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Vetting and Selecting  
a Supplemental Lift Provider  
A Resource Guide for Business Aviation Operations

Point of View
Note to readers: This paper is written in an op-ed format and is not to be considered as legal 
advice, prescriptive practice, or a directive in any way. The ideas represented, although supported 
in some areas with legal references, are solely and exclusively the opinion of the author and may 
not represent the opinions of the industry at large. 

Starting with the bottom line up front – not all supplemental lift providers are equal. You 
spend many hours and resources on your own safety program and emergency preparedness, 
and you expect nothing but the best. Then someone asks you to secure supplemental lift for 
your executives. Unfortunately, there is no label of ingredients on an aviation provider to help you 
determine “Hey, what is really in there?” On the web, the substandard operators can look a lot like 
the good operators. All it takes is some professional images, fancy words, and a few audit logos. 

How can you ensure that a supplemental lift provider (SLP) provides the same level of safety and 
professionalism you require in your own operation, especially in an era where the validity and 
reliability of audits are under intense scrutiny? How can you be sure your people are protected 
instead of learning too late that you did not get what you thought?

Author’s thoughts: Most organizations that own and operate their own aviation assets are not 
very keen on bringing in an external lift provider. Likely, there are two principal reasons: First that 
there is no safer, flexible, and responsive option than the one you already have in-house. Second, 
like any professional endeavor, anyone who provides a complementary service in a different 
manner and at a lower cost (if even perceptually) can be seen as a threat. 

The first reason is probably the more reasonable (with all the requisite assumptions, of course). 
You are safest and best supported logistically with your own aircraft. 

If the decision is already made to obtain supplemental lift, or the decision to utilize an SLP is 
underway, well, we have some work to do. The only logical determination we can make is this: 
poor perception and bad information always leads to bad decision making. This discussion will 
try to create clarity and a pathway to better information. 

There are other publications on this subject. They suggest you ask some great questions of an 
operator. How much time do your pilots have in the aircraft? Does the aircraft meet operating 
regulations? Is the aircraft properly insured? Excellent questions – but what should the answers 
be? How can a non-aviation customer ever attain the knowledge to contemplate the efficacy of the 
answers? Even most aviation-savvy consumers do not have their own established parameters for 
evaluating the responses to these questions. Besides, an 800-hour pilot who has the right discipline 
and respect for the aircraft is much more desirable than a 7,000-hour pilot who has crystallized bad 
behaviors and normalized his deviations from procedures. In short, we are grasping for something 
to feel confident in. 
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Instead, this discussion will provide a look across the major decision points in the selection 
process. It will also provide a descriptive look at the differences in aviation operators, management 
companies, and brokers. In addition, it will provide representative examples in some categories.  
If it leaves you wanting more in the end – great! There is much to do as you evaluate and finally 
select an SLP. 

After doing the homework, deciding whether to engage an SLP is still a daunting and confusing 
process. It can be quite hard to find the ideal provider. Who operates the closest to your 
expectations? How developed is their safety program? Do they have a robust emergency response 
program? How deep is the company infrastructure? What is their reputation in the industry? These 
and other questions must be answered to your satisfaction. This discussion will help. It includes 
educational elements, suggestions, and relevant examples. 

This guide is best coupled with the NBAA Supplemental Lift Assessment Tool (SLAT)1 and 
attendance at one of the NBAA BACE or SDC conference sessions on the same subject.  
After reading this guide, if you still have questions or need additional support, contact  
info@firesideteam.com and we will put you directly in touch with the right resources.

THE COMPONENTS OF THE INDUSTRY
To start the discussion, we will begin where most customers begin – looking at options. That usually 
means a few web searches, or a direct referral from someone… maybe a “here is who we use” sort 
of thing. Let us look at what they are looking at when they pull up the website.

Just about every SLP website has certain commonalities. This seems true whether the advertised 
flights occur on their own aircraft, or if they provide access to another provider’s aircraft. 

Let’s look at some differences, and while we do, note that there is no right or wrong way in terms  
of regulation or legality.2 This is only about what is best for you and those that rely on you.

1. Owner - A supplemental lift provider that owns3 and operates4 the aircraft: 
These companies provide and support the whole flying experience with their owned assets and 
employee personnel. Relatively speaking, there are not a whole lot of these out there. The benefits 
are important, such as the straight-line control of the aircraft, direct and unimpeded ability to 
influence all safety aspects of the operation including training, maintenance, operational standards, 
age and condition of the aircraft, and having their own integrated safety and emergency response 
programs. 

