jetCenter,
another Top 40 FBO. 

“These are good people,” Walker said.
The young people entering the aviation in-
dustry now “are smart, they’re dedicated,
and I’m proud to say they enjoy the respon-
sibility and have high integrity.”

Wilson Air Center’s Memphis, Tenn.
FBO remains on top of the AIN FBO Sur-
vey this year, the company’s 7th time in a

row, and to owner Robert Wilson, son of
the founder of the Holiday Inn hotel chain,
this comes as no surprise. “It’s extremely
simple,” he said. “It’s called people. Be-
hind that is retention of excellent staff.
We’ve been exceptionally fortunate, they’ve
been here a while, they know what they’re
doing and they know how to deliver what
we set as customer service levels. We
spend a good deal of time going over
[those levels] and making sure they are
holding to those values that we set.”

Those values are core to Wilson Air
Center’s three FBOs, at Memphis, Hous-
ton Hobby and Charlotte, N.C. But at the
same time, the managers of each facility
have the power to take care of customers
as they see fit.

The level of service provided by a Wil-
son Air Center FBO is expensive. “We
have to hire better quality people,” said
David Ivey, vice president of the three
FBOs, “and we have to reward them. And
we have to be able to provide amenities.
The bottom line is that pilots aren’t going
to like coming if they don’t think the fuel
price is fair and they don’t like the staff.
What Bob Wilson has done to this industry
is similar to what his father did for the
hotel industry. Put in enough [quality] peo-
ple, charge a fair price, and you’ll get your
market share.

“This business philosophy has to start
at the top,” said Ivey, who has worked for
several other FBOs and as an airport
manager. “It’s a philosophy that Bob and
his family have set down that we enact
day in and day out. We set high expecta-
tions and hold people accountable and
provide training and progressive pay to
attract and retain people.

Top-notch service gets FBOs 
to the top of AIN’s survey

Bob Wilson, right, is not surprised that his
Memphis, Tenn., FBO topped AIN’s survey for the
seventh year in a row. Wilson, like the leadership of
other top-ranking FBOs, attributes the success of his
facility, above, to his employees and the level of
service they provide. 
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Stephanie Jordan,
gen. mgr., Business Jet Center
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Camera Drawing
Winners

Each year, AIN provides a modest incentive to
encourage qualified readers to participate in the
FBO Survey. All qualified participants are entered
into a drawing, and three winners are randomly
selected to win the prize–this year, a Canon
Power Shot A530 5.0-megapixel digital camera
with 4X optical zoom. The winners are Jerry
Morelock, chief pilot, McBee; Jeffrey Reich, cap-
tain/safety officer, Monsanto; and Jared Robin-
son, pilot, Family Video Movie Club. n

Jerry
Morelock

Jared
Robinson

Jeffrey J.
Reich



“There is no secret,” Ivey ex-
plained. “It is hard work, con-
stantly upgrading our training
program, the emergency manual,
the safety manual. We’re con-
stantly holding the line guys ac-
countable, and we’ve empowered
our people to hold each other ac-
countable. I can have a line guy
hold a supervisor accountable.”

Wilson Air Center recently
implemented a system where any
employee can issue a “safety vio-
lation” when they observe some-
one doing anything that violates
Wilson’s safety rules and poli-
cies. The employee who is caught
will have to explain why he
should be allowed to continue
working at the FBO.

“One thing doesn’t change,”
Ivey said. “We’re not allowed to
say no to a customer; that’s Bob’s
directive. We have to figure out
how to do it. Only senior man-
agement is allowed to say no.”

When it comes to hiring new
workers, Ivey said, “I can teach
most anybody to be a line tech or
customer service representative,

but I can’t teach love and pas-
sion.” The hiring process at Wil-
son’s Memphis facility is similar
to the one Business Jet Center
employs; prospective hires are in-
terviewed three times, by the line
manager, customer service man-
ager and Memphis general man-
ager Rob Hartwein.

“Do they have the heart, the

passion, the drive to be able to
come to work with a smile on
their face? That’s as important as
their qualifications,” Ivey said.

“It does come back to people,”
said Hartwein. “We surround our-
selves with people who want to
be here. The Wilsons treat us
well, and we forward that onto
the staff. We don’t sit in the office
and find things wrong; we’re out
there with them.”

