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Pre-buy Do's and Don'ts 
If you're buying an aircraft, here's how to structure the pre-buy -OVER THE PAST SIX MONTHS, my company's pre-buy activity has gone 
right through the roof. We've been responding to 30 to 50 pre-buy 
requests a month, perhaps four times as many as we were seeing a 
year ago. 

I'm not quite sure what this means for the health of general avia­
tion. On one hand I'm seeing a lot of owners selling their airplanes, 
but on the other hand I'm seeing a lot of other folks buying them. 
And on one hand I'm seeing owners selling their airplanes because 
they can't afford to keep them and aren't using them enough, but on 
the other hand I'm seeing owners selling their airplanes because 
they're upgrading from singles to twins or from pistons to turbines. 
Occasionally, the sellers turn out to be banks trying to get rid of re­
possessed planes. 

It's a confusing picture, but overall my impression is optimistic. 
As manager of pre-buys, my company always represents pro­

spective buyers in these transactions. (Often the sellers are 
represented by brokers, although sometimes they're do-it-yourself­
ers.) Having managed more than 500 pre-buys in the past few years 
we've pretty much got it down to a science. We've also seen pretty 
much everything that can possibly go wrong and every mistake that 
can be made. 

WHO AND WHERE 

When a prospective buyer finds an airplane he likes and asks us to 
manage a pre-buy on it, the first challenge is to choose a service center 
or mechanic to examine the aircraft. This is one of the most important 
decisions that will determine if the pre-buy has a good outcome. 
There are three important rules we follow in making this choice. 

First, the pre-buy examination* must be done by a shop or 
mechanic with extensive expertise with the specific aircraft make 
and model involved. Since the mechanic will have only a limited 
amount of time to examine the aircraft, it's essential that he know 
exactly where to look for problems-i.e., what this model's most 
common and serious problems are. This kind of knowledge only 
comes with extensive experience with the particular make and 
model. Ideally, the pre-buy should be done at a factory-authorized 
service center or type-specific specialty shop. 
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Second, the shop or mechanic chosen to 
perform the pre-buy must have no prior his­
tory maintaining the aircraft ru1d no prior 
re_lationship with the seller or (if applicable) 
the seller's broker. We need the mechanic 
who performs the pre-buy to approach the 
aircraft with an appropriately skeptical atti­
tude about its condition and airworthiness. A 
mechanic who has been maintaining the air-· 
craft is naturally going to be predisposed to 
assume that the aircraft is in good and air­
worthy condition (particulru·ly ifhe signed 
off the last rumual inspection). A mechanic 
who has a relationship with the seller is 
bound to be reluctant to say anything that 
might spoil the deal for his customer or 
friend. (If the seller or broker recommends a 
shop or mechru1ic for the pre-buy, that's 
probably one you want to avoid using.) 

Third, the pre-buy needs to be done 
within a reasonable distance of where the 
aircraft is located. Few sellers will be com­
fortable having their aircraft flown halfway 
across the country for a pre-buy, and few 
buyers want to run up a big fuel bill ferry­
ing an aircraft a long distance when they're 
not yet sure they will be buying it. The 
guideline we use is that the pre-buy shop 
should be within one hour's flying time 
from the aircraft 's home base. 

•we use the term "pre-buy examination" for what many 

ca ll a "pre-purchase inspection." We try to avoid using 

the term "inspection" in connection with a pre-buy, 

because " inspection" has a specific regulatory meaning 

under ,he FARs. A pre-buy should never be structured 

as an inspection. 



PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES 

011ce the p1·e-buy shop has bee11 cl1ose11, 
tl1e 11ext 01·de1· of bt1si11ess js p1·oviding· spe­
cific g1.1id a11ce to tl1e 1necl1anic 011 tl1e 
desi1·ed scope and detail of the exa1ni11a­
tion-i11 o·tl1e1· wo1·ds, l1ow n1ucl1 ti111 e tl1e 
111ecl1a11ic should spe11d exa1ni11i11g t l1e ai1·­
c1·aft, c1nd 011 wh a·t specific a1·eas a11d ite111s 
tl1e exa111i11atio11 sl10L1ld foct1s. 

