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Demand climbs
for chartered
business jets

Need for speed, convenience, security and privacy
fuels boom in Singapore and Asia

By VEN SREENIVASAN
and UMA SHANKARI

[SINGAPORE] Demand for
chartered business jets is
soaring in Singapore and
the rest of Asia as travellers
increasingly fork out more
money to fly in style.

The need for speed, flex-
ibility, convenience, securi-
ty — and privacy — has
been driving up demand for
business jets that seat be-
tween six and 16 passen-
gers.

Companies that provide

the service here say de-,

mand has risen as much as
20 per cent in the past two
years and could climb a fur-
ther 30 per cent in the next
two or three years.

Two notable local play-
ers are Executive Jets Asia
(EJA) and Pacific Flight Ser-
vices (PFS), a wholly owned
subsidiary of Singapore
Technologies Aerospace.

PES, which owns two
Learjets and a helicopter,
says demand for charter
flights has gone up about 20
per cent in the past two
years, with most business

coming from leisure travel-
lers. “The growth is coming
mainly from the European
market. Travellers usually
come to Singapore or Ma-
laysia on a commercial air-
line, and then connect to
places such as Bali and
Phuket on charter flights,"”
said a spokeswoman.

With the company's
flights, travellers can land
anywhere on their destina-
tion island.

EJA is also upbeat. The
company, which has four
jets based in Singapore,
Bangkok and Jakarta, is
looking at increasing its
fleet to six to eight planes
within two years.

‘“We are optimistic
about growth prospects
and 20-30 per cent growth
over the next two to three
years should not be a prob-
lem,”” said EJA executive
director David Ho.

The boom in business
has proved a boon to com-
panies that provide techni-
cal support and other ser-
vices to executive jets here,
such as Jet Aviation Asia

Pacific. The company, a
branch of Swiss-based Jet
Aviation, says business has
“increased tremendously”’
in the past two years.

Jet Aviation reckons the
number of passengers us-
ing private charter flights
has gone up 10-15 per cent
over the past two years.
And the company expects
passenger volume, as well
as demand for its services,
to increase when Seletar
Airport, which is used for
many of these private
flights, is revamped in three
years. o

Industry players say sev-
eral catalysts are driving
growth in demand for pri-
vate jet charter services.

The first is the growing
volume of meetings, incen-
tive travel, conventions and
exhibition (Mice) activity in
Singapore and the region.
For example, Seletar Air-
base saw an influx of pri-
vate jets during last year’s
huge IMF-World Bank
meetings in Singapore.

The second factor is the
liberalisation and growth of
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‘We are optimistic about growth prospects and 20-30 per cent
growth over the next two to three years should not be a problem.’

— David Ho, EJA executive director

the gaming industry across
Asia. For example, the
opening of the Las Vegas
Sands-owned casino in Ma-
cau last year attracted huge
crowds, including celebri-
ties, many of whom flew in
via private jets. Similarly,
Singapore’s two integrated
resorts are expected to
drive demand for the ser-

vices of business jets. The
third factor is security.
“High-profile people do not
want to go through all the
check-in and security mea-
sures,” said a Jet Aviation
spokeswoman.

Still, growth in the pri-
vate jet business has not
been even across the re-
gion. And one reason for

this is supply. “Most jets in
Asia are owned and operat-
ed privately by casinos, re-
sorts or a few individuals,”
said EJA’s Mr Ho. “In fact,
there are only a handful of
executive jets for hire in
South-east Asia.”’
Currently, the industry
in Asia-Pacific is very frag-
mented, consisting of many

small and medium opera-
tors. Outside Singapore, no-
table players include Me-
troJet, JetAsia, Bombardier
Skyjet and CR Airways in
Hong Kong; Indonesia’s
Travira Air, Air Transport
(IAT) and Blue Sapphire;
Siam Land Flying in Thai-
land; Deerjet in China; and

Guam-based Sojitz group- -

owned SharelJet.



Outdated regulatory re-
gimes are also a problem,
as Mr Ho explained. ‘‘Take
two of the biggest growth
markets in Asia — India
and China. It takes up be-
tween four.and six days to
get regulatory approval to
get a flight into these coun-
tries. You just cannot have
this with business jet oper-
ations, where people want
to fly at a few hours’ no-
ticé,” he said.

Another drag on growth
is -a tendency for Asian
companies and chief execu-
tives to make cost compari-
sons with network airline
fares. Business jet opera-
tors charge one-way hourly
rates ranging from around
US$4,000 for five-seat light
jets to US$9,800 on 10-seat
luxury jets, which can fly al-
most 6,000 kilometres rion-
stop. This is significantly
more than scheduled fares.

But in the US and Eu-
rope, companies look at the
“value” of executive time
saved rather than the fares,
operators here say.

The 1998 financial crisis
played a part in slowing the
introduction of private jets
in Asia,

And in recent years, the
region’s aviation investors
have been preoccupied
with low-cost carriers.

But ShareJet’s regional
director of sales, Freddie
Tay, is optimistic. “‘Some
places like Singapore, Hong
Kong and Macau are ahead
of the curve, but others like
Thailand, Indonesia, Indo-
china and Japan are also
seeing huge growth. Mean-
while, China and India

. through their huge busi-
ness opportunities, are
drawing many business
travellers from Europe, US
and from within the Asian

' region,” he noted.