When the FBO starts hopping,
everyone is likely to be on deck
helping customers and taking
care of pilots, including people
from administration, human re-
sources and the accounting de-
partment and Hartwein himself.
During a high-traffic football
game over the New Year’s holi-
day, many airplanes were depart-
ing and everyone pitched in,
including Wilson, who was on
crutches due to a leg injury but
drove a courtesy van to free up
line technicians who were needed
on the ramp. o
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Busiest Countries
The majority of the 37,036 evalua-

tions submitted in AIN’s 2007 FBO
Survey rated U.S. FBOs, as can be
seen in the chart below. As expected,
the area with the next highest number
of FBO evaluations is Europe, followed
by Canada. Mexico remains relatively
active with business aviation travelers,
and the nation tallied more than a third
of the evaluations the rest of Latin
America received. 

There has been plenty of discus-
sion recently about growing business
aviation markets in Asia and India and
news of new FBOs and investments in
the Middle East, but the numbers of
evaluations in those markets remain
disappointingly low. Non-U.S. airports,
for the most part, don’t have the same
kind of privately owned FBO/fuel
provider structure as U.S. airports, so
we do expect the growth of traditional
FBOs outside the U.S. to inch ahead
slowly but steadily as those who can
afford the benefits of business aviation
buy more aircraft and persuade their
regulatory authorities that allowing a
general aviation infrastructure to ex-
pand naturally is hugely beneficial for
any growing country. –M.T.

Busiest regions Responses
United States 29,772
Europe 3,774
Canada 1,075
South America, Central America
and the Caribbean 962

Mexico 388
Asia Pacific, Far East 375
Middle East, Africa 275
U.S. Territories 107

Source: AIN 2007 Americas FBO Survey. Data com-
piled by Forecast International of Newtown, Conn.
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Busiest FBOs
Only two non-U.S. FBOs–Skyservice (8.60) at Toronto’s Pearson International and Signature Flight

Support at London Luton (7.54)–made it onto the Top 40 busiest FBOs chart. Teterboro’s Jet Aviation (8.31)
remains a particularly active FBO, according to the evaluations submitted by AIN readers, but despite the
heavy traffic it didn’t outscore this year’s top-rated FBO, Wilson Air Center in Memphis (8.98), which is in
the middle of the chart with 179 evaluations. 

It is interesting to look at the popularity of certain
airports, as shown on this chart, despite the unpop-
ularity of FBOs on those airports. In some cases,
there is only one FBO and operators don’t have a
choice. San Diego is a good example, with low-scor-
ing Jimsair at Lindbergh Field. The San Diego area
just doesn’t have much choice for airports with de-
cently long runways near downtown. Traffic is high,
too, at Miami International, which is surprising be-
cause there are so many other excellent airports with
highly rated FBOs in the Miami area. 

Also noteworthy is that many FBOs at airports
with only one FBO still rank fairly well; despite the
widespread pilot complaints that monopoly FBOs deliver poor service, this is not borne out by the numbers
in this survey. At San Francisco, for example, Signature Flight Support garnered a 7.12, not a low score
compared with some airports and FBOs, although it is on the low end of the scale for the airports in this
chart. Wilson Air Center’s Charlotte, N.C. FBO did well after slightly more than a year in business, with an
8.04, and that, too, is a sole FBO. 

The big picture here is that all of these FBOs should receive high ratings; those that aren’t either aren’t
doing something right or aren’t reaching out to their customers to make sure they are happy. –M.T.

