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Longtime radio host of A Prairie Home Companion, 
Garrison Keillor, who seems to know his fellow Min-
nesotans very well, starts out his program by saying, 

“Welcome to Lake Wobegon, where all the women are 
strong, all the men are good looking, and the children 
are above average.” To his credit there does appear to be 
something very special about FBOs in Minnesota, at least 
in the 2016 Pro Pilot PRASE Survey results. Congratula-
tions are in order not only for Signature MSP, the FBO that 
earned the top ranking for the 3rd year in a row, but also 
for Signature STP, ranked 3rd (the position they clinched 
in 2014) after a brief visit to 4th place in 2015. Perhaps 
even more notable are the employees who made it hap-
pen, including 2016 Best Line Tech Pat Walter and Best 
CSR Mitch Caldwell of Signature MSP. Neither of them 
ranked at the top in the PRASE Survey before, yet a large 
number of corporate pilots visiting that FBO awarded 
both Walter and Caldwell perfect 10s in all categories—
so many good scores that they edged out perennial favor-
ites Bob Schaeppi and Sandy Tachovsky (Signature STP), 
who placed 2nd in their respective categories.

And despite the FBO service stronghold in Minnesota, 
Texas Jet of FTW (independent) is to be congratulated as 
the number 2 FBO overall in the country. In total, 7 of the 
top 10 FBOs this year were independents, an impressive 
statistic that seems to validate a reader fondness of inde-
pendents over chain members more generally. As another 
corollary, the 3 best in the Small FBO Chains category (3–
10 locations only) received higher overall ranking values 

than the 3 best in the Large FBO Chains class (11 or more 
bases). Statistically a very special group in Minnesota not-
withstanding, Pro Pilot readers tend to rank independents 
and small chains higher.

Regardless of how objective the Pro Pilot PRASE Survey 
results may be, can any real conclusions be drawn about 
the state of the FBO industry, or where it is heading? Inter-
estingly, it is not the overall ranking of FBOs themselves 
or even the number of chains appearing in the survey ver-
sus that of independent FBOs that points to an overall 
direction. It is something in the margins, an asterisk or 
footnote on the pages. One must look carefully to find the 
story. It is in the footnote that says “FBOs acquired after 
July 1, 2015 retained their former affiliation for this 2016 
PRASE Survey.”

A lesson plan

Despite how normal mergers or acquisitions are in the 
life cycle of any business sector, it needs to be pointed out 
that the rate of acquisitions in the FBO industry is so high 
that it has become necessary to have citations concern-
ing such acquisitions in the margins of the PRASE Survey. 
Though obviously tongue-in-cheek humor, certain FBO 
locations that have changed hands recently may find it 
less expensive from a branding perspective to install an 
LED reader board atop their buildings indicating the cur-
rent ownership.

In my last State of the FBO Industry editorial (Pro Pilot, 
Jul 2015, p 14), I postulated that the retirement of the 
Baby Boomers, combined with a bizarre lease renewal 
coincidence that itself harkened back to the War Assets 
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Administration’s disposal of surplus airports in 1946, 
meant that the years 2006–2016 would bear witness to 
more FBOs changing hands than at any time in previ-
ous history. Another musing from last year’s editorial also 
came true in the form of BBA Aviation’s acquisition of 
Landmark Aviation. I wrote, “...it’s not beyond the realm 
of comprehension that 2 FBO chains themselves may 
consolidate, perhaps thinning from 4 to 3 the number of 
major FBO chains in the coming years.” While my for-
mer theory was backed by historical research, I’ll admit 
to dumb luck on the latter.

With half of 2016 now history, is it safe to assume the 
pace of acquisitions will slow? It would seem that the 
answer is “yes” but with a caveat. While new locations 
will certainly come on line with the major FBO chains, it 
will follow a more conservative pattern of a large chain 
carefully selecting and targeting very specific market op-
portunities, one at a time. Sheltair’s acquisition of Tampa 
Intl Jet Center is a textbook example not only of that style 
of acquisition, but of the brief life cycle of new FBOs to-
day. In 2007, Tampa Jet Center was founded with indus-
try veteran Phil Botana at the helm. Botana’s résumé is 
compelling, and includes Burlington Northern Airmotive, 
VanDusen, Butler Aviation, Signature and Flightcraft. In 
July 2015 with hangars at near capacity, a ground lease 
extension was secured from the governing board for con-
struction of a new 32,000 sq ft hangar. And in May 2016 
the FBO sells. It is not a shock as much as it is formula-
ic—a lesson plan of sorts—and it goes like this: Buy an 
underperforming FBO or secure new operating rights to 
start an FBO at an airport, hire an industry veteran that 
knows the business, build up the customer base for a few 
years, secure a lease extension, and as soon as the ink on 
that lease extension is dry and the value is up, sell it off.

Yet, it won’t just be the known chains doing the coming 
round of acquisitions. New entrants from the outside will 
follow the same lesson plan. Private equity firms the FBO 
industry has never heard of, working with the people who 
have been in the FBO industry for a lifetime, are posi-
tioned to be newsmakers in the coming year. The changes 
to come will be a result of broader economic forces, and 
some will trace their origins to the well-documented yet 

wholly-overlooked footnotes found in this past year’s ac-
tivity of FBO mergers and acquisitions.