These operators generally “are what you see” on the website and on the quote sheet header. 
Usually well financed and very visible in the industry as distinct brands, they often have unique 
livery, as seen with companies like NetJets or VistaJet. These larger operators have wide and 
diverse fleets, substantial infrastructure, and are considered very proficient, safe, flexible options for 
a supplemental lift customer. 

1 The SLAT is provided free of charge to “Vetting Your Supplemental Lift Provider” attendees at NBAA BACE and SDC Conferences. 
2 There are legal parameters for all air carriers (those that provide air service for hire), and therefore there are definitions of illegal actions, just as in every transportation 

profession. Those are not addressed here.
3 For purposes of this document owned aircraft include those that are leased by a single entity.
4 The distinctions between aircraft ownership and operation are important. Similar to the familiarity of driving your own car (ownership), and driving a rental car (operating).
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Smaller operators in this category such as London Air Services provide local/regional coverage 
options. Unique missions and flexible charter options are served by companies like Phoenix Air. 
Some operators even span the gap between individually owned assets and managed assets, which 
are explained later such as L.J. Aviation.

Whether it is a larger company or a smaller one, if you have made your flight booking directly with 
the owner of the aircraft, then there are only two entities in the transaction – you the customer, and 
the owner/operator of the aircraft.

Some restrictive factors for the mid-size and smaller operators could be limitations on available 
aircraft due to fleet size/availability. Note that even the large operators may have to seek their own 
supplemental lift resources during peak travel periods. Transparency and communication to the 
customer are important in these instances. 

2. Aircraft Management Companies – An SLP that does not own the aircraft, but operates it:
Aircraft management companies support the flying experience with aircraft owned by others, but 
provide flight crew, maintenance, hangar space, associated cleaning, and perhaps even ground 
handling services. This is referred to as a “full-managed aircraft.” Depending on the scope of the 
management contract, there could be fewer portions that are managed, but it may help to think of it 
in the following terms. You own an aircraft, but you do not want the difficulties of hiring and training 
your own pilots, maintenance teams, and associated aspects of keeping an aircraft ready to fly. 
Therefore, you hire an aircraft management company to provide the services you do not want to 
take on yourself. 

Using aircraft management companies is quite common, both for big organizations and individual 
families alike. Management companies can provide another opportunity to an owner: a chance to 
make some offset revenue. Perhaps an owner’s airplane sits on the ground frequently and they 
would like to earn extra money by chartering to customers. Management companies often also 
provide charter and brokerage services as a result. 

As a charter customer, you will be flying on someone else’s private or corporate aircraft. In this 
category, there are now three business entities involved: you the customer, the management 
company, and the actual owner of the aircraft. Normally the actual owner is unknown to you, as long 
as everything goes as planned and the aircraft arrives safely at its intended destination(s).

Larger operators in this category can provide sizable fleets of aircraft to choose from, and can 
usually respond to an unexpected service disruption (e.g., a maintenance issue on a trip) by sending 
a “recovery aircraft.” Usually well financed and very visible in the industry, larger management 
companies like Pentastar Aviation and Clay Lacy Aviation have substantial fleets of managed 
assets. They are accustomed to corporate guests and private individuals who require a confidential 
business travel experience and rapid global mobility. 

Mid-size and smaller operators in this category can provide critical regional coverage for customers. 
Often based near business hubs, they are very nimble and well known in their geographic areas, 
and yet can still support international options. Charter companies like Hop-A-Jet have many years 
in the business, and a fleet of managed aircraft. Like the larger operators, they are familiar with the 
needs of corporate guests and private individuals. 
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Regionally based charter firms like Talon Air are additional examples of operators than can provide 
critical regional coverage, yet still support longer flight requirements.

3. Broker – An SLP that does not own or operate any aircraft:
This category is very broad, and needs some explanation, as there are several potential sub-
categories. This is a good time to describe an aircraft broker – an individual or company that sells 
you access to the trip, just like a travel agent (in simplistic terms). A broker can be a single individual 
with a website that shows aircraft, has a means to take payment, and has contacts with categories 
1 and 2 above. To date there are no regulations to govern this category.