Top 40 Busiest FBOs
FBO Airport Responses Overall Avg.
Jet Aviation Teterboro (TEB) 421 8.31
Denver jetCenter Centennial (APA) 259 8.40
Signature Flight Support Miami International (MIA) 250 6.78
Jimsair Aviation Services San Diego Lindbergh Field (SAN) 249 5.34
Atlantic Aviation Las Vegas McCarran International (LAS) 244 7.34
Vail Valley Jet Center Eagle County Regional (EGE) 235 8.31
Meridian Teterboro (formerly Million Air) Teterboro (TEB) 235 8.45
Atlantic Aviation Teterboro (TEB) 231 7.17
Atlantic Aviation Chicago Midway International (MDW) 231 7.99
Corporate Jets/Landmark Aviation Scottsdale Municipal (SDL) 225 8.22
Atlantic Aviation Pitkin County/Sardy Field (ASE) 219 7.65
Landmark Aviation Washington Dulles International (IAD) 209 7.59
Epps Aviation Atlanta DeKalb-Peachtree (PDK) 199 7.57
Galaxy Aviation Palm Beach International (PBI) 192 7.76
Skyservice Toronto Pearson International (CYYZ) 189 8.60
Avitat Westchester Westchester County (HPN) 184 7.56
Jet Aviation Palm Beach International (PBI) 183 8.45
Signature Flight Support London Luton (EGGW) 180 7.54
Wilson Air Center Memphis International (MEM) 179 8.98
Naples Airport Authority Naples Municipal (APF) 179 6.24
Signature Flight Support San Francisco International (SFO) 177 7.12
San Jose Jet Center Norman Mineta San Jose Int’l (SJC) 173 7.90
Business Jet Center Dallas Love Field (DAL) 173 8.63
Landmark Aviation Los Angeles International (LAX) 173 6.94
Million Air Addison (ADS) 172 8.56
Jet Aviation Hanscom Field (BED) 170 7.16
Signature Flight Support Boston Logan International (BOS) 168 5.09
Monterey Jet Center Monterey Peninsula (MRY) 167 8.48
Signature Flight Support Morristown Municipal (MMU) 166 7.24
KaiserAir Jet Center Metropolitan Oakland Int’l (OAK) 160 7.27
Showalter Flying Service Orlando Executive (ORL) 151 8.22
Scottsdale Air Center Scottsdale Municipal (SDL) 149 8.58
Wilson Air Center Charlotte Douglas International (CLT) 147 8.04
Million Air Burbank Bob Hope (BUR) 147 7.97
Atlantic Aviation John Wayne/Orange County (SNA) 146 7.66
Boca Aviation Boca Raton (BCT) 146 7.82
Signature Flight Support Minn./St. Paul International (MSP) 143 7.70
Swift Aviation Services Phoenix Sky Harbor International (PHX) 142 8.37
SheltAir Aviation Services Fort Lauderdale/Hollywood Int’l (FLL) 138 8.01
Cutter Aviation Phoenix Sky Harbor International (PHX) 137 7.74

Source: AIN 2007 Americas FBO Survey      Data compiled by Forecast International of Newtown, Conn.
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No examination of the FBO in-
dustry would be complete without
acknowledging the influence of
private-equity investors, which
have been snapping up FBOs and
FBO chains in relatively high
numbers. Private-equity firms cur-
rently own two large FBO chains:
Landmark Aviation, owned by
The Carlyle Group but possibly in
the process of being sold at the
time this was written, and Mer-
cury Air Centers/Corporate Wings,
owned by Allied Capital.

Jet Aviation, with 15 FBOs,
also counts as a chain owned by
private-equity investors, and a
number of other smaller chains
and FBOs have private-equity
funding. The largest chain not
owned by private-equity firms is
Signature Flight Support, with 
81 FBOs, owned by publicly

traded BBA. The
Atlantic Aviation
chain is also owned
by a publicly traded
entity, Australia’s
Macquarie Bank.

In the last seven
years, since private-
equity firms have
latched onto the
FBO business, the

value of FBOs has been “signifi-
cantly enhanced,” said Stephen
Dennis, chairman of FBO consult-
ing firm Aviation Resource Group
of Parker, Colo. “They have cash,
and they can make a deal more
quickly,” he said, “and they pay
more than others who might be
strategic investors.”

The number of FBOs owned
by private-equity firms is not
that high, said Mark Chambers,
managing partner of Aviation
Resource Group, although “the
interest over the years has got-
ten deeper.” While private-eq-
uity companies get a lot of
press, he said, they “are the mi-
nority of what’s going on in
terms of transactions.”

Most of the FBO buying and
selling, he said, is being done by
long-time big players such as Sig-
nature and smaller regional
chains such as SheltAir, Tac Air
and newly formed Encore FBO.

“You’ve got to remember,
there’s been private equity in this
business for a long time. Many of
the deals we work on have some
component of private equity. This
is nothing new,” he added.

Private-equity- and chain-
owned FBOs remain a small per-
centage of the 3,440 U.S. FBOs,
according to Chambers, account-
ing for only about 250 FBOs in

total. Aviation Resource Group
ranks 600 airports according to
general aviation fuel volume, and
most of the serious FBO buying
and selling that has been taking

place involves the top 100 of
those airports.