Economic forces and the role of private equity

On the subject of broad economic forces, it’s worth 
mentioning the obvious: The US is in its election year cy-
cle, and despite a recently published document by econ-
omists at Wells Fargo attempting to debunk the myth that 
election years historically mean a stunted economy, this 
is anything from a normal election year—due in part to 
the candidates themselves.

As this edition of Pro Pilot goes to print, FBOs are be-
ing inundated in Cleveland and Philadelphia, host cities 
for the Republican and Democratic National Conven-
tions, respectively. As those conventions end, each party’s 
presumptive nominees, Donald Trump and Hillary Clin-
ton, will begin squaring off for the race to the election 
in November. Political leanings aside, FBOs may find it 
reassuring that the candidates share a common ground 
over business aviation as both Trump and Clinton are 
well-documented users of business aircraft. Trump has a 
flight department that most publically operates a Boeing 
757 which has been a show center attraction at Trump’s 
multiple rallies. And Clinton and her husband frequent-
ly use business aircraft as well. Neither candidate is a 
stranger to bizav, and neither would attempt to vilify bi-
zav at a future date. Politically, this bodes well for busi-
ness aviation in general, and by extension it’s also good 
for the FBOs.

Another economic factor that will affect FBOs in the 
near future is the search for yield by private equity. In 
many ways, the growing interest and influx of private eq-
uity in the FBO industry will be one of the more driving 
factors of change in the FBO industry in the near term. To 
be sure, private equity has more or less always been in 
the background in the FBO space. Carlyle Group is one 
well-known example. However, in the last 8 years since 
the Effective Federal Funds Rate (EFFR) hit bottom, the 
interest of new investors searching for a relatively quick 
profit outside their traditional investment areas has led to 
a growing interest in FBOs.

Reed Pigman’s Texas Jet, a favorite indepen-
dent FBO among PP readers, ranked #2 in this 
year’s PRASE Survey. Some 7 out of 10 loca-
tions in the top 10 were independent activities. 

Don Campion’s Banyan of FXE (Ft Lauderdale Exec, 
FL) moved back into the top 10 as #6 independent 
FBO and #9 overall this year in the PP PRASE survey. 
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FBOs have few assets. They generally operate on leased 
land, have leased equipment and they sell someone else’s 
fuel inventory, be it their fuel supplier’s or a contract fuel 
provider. Even the smallest details, such as line service 
employee uniforms and the coffee machine in the lobby, 
are often leased. Further, an FBO’s customers, while not 
recession-proof, are simply not as affected as the average 
consumer. Finally, though FBOs operate on thin margins, 
they generate enormous amounts of cash, and transact at 
high multiples. It is these business features that attract the 
attention of private equity.

Carefully planned FBO acquisitions at a slower 
pace lie ahead

It was the recent transaction by BBA Aviation (Signa-
ture) of Landmark Aviation that really caught the attention 
of private equity investors on the sidelines. Within the 
FBO industry, when a single FBO changes hands, it is a 
topic of discussion. But outside the FBO industry, a single 
FBO sale just isn’t news. However, when 68 FBOs trade 
hands, the acquirer is a publically traded company, and 
the transaction involves billions of dollars, private equity 
takes time to read the footnotes to find what opportunities 
they might seize.

One such organization just capitalized on those details. 
Heretofore unknown in the FBO industry, KSL Capital 
Partners is a “US private equity firm dedicated to invest-
ments in the travel and leisure businesses,” according to 
their tagline. As the acquirer of the 6 FBO locations that 
were required to be divested by the US Dept of Justice 
as a condition of the BBA/Landmark transaction, KSL has 
since assembled a team of FBO veterans to grow the busi-
ness, including former Ross Aviation CEO Jeff Ross. If the 
name seems familiar, it should. In August of 2014, Ross 
Aviation sold 20 locations to Landmark Aviation, which 
in turn sold to BBA Aviation early this year, which in turn 
divested 6 locations (ANC, FAT, HPN, IAD, SDL, TRM) to 
KSL Capital Partners for $190 million. At least 3 of the 6 
locations were in fact Ross Aviation locations less than 2 
years ago. KSL, again, according to their web presence, 
aims to “…increase cash flow, while strategically looking 
at growth opportunities through development, ancillary 

revenue and add-on acquisitions.” Loosely translated, 
KSL will likely move quickly to acquire additional FBO 
locations and grow their holdings to a small chain sta-
tus. If past is prologue, they may then sell the portfolio 
of FBOs upon reaching critical mass some years later, in 
much the same way Ross Aviation did.