Some aircraft brokerages have proper offices and sophisticated booking networks, but again do 
not own or operate any aircraft. Their role is to connect you, the customer, with those that actually 
provide the aircraft. They then collect a commission on the sale of the trip. Usually the broker 
provides the quote sheet with his or her own letterhead. To many customers, it looks like the broker 
is actually operating the aircraft. There is a federal requirement to inform customers, prior  
to booking, who is actually operating the flight,5 but that information is usually provided subtly after 
the booking is made, with a window placard and/or fine print text somewhere on the quote sheet.

It is important to note that often the organizations in categories 1 and 2 also offer charter brokerage 
services, especially in times where they do not have their own aircraft or crew available. In these 
cases, they may reach out to other aviation owners or management companies to secure an aircraft. 

If you are confused, do not feel bad. The farther you get from Category 1, the more confusing  
it can get. Often a customer does not know what they do not know… and this is not just the point  
of this paper, but the point of similar publications, NTSB recommendations, and laws over the last 
20 years. 

AM I CLEAR ON WHO IS ACTUALLY FLYING MY EXECUTIVES?
Let’s assume you are a customer seeking air charter transportation for your company executive 
and her family because your company aircraft is unavailable. We will look at some supplemental lift 
purchase examples, from the simple to the progressively complex:

Scenario A – You select a Category 1 owner. They have an aircraft and a crew ready. They send  
a quote and you agree. You take the trip. You pay the cost to the owner.

Scenario B – You select a Category 2 management company. They have the permission of  
the owner, the aircraft is available, and a crew is ready. They send a quote and you agree. You take 
the trip. You pay the cost, and the management company and the owner take their shares.

Scenario C – You contact a broker. The broker contacts a Category 2 management company.  
The management company has the permission of the owner and a crew ready. The broker sends  
a quote and you agree. You take the trip. You pay the broker the cost. The broker, the management 
company, and the owner take their shares.

Scenario D - You select a Category 1 owner. They do not have an aircraft or crew available. They 
contact a Category 2 management company that has permission of the owner and an aircraft and 
crew available. The initial owner sends a quote and you agree. You take the trip  

5 Found within: Airline Safety and Federal Aviation Administration Extension Act of 2010; Section 210. 
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on the managed aircraft. You pay the cost to the original owner that you contacted. They share  
it with the management company, who in turn shares a portion with the actual aircraft owner.

Scenario E - You select a Category 2 management company. They do not have an aircraft or 
crew available. They contact another Category 2 management company that has permission of the 
owner and an aircraft and crew available. The first management company sends you a quote and 
you agree. You take the trip on an aircraft managed by the second company. You pay the cost to 
the first management company. They share it with the second management company, who in turn 
shares a portion with the owner.

Scenario F - You contact a broker. The broker contacts a Category 2 management company. 
They do not have an aircraft available, so the management company reaches out to their own 
supplemental lift network. They find a single aircraft owner with their aircraft available, but no crew 
available. The original management company has an employee pilot in the area and available, and 
finds another pilot to contract with to support the flight. The aircraft has to relocate to support your 
flight. The broker sends a quote and you agree. You take the trip. You pay the broker the cost.  
The broker, the management company, the owner, and the contract pilot take their shares.

Even though each scenario becomes more complex, the scenarios above assume that all goes  
as planned. Let us look at some “what-ifs” using Scenario F, just for fun:

1. What if the reposition flight experiences a mechanical problem and the aircraft breaks 
down before coming to pick up your folks? Who is the best party to respond quickly with a 
recovery aircraft? Think carefully. Remember that the original management company did not have 
an aircraft in the first place, and the SLP has only one aircraft!

2. What if the original management company contacts another management company and 
that second management company taps their supplemental lift vendors to support the flight? 
This is “triple brokering.” While not illegal per se, the better management companies often prohibit 
it. In fact, some would even stop at the double brokering level, meaning if they did not have an 
aircraft to support the broker’s trip in the first place, it would come to a stop there. 

3. What if there were a catastrophic accident in Scenario F? Who “owns” the responsibility 
to provide an emergency response to the event? Your company executive and her family are 
passengers, and we have an aircraft owner, but they did not set up or fly the trip, and the crew 
members are from two different organizations.6 A customer Emergency Response Plan (ERP) and 
the SLP ERP should be integrated in at least some fashion. The top SLP operators have tools for an 
easy and clear customer ERP integration.