Now, with most of the FBOs at
the top 100 fuel volume airports
already taken, investors interested
in the FBO business have had to
look more closely at secondary
FBOs in smaller markets. A result
of this trend, however, is that own-
ers of smaller-market FBOs can’t

rely only on revenues from fuel
sales and hangar rental but also
must consider other profit centers
such as charter and maintenance.
“We’re going back to the good
old days of full-service FBOs,”
Chambers said. “Buyers are hav-
ing to get smarter about other as-
pects of our business, not just fuel 
and hangars, and they’re going

broader and deeper and looking
at smaller airports.”

Most FBOs today are inde-
pendent, despite all the FBO con-
solidation that is occurring,
Chambers said. For those inde-
pendent companies, he added,
“what they need to understand is
that running their business and
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Private-equity firms still
interested in FBO industry

Stephen Dennis,
ARG
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paying attention to the [financial]
metrics is important.” This is be-
cause it helps them run a more
stable, profitable operation and
also because it helps make the
FBO more attractive if and when
the time comes to sell.

One shouldn’t consider the
market value of an FBO as simply
a formulaic multiple of earnings,

Chambers explained. “That’s one
aspect of a very complicated busi-
ness.” Aviation Resource Group
considers 75 parameters for as-
signing a value to an FBO, includ-
ing the financial aspects, the
status of the property lease and
value of the real estate, how the
FBO is positioned with its com-
petitors and whether the FBO can

continue to grow. 
With so many FBOs not

owned by chains or private-eq-
uity firms, is there a limit to how
large an FBO chain can grow?
“There probably is a physical
limit,” said Dennis. “If you look
at private equity, the ultimate end
game is to take something with
enough critical mass to have suf-

ficient interest in the market to
take public, and take out a big
payday for themselves and other
investors. Bigger is better; it
gives a point from which to
launch a public undertaking.”

Is there a limit on the number
of FBOs that can be operated ef-
fectively? Financially, companies
have to grow to succeed, and

while traditional investors might
be happy with a 15-percent rate of
return, 30 percent is more to the
private-equity firms’ liking, Den-
nis said.

“We do have quite a bit of new
private equity coming into the mar-
ket,” said Chambers, “and we’ve
seen this over the last seven or eight
years. Private-equity companies
that have been here for a long time
are getting to be larger players.”

Challenges Ahead
One problem that is holding

FBOs back is increasing demand
from flight operators that are fly-
ing more, Chambers said. While
FBOs generally have room to ex-
pand and demand for hangar
space is growing, the one resource
that is lacking is sources of fi-
nancing. “There are not enough
banks and financial institutions
lending to FBOs,” he said, “and
that’s creating some problems for
existing FBOs wanting to restruc-
ture or build new facilities.”

Filling the financing gap are
real-estate developers like Ascend
Development, which builds large
hangar facilities at underserved
airports such as Hayward Airport
in the San Francisco Bay Area and
Stewart Airport north of New
York City or Premier Jet in Carls-
bad, Calif. These companies sell
hangar space as pre-paid leases,
which give owners long-term eq-
uity interest.

Ribeiro is offering a novel
twist in Las Vegas: it has built
condominium corporate hangars
that include inexpensive fuel at
McCarran International Airport.
The new Dulles Jet Center at
Dulles Airport west of Washing-
ton, D.C. doesn’t offer the equity
advantages of pre-paid leases but
it was built by a real-estate devel-
oper who happens to own an air-
plane and wanted a better facility
from which to operate.

“What you’re seeing is real es-
tate people getting into the busi-
ness,” said Chambers, “because
they understand financing, mar-
keting and construction in a
phased development way, because
they manage risk throughout the
building process.” 

“This is a good example,” said
Dennis, “of someone from a de-
velopment background, and he’s
an aircraft owner and operator
himself. It helps the industry.”

For companies that are trying
to build a business made of multi-
ple FBOs, Dennis said, what at-
tracts FBO buyers, especially
private-equity firms, is that the
FBO business has matured. “It’s
truly a business,” he said. “We
couldn’t say that in 1975, but we
can say it [now].” o
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Most people think they under-
stand customer service. It’s one of
those “I know it when I see it”
qualities that, like safety, can be
hard to define, difficult to teach
and even harder to measure. Bob
Hobbi, president of Scottsdale,
Ariz.-based ServiceElements, has
been studying customer service
in aviation for decades and be-
lieves his company can teach
FBOs and aviation service busi-
nesses how to develop a modern
service culture so they can enjoy
the efficiency benefits that come
with improving customer service.