Yet, KSL merely epitomizes the next new frontier of own-
ership in the FBO industry. There may be a host of pri-
vate equity companies entering the FBO acquisition mar-
ket. These companies will be responsible for many of the 
forthcoming FBO transactions, and will captain an overall 
change of the industry in the coming years. How is it pos-
sible that companies no one has heard of, that aren’t even 
in the market, could be predicted to suddenly become a 
growing force in the FBO industry? Simple. The signal intel-
ligence community uses a term called “chatter” to broadly 
describe the volume of intercepted communications from 
3rd parties. Though anecdotal, the uptick in communica-
tion from private equity firms has grown noticeably since 
the BBA transaction of Landmark. FBOs and industry vet-
erans alike are reporting that Harvard-grade MBA finan-
cial analysts sitting in New York are calling them, asking if 
they can spare an hour to help them “learn more about the 
FBO industry.” The chatter is growing and private equity is 
searching for yield. They want in.

Wilson Air Center has created an FBO niche for itself 
through the contract management of airport-owned 
FBOs. Wilson Air Center owes its service heritage to 
Kemmons Wilson, founder of the Holiday Inn chain. 

KSL Capital Partners Chairman Mike 
Shannon (above) brought industry veter-
an Jeff Ross (right), former Ross Aviation 
CEO, to manage and grow the 6 former 
Landmark locations divested as part of 
the BBA transaction. KSL is the newest 
entrant of what is expected to be more 
private equity firms engaging in FBO ac-
quisitions for the first time.
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Fort Wayne Aero Center opened for business at FWA 
(Ft Wayne Intl, IN) in Jan 2016. Atlantic Aviation’s 
lease at this location won’t be renewed in favor of this 
new FBO, which is run by the airport authority.

Stevens Aviation GSP (Greer/Greenville SC) will hand over the keys  
of the FBO to the airport authority at the end of 2016 after 53 years of 
operation. Airports are increasingly entering the FBO business simply 
by letting the leases of the current operators expire and then the airport 
authorities assume ownership.

Dark horses including airport authorities are  
taking over private FBOs

Another now more common player in the FBO indus-
try, also searching for yield, is gaining ground – airport-run 
FBOs. If there was ever a nightmare that keeps an FBO 
owner awake at night, it is the one where after years of 
building a business through blood, sweat and tears, their 
landlord (the airport authority) chooses not to renew the 
FBO lease for a new term, and instead asks for the keys on 
the last day of the lease. For a few FBOs this past year, that 
nightmare became a harsh reality.

After 53 years of continuous operation at GSP (Greer/
Greenville SC), Stevens Aviation will be forced to hand 
the keys over to the airport commission at the end of this 
year. The company’s investment in infrastructure, which 
includes a 10,000 sq ft terminal and some 50,000 sq ft 
of hangar space, will be turned over to the commission, 
which will then enter the market as an airport-run an FBO.

Atlantic Aviation at FWA (Fort Wayne Intl, IN) also 
awoke recently to find their lease would not be renewed 
in favor of the airport building its own FBO, Fort Wayne 
Aero Center. An offer by Atlantic to build a new multimil-
lion dollar facility fell on deaf ears.

Another FBO in the eastern US reports that their airport 
authority is effectively letting them die on the vine. After 
their primary, more traditional longer-term lease expired, 
their airport authority has refused to grant a ground lease 
for any period longer than 5 years. Such short-term leas-
es cripple an FBO’s ability to undertake major renova-
tion projects or build new facilities, as short amortization 
schedules do not make financial sense with large infra-
structure investments. As a result, facilities and infrastruc-
ture fall into disrepair, as, for example, there is no incen-
tive to build a new hangar with a 40-year life span only 
to hand it over to the airport authority 5 years after the 
ribbon cutting. Readers of Pro Pilot may need to consider 
that, occasionally, the FBO that looks like time forgot is 
not always refusing to invest in infrastructure by choice.

After 2017 key FBO acquisition interests will  
continue but will probably wind down

Save for a victory lap of acquisitions to come by a few 
industry veterans backed by investment firms, the genera-
tional forces that had been the key drivers of change the 
past 10 years will begin to wind down in the years ahead 
in the FBO industry. Chains will more slowly, but methodi-
cally, continue to acquire strategic locations, as growth is a 
business imperative. Private equity itself will begin to play 
a growing role not only in acquisitions but also in infusing 
investment capital into FBOs in the form of infrastructure 
modernization, and to some extent, technology.

Finally, independent FBOs will continue to band to-
gether as they have always done, but those affiliations 
may not be as informal as they once were. In some 
ways those changes will be generational in nature, too. 
A younger generation that grew up questioning authority 
is increasingly taking the helm in the FBO industry. And 
these younger executives question the value proposition 
of FBO affiliation programs designed for the generation 
before them. The previous generation’s FBO 20 Group, 
for example, while still valuable, just doesn’t resonate the 
same way with a growing tide of late model Gen Xers. 
That group grew up in an economy of disposable items, 
where things that didn’t perform or no longer had utili-
ty were quickly and unceremoniously sent to the scrap 
heap. The upcoming generation of independent FBO 
owners and managers will move to calculate the quanti-
fiable value of banding together, and either dispense with 
or embrace those network affiliations accordingly.

Douglas Wilson started as a lineman 
at JGG (Williamsburg VA). An active 
pilot, he now serves as President of 
FBO Partners, an aviation consulting 
firm specializing in asset management, 
marketing and other FBO disciplines.