NOW THAT I KNOW WHO IS FLYING, ARE THEY AS SAFE AS I EXPECT AND DESERVE?
Maybe all you expect is a safe, on time, problem free travel solution - and how it all happens under 
the surface is of no consequence. That might be some customers’ view. However, maybe you are 
a planner and contingency-minded strategist, and maybe you care deeply for the safety of your 
executives and their families… and your own reputation as a professional decision maker. 

Unfortunately, we typically don’t start asking deep questions until something goes wrong. So let us 
instead look proactively at how we might evaluate safety and preparedness.

6 This is an all too common complexity in real-world accidents and often customers find themselves holding the responsibility.
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First of all, if you operate your own corporate flight department, the chances are very good that 
you have a robust Safety Management Program (SMS), Emergency Response Program7 (ERP), and 
strict adherence to or even exceedance of federal standards for aviation operations. So then, what 
parts of your own program are you willing to cross out as unimportant for your SLP? If the answer is 
“none” then you have exactly what you need as a start for your selection criteria. Just find someone 
who does things as well as you!

Maybe you don’t have a corporate flight department. If you use a management company to fly  
and maintain your company aircraft, then presumably you made that choice carefully. A great place 
to start is to let your management company recommend an SLP. They have a stake in your safety 
and their own reputation.

Even if you have no ownership connection to corporate aviation assets, we all share a similar 
contextual situation to those that found themselves involved in some recent charter aviation 
accidents. The following are excerpts from National Safety Board (NTSB) Reports following charter 
aircraft accidents, and in each case the organizations chartering the aircraft found out too late they 
did not get what they expected and deserved:

1. “I believe the organization that chartered this aircraft expected to get a professionally managed 
aircraft. I suspect they expected to get a professionally flown aircraft. And, I further believe they 
expected that when the regulator, the Federal Aviation Administration, issued an Air Carrier 
Certificate to [the entity], they expected the FAA to provide adequate surveillance of [the entity]. 
Tragically, as this investigation found, those charter customers did not get what they expected 
or deserved in any of these respects. Their expectations were based on a house of cards that 
created an illusion of safety.”8

2. “… a person may be an excellent pilot but not necessarily be a good instructor; indeed, the 
pilot may have not even have any desire to teach. The report does not state whether this PIC had 
an instructor rating and if so, whether he kept it current or whether he enjoyed and was proficient 
at teaching. The PIC’s desire and ability to teach are particularly crucial, given the statement 
in the report from an “experienced Hawker captain” that “flying with new pilots required a lot 
of talking and ’babysitting,’” along with the statement from the director of operations of the 
company that “initially, first officers were told to just ‘sit there’ and ‘not touch anything’ and that 
they were a ‘detriment to the flight’” 

The ultimate question, of course, is whether this type of instructor-student scenario should  
be permitted in revenue operations. Most passengers would not be pleased to learn that one  
of the two pilots of their two-pilot airplane is a “detriment to the flight.”9

3. “.. there were factors involved in this accident that are factors in other Part 135 air charter 
operations that should be addressed before they become causal to future accidents involving  
air charters.”

“The use of third party auditors to fill the void created by the lack of information/oversight by the 
FAA is not a new issue. In 2002, the Safety Board investigated the accident involving a Part 135 

7 The author differentiates between a written Plan sitting on a shelf, and a fully capable, practiced, and resourced Program. 
8 Board Member comments from NTSB Aviation Accident Report: NTSB/AAR-16/03. 
9 Board Member comments from NTSB Aviation Accident Report: NTSB/AAR-11/01.
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air charter operator, [the entity], in which [someone] was killed. The Safety Board stated in the 
accident report that, “Although the Federal Aviation Administration’s surveillance of [the entity]
was in accordance with its standard guidelines, it was not sufficient to detect the discrepancies 
that existed at [the entity].”10 

“Under sanctioned FAA practices, certificate-holders are authorized to conduct business 
under other fictitious business names, or DBAs (“doing business as”) as long as they list the 
alternate names in their Operations Specifications…it begs the question whether the FAA has 
the resources and the ability to oversee these complex business arrangements. And if Federal 
investigators who spent months looking at this accident cannot clearly decipher the structure  
and relationships of the various entities associated with the certificate-holder, how could 
consumers be expected to untangle the threads of ownership and responsibility?” 

To avoid the heartbreak of the victims and families involved in the accidents referenced above,  
we will need to look beyond the optics of websites and marketing materials, and dive deeper  
into our analysis. 