“Part of our mission is to help
our industry avoid falling into the
same traps as the air transport
world,” said Hobbi. What he
means is that airlines, in their
quest for profitability, are forget-
ting basic elements of customer
service. Instead of focusing on
the overall customer experience,
which is what any organization
should do to serve customers,
many airlines are charging pas-
sengers petty fees–like $2 for

curbside baggage handling–to
make up for lost revenue. “Basi-
cally,” Hobbi said, “that makes
the customer upset.”

For FBO users, nothing is
more contentious than a facility’s
charging fees for various services.
Hobbi believes that FBOs can
earn higher margins by selling
services as an all-inclusive pack-
age rather than individual menu
items. “Most consumers,” he said,
“are looking for a total experi-
ence, especially in a high-end
business like ours. They’re willing
to pay for a good experience.” 

And the key to a good experi-
ence is the simplicity of the cus-
tomer interaction. Charging
separately for a long list of serv-
ices creates complication. “That’s
not simplification,” Hobbi said.
“Customers are fully appreciative
of what it takes to be a good
FBO. And what we’re going to
see is FBOs that have full-service
amenities and everything in one
package and one fee. Whoever is
simplifying customer interactions

is going to benefit immensely.”
Simplifying customer interac-

tions poses a challenge for FBOs,
he explained, because with the re-
cent rapid growth of business avi-
ation, a more diverse set of
customers with a much wider set
of preferences and service re-
quirements is using FBOs. “This
puts a lot of pressure on FBOs to
try to please passengers,” he said. 

This also explains why FBOs
offer an increasing variety of serv-
ices such as concierges, Internet
access, large-screen televisions
and theater rooms and in one
case–FalconTrust Air at Florida’s
Kendall Tamiami Executive Air-
port–a fully stocked classic li-
brary and complimentary bar. 

The Personal Touch 
No matter how great the

amenities, FBOs must hire the
right people to deal with cus-
tomers. “We’re starting to see bet-
ter hiring practices,” Hobbi said.
While many  jobs at FBOs–such
as customer service and line serv-
ice–are entry-level, he said, “We’re
seeing better alignment of career
development for those folks. FBOs
are using better hiring practices
and focusing on attitude rather

than focusing on skills.”
ServiceElements shows its cus-

tomers how to develop a culture of
service, Hobbi explained. This in-
cludes training, customer surveys
and mystery shoppers who evalu-
ate the quality of service.

“Traditional training doesn’t
work,” Hobbi said. “Our industry
believes training is like a vaccina-
tion. When in doubt, send them in
for training.” The way training is
done for FBO personnel is prima-
rily technical in nature. “When it
comes to service culture, our
focus has always been that people
know how to be nice to other peo-

ple. That’s just not true any more.” 
He maintains that there is a

generation gap, with younger
workers not having the same val-
ues regarding providing service as
older people, who are more pa-
tient. This creates a problem, he
explained, when an FBO has one
group of workers providing a level
of service different from that pro-
vided by another. “This creates a
lot of culture clash internally,
which is bad for customers.” 

“What we focus on is not just
training, but on the overall culture
and putting everybody on the
same page. You can’t do that
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Industry-specific customer
service training for FBOs 

According to ServiceElements’ Bob Hobbi, FBO-specific customer-service training can
help FBOs enjoy efficiency benefits.
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overnight; it’s an ongoing pro-
cess.” In addition to training, this
process involves the feedback pro-
vided by surveys, getting the FBO
leadership committed to the serv-
ice culture and setting standards
that workers want to uphold. 

The surveys target FBO lead-
ers and FBO users–from flight de-
partments to charter companies to
passengers. “This helps us under-
stand where the shortcomings
are,” Hobbi said, and those are
areas we focus on.” In surveys of
FBO leaders, for example, “you’d
be amazed at the inordinate
amount of time they spend trou-
bleshooting bad customer experi-
ences.” By improving overall
customer service and reducing the
time spent on fixing problems, he
said, “think of how much more ef-
ficient the FBO would get.”

ServiceElements uses its serv-
ice culture assessment tool to
establish a company’s existing
customer service capability. The

team’s courseware developers then
create customized workshops for
all of the FBO’s employees. In be-
tween the live workshops, Web-
based training is provided to
“customer service flag carriers”
who can promote high standards
throughout the company. 

No matter what, Hobbi con-
cluded, FBOs should know “that

good customer service is a
tremendously powerful business
efficiency tool. 