Neither the occurrence of an accident nor the absence of one is a definitive indicator of safety.  
The NTSB Accident Report excerpts above talk about much deeper organizational flaws 
and significant gaps in industry oversight. These accidents were the expected symptoms of 
organizations with deep and tragic flaws. We also know that some accidents have occurred despite 
the existence of safety audit recognitions. One recent accident occurred only a week or two after 
the operator received a glowing audit. So how can we as customers assess safety effectively?

First, we must look past the seals, icons, and logos of safety audits. They undoubtedly play a role 
in demonstrating at least some degree of investment and organizational focus on safety. Therefore, 
they need to be a part of our assessment. However, for most customers it is hard to discriminate 
between what it really means to have these, and if there is any importance to the different kinds of 
audits, levels, colors, and words. In truth, some are achieved by simply paying a fee and providing 
very basic information to the audit firm. Others are only attained after a more significant audit on  
site at the aviation operator’s location.

Unfortunately, some the auditing firms have come under intense scrutiny in terms of their validity 
and reliability in assessing the true safety of an organization. So in short, look for evidence of 
attainment of an on-site safety audit (or audits), but do not stop there – look much deeper.

Here are a few red flags to look out for:
1. The National Air Transportation Association has done significant awareness and advocacy 
work on the avoidance of illegal charters. Stay away from any operators that are not completely 
transparent about their ownership, certification, and operational qualifications.

2. Some operators will fly with one company pilot and one contracted pilot. Given the high 
number of accidents that cite issues in the cockpit from charter pilots who have not flown together 
before (or flown only in limited cases), it is good practice to not accept flights flown by two 
contracted pilots.

10 Board Member comments from NTSB Aviation Accident Report: NTSB/AAR-06/03.
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3. We now know the header on the charter quote sheet may have no connection to who 
owns or is operating the flight. Ask and get clear information on who owns the aircraft and who 
is operating it. Look them up and get a sense of who you are depending on to care for your people 
onboard. Look up the registration number (N-number or tail number) in the FAA Registry. Then 
search the name of the owner in your web browser. Aircraft are sometimes secured in holding 
companies or leased through a financial institution. What you really want to know is who and what 
is behind the airplane. Is it a company or a person? If there is a contingency, what response can 
you expect? If it is too gray, or there are too many moving parts and players, find a cleaner option – 
there are plenty out there.

4. If flight crew members are not comfortable with the safety of an operation – listen to them 
and heed their advice without objection. The same is true for you. If something is making you 
uncomfortable, have the fortitude to slow things down or stop the process.

5. If integrity is what you do when you think no one is watching, then the ultimate assessment 
is to visit a potential charter company unannounced. A solid company is always ready to show 
you what they do and how they do it. In fact, they are proud to have the opportunity. Anything less 
than that should give you good reason to keep looking.

6. Many brokers will not disclose details on passengers to the owner of the aircraft, perhaps 
in fear that the operator will obtain their client information. This becomes a real problem 
in accident and emergency scenarios. The owner or operator will be the first entity to know an 
emergency has occurred with the aircraft, and without detailed passenger information, critical 
medical care could be delayed or other important duty of care opportunities missed. Customers 
should require that the broker share important information with operators, and/or the customer 
should require the operator to contact them directly and immediately if there is an emergency  
or service disruption situation.

WHAT ELSE CAN I DO TO LEARN AND BE PROACTIVE?
The subject of vetting and selecting supplemental lift providers is gaining more and more traction 
in the industry. Accidents are not the only thing driving it. Service disruptions, poor customer 
communications, and confusing variable fees have all contributed to the inertia. 

Attending the National Business Association (NBAA) sessions on Vetting Your Supplemental Lift 
Provider is one of the best ways to interact with thought leaders on this subject and get insights 
from trusted colleagues in the business aviation industry. The Global Aerospace SM4 Safety 
Program is another great resource for safety information and access to subject matter experts.
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About Fireside Partners
As a worldwide emergency services provider, Fireside Partners works 

with some of the world’s best known brands. In addition to responding to 

emergencies and providing on-site crisis support, we assist organizations 

with Emergency Response Program (ERP) development and coordinate 

customized drills and exercises that take place at client sites or our 

Delaware headquarters.

We have a strong foundation in the aviation sector, but aviation is not 

all we do. If your needs arise from rail, marine, manufacturing, energy 

or any other industry, you can rest assured that you have selected an 

emergency response provider that can provide you peace of mind.

Learn more at firesideteam.com.
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