“It doesn’t mean you have to
blow people’s socks off each
time, but you have to perform at
the same level. Consistency is
more important sometimes than a
higher level of service.” o
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What is an FBO?
FBO. (noun)

What a strange acronym
for what is essentially an air-
port gas station, at least in
the U.S. The letters in the
acronym stand for fixed-base
operator, and it comes from
the early days of aviation,
when itinerant operators
flew from field to field and
airport to airport, trying to
scrape a living from people
who would pay them to fly
their raggedy old airplanes.

When one of these opera-
tors decided to put down
roots and stick around an air-
port for a while and run an
airport-based business, that
operator became “fixed,” in
the sense of no longer travel-
ing. Some of these operators
built thriving businesses, and
the company that provided
fuel, hangars and other air-
port services became known
as the FBO. The term is 
now widely used all over the
world, despite some efforts to
modify it. (Signature Flight
Support tried using FSO or
flight support operation for a
while, but that never stuck.)
FBOs are FBOs even in
France, which is probably a
fair trade for fuselage, em-
pennage and aileron. n

The rise in business
aviation traffic has
resulted in a more
diverse clientele for
FBOs, necessitating
that the facilities
train CSRs to 
work equally
effectively 
with different 
types of client.
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“An operation that makes my job easier.” 
Timothy Whalen, captain

“Prompt service, a warm greeting and a good attitude.
The best can’t seem to do enough for you.” 

J. Hirshman, pilot

“Line service awareness to flight crew servicing needs
without having to track someone down.” 

James White, chief pilot

“An FBO that puts the customer first regardless of
how much is spent.” 

Daniel Graves
chief pilot/director of operations

“The way you are received and treated; it shouldn’t
matter if you are first-time users or regulars.” 

Richard Keller, pilot

“Responsive, professional line service. Anything that
makes my job efficient and easier.” 

Thomas Wiehl, training officer

“Taking care of the passengers first. Once they are on
their way and happy, attending to the needs of the crew.
Fair pricing in services with a good attitude.” 

Eric Black, captain

“Smiles, smiles, smiles! It gets busy in the cockpit. At
times the stress involved with our ‘trained for’ job can
get quite high, fighting ATC, passengers and dispatch-
ers. The problems FBO personnel are having should
never interfere with the flight crew.” 

Jay Flowers, safety inspector

“Safety must be the number-one priority of
employees.” 

Kent Tipping, captain

Top 40 Busiest Airports (worldwide)
Teterboro blows away the competition when it comes to attracting business aviation traffic, and

with 1,103 evaluations of the FBOs there TEB tallied more than double the number of reviews Palm
Beach International, the next busiest airport, received. Love Field in Dallas moved up to third place this
year, from seventh last year, but Washington Dulles got pushed off the Top 10 to number 12 this year.
The AIN FBO Survey now incorporates more international FBOs, and this year the Top 40 busiest air-
ports chart shows where some of the busiest business aviation airports are outside the U.S. First on the
list is Paris Le Bourget, which tied for number 13, followed by Pearson International in Toronto,
Canada. London Luton is number 19, and that is it for non-U.S. airports on the Top 40 list.        –M.T.
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Airport Responses
1 Teterboro (TEB) 1,103
2 Palm Beach International (PBI) 500
3 Love Field (DAL) 450
4 Chicago Midway International (MDW) 441
5 Centennial (APA) 430
6 Westchester County (HPN) 414
7 DeKalb-Peachtree (PDK) 393
8 Fort Lauderdale/

Hollywood International (FLL) 380
9 Scottsdale Municipal (SDL) 378

10 McCarran International (LAS) 375
11 Hobby (HOU) 341
12 Washington Dulles International (IAD) 325
13 Los Angeles International (LAX) 280

Le Bourget International (LFPB) 280
15 Sky Harbor International (PHX) 279
16 Miami International (MIA) 269
17 Lester B. Pearson International (CYYZ) 266

Van Nuys (VNY) 266
19 London Luton (EGGW) 265
20 Monterey Peninsula (MRY) 259

Airport Responses
21 Metropolitan Oakland Int’l (OAK) 258
22 Bob Hope (BUR) 256
23 Lindbergh Field (SAN) 249
24 Fort Lauderdale Executive (FXE) 246
25 Hanscom Field (BED) 241
26 Norman Mineta 

San Jose International (SJC) 240
27 Eagle County Regional (EGE) 235
28 Boca Raton (BCT) 231
29 John Wayne/Orange County (SNA) 226
30 Memphis International (MEM) 224
31 Orlando International (MCO) 219

Pitkin County/Sardy Field (ASE) 219
33 Addison (ADS) 208
34 McClellan-Palomar (CRQ) 203

Orlando Executive (ORL) 203
36 Daugherty Field (LGB) 202
37 Austin Bergstrom International (AUS) 195
38 San Antonio International (SAT) 193
39 Palm Springs International (PSP) 187
40 Boeing Field (BFI) 186

Source: AIN 2007 Americas FBO Survey. Data compiled by Forecast International of Newtown, Conn.

Over the years, participants in AIN’s FBO survey have not been shy about commenting on what
they like about FBOs, and this year was no exception: 1,823 respondents added comments to express
what they feel makes a good FBO. While the comments don’t change much from survey to survey, they
do offer insight into what FBO customers think and how FBOs could improve their service. 

FBO users all want prompt, attentive service, and even though high fuel prices haven’t caused busi-
ness aviation flight hours to drop, fuel prices remain an important factor. In this age of instant commu-
nications, pilots also expect FBOs to be prepared for their arrival and quickly transmit their needs to the
front desk as soon as they arrive. And finally, for pilots who want to please their employers, the way
FBOs take care of the passengers is more important than the FBO’s amenities. Below is a representative
selection of comments we received about what makes a good FBO.

What makes a good FBO?
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“Unfriendly CSRs, absentee line techs
and unfulfilled requests are at the top of
the list.  At some FBOs, you’d think that it
was their first time to fuel an airplane.”

Benjamin Quinby, chief pilot

“Poor supervision. You can’t manage an
FBO if you don’t know what goes on
outside your office.” 

Douglas Spiger, captain

“Distracted CSRs (personal phone 
calls, issues and so on) who delay
transmittal of information to ramp
personnel regarding needed
crew/aircraft services.”

Michael St. John, line pilot

“Discounts only to large fleet operators
while gouging smaller operators 
with exorbitant handling fees even 
if that operator doesn’t use any of 
their facilities.” 

William Sumner, manager flight 
operations, chief pilot

“Not open at published hours, won’t
answer the radio, telephone long hold
time, slow service, theft.” 

Patrick Gregory, chief pilot

“I have never been to a bad FBO.” 
Jon Shashaguay, pilot

“Requiring me to sign a hold harmless
[agreement] before they will tow or store
my aircraft.” 

T. Buchanan, director of
flight operations administration

“A business that gives line people
minimal training and turns them loose on
the line by themselves.”

Jeff Lasalle, chief pilot

“Walking up to the counter and no one
wanting to even look at you because
they are chatting amongst themselves,
and then after pulling themselves away
with great effort (and usually a sigh),
not even asking if I need help, or a
greeting, only a blank stare.” 

Jeffrey Showman, captain

“Absence of safety.” 
Ricardo Rosa, captain

“Slow service, long faces, unclean
facilities.”

H.P. Ienaar, pilot/A&P
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Up-and-coming
FBOs

There are many FBOs that are
new on the scene or growing in
recognition among business avi-
ation travelers, and this list ac-
knowledges that by listing U.S.
FBOs that received 30 to 39 evalu-
ations and non-U.S. FBOs with 15
to 24 evaluations. (This list covers
only the Americas region.) Next
year, many of these FBOs might
show up on the regular listing,
depending, of course, on how
they serve AIN readers and
whether they manage to garner
enough traffic to kick their evalu-
ations above the minimum re-
quired for inclusion in the survey
listing. To view all of the up-and-
coming FBOs in the Americas
region, go to www.ainonline.com/
upandcomingfbos.pdf. n

When asked “What makes a bad FBO?” many AIN FBO
Survey respondents cited bad attitudes of FBO personnel.
Not surprisingly, jet fuel prices are high on the list too, al-
though some participants also expressed a distaste for the
ramp fees charged by some FBOs. While FBOs have made
big efforts to refurbish their facilities, evidently there are still
many FBOs out there that could benefit from some cosmetic
and reconstructive surgery. 

The majority of comments, however, specifically complain
about the performance of the people who work at FBOs, and it
appears to be a constant challenge for FBOs to hire and retain
top-notch personnel. Those who do make their employees a
priority are more likely to appear in the column devoted to good
FBOs. A significant area of complaint always has been and
likely always will be FBOs that are the sole facility on the air-
port. There were 1,756 responses to the bad FBO question.

What makes a bad FBO?
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