Tl1e1·e is notl1ing in tl1e FARs 01· 111ai11te-
11a11ce 111a11t1al that dictates w l1at a p1·e-bt1y 
exa1ni11atio11 sl1ot1ld cove1·. Eacl1 i11dividual 
l1t1yer l1as to decide how 1011g the p1·e-bu1r 

exai11i11atio11 sl1ould tal<e, l1ow deep it 
sl1ould go, a11d l10,1/ 1n11ch it sl1ot1ld cost. 
S<)Ine bt1ye1·s ai·e co11te11t ,;vitl1 a quicl< 
·' look-see'' tl1at talces 011ly a few hours; oth ­
•·1·s want a t·Ltll-blow11 an11t1al i11spection. 
\

1Ve've got son1e p1·etty st1·ong opi11ions 
: I I 1 < > l l t tl1 i S . 

() r1e f1·eqt1e11tly l1ea1·s it said that ''tl1e 
l)(·~ l p1·e-buy is an a1111t1al i11spectio11." I 

tl1i11k tl1is advice is co1npletel1r w1·011g­
headed. In n1y view, a _p1·e-bt1y has 
objectives tl1at a1·e d1·a111aticall)r diffe1·e11t 
fro111 an a1111t1al i11spectio11, ru1d sl1ould be 
01·g·a11ized, pe1·fo1·1ned, and doc11111ented i11 a 
ve1·y differe11t fasl1io11. 

The pu1·pose of a11 a1111 ual i11s pection 
(defi11ed by FAR §43.15) is to identify all 
ai1·wo1·tl1i11ess discr·epa11cies, w l1ethe1· 
t1·ivial disc1·ep a11cies that cost $50 to co1·-
1·ect 01· 111ajo1· catast1·opl1es that cost 
$50,000 to resolve. 011ce started, an 
a11nual i11spection mus t co11tint1e to co1n­
pletio11 of all inspectio11 cl1ecl<list ite111s, 
and always 1·es11lts i 11 a logbool< e11t1·y (p e1~ 
FAR §43.11) that decla1·es the ai1·c1·a£t ai1·­
wo1·tl1y 01· t111ai1·worth)r. 

I11 co11t1~ast, tl1e pt1r·pose of a p1·e-bL1y is 
to pr,ovide the p1·ospec·tive bt1ye 1· the i11fo1·-
111ation l1e 11eeds to (1) decide wl1ethe1· to 
pt11·cl1ase tl1e ai1·c1·aft 01· walk away f1·01n 
tl1e deal, and (2) ide11tify a11y costly 

- T • I ' " \" )0 • • - • _ - C • - • ••- -.Z \ • · •• ...... ·-~ , •• , o• 
0 

....... •, • •.-' '• ',. -~ •-, I \,.' t • .·,,• ,, •'• • •• •·-, . I •·· 1,·.r . . . ' . . . . . .. . . . . •' ' ' . . . ... '-
' . . ''• ' ,, ' . . . -· . '-. " . ' . .., ' '. . ' . -· .. , ' . ·,. . ,. . '.. ' ; . ' ..,. . . ' .. ·, ' 

·- ., .... -· .. l _,. ·_ •• 
. . ' . ' . . ' . 'l .. '. . . ' ' ' 

',\'\'I . ,,·~·••,t, . ,·, I .. ·,.' ! " 

·.:·-~ VVH.ATJ. D01;5 1t ·coST?··.'· ·: _.·:· _.:·-.· ... : 
, I . • . . . , . , - • • ' • • ' . . • I . ' . ' . . . . . ' . 

• ' • • • ~ , ' ; t I : (' . < 1 · .' '-, • • ', ' ' <>- _:' • > • • ' • .. • I ' . • l . 

• • . I .- . • ,·' . •. . I . - ", \ .• ' _.;' ', . . , ' ' ' . . 
• . '· . ' I • '· . . . . • ' , ' ' . '. ' . 

• I . • * • I I ' . . I < ' • 0 

- .. . . - ' ' ' . ·-·· ,' . . 
' . •• , ·,, I, ' ,,·, I ••·I• .. . !' ,j 
• ' - , • 1 · · • I 1 I " , , 

, .•··. yVh1,~ ·th_er~-a.re ~ 10~ of variaples~ We:,ge,nerally fig; :··_-~ 
: · .· ure a:pr_e-buy exam·inatiop should ~eqµire ro~ghly:·:· .;· ;_ 

. "I . . ' ,· .. '" ' -
. • ' .• _, • ·, •• • . • • ' _. • • ' • '. ' ' , ; -; • ' \ : j, ' :--

'. · · . ·• Six ~o-~rs of ·labor for. a simp1~· fixed'-:gear piston· .: '. · · · 
' . . ' ' . . , ~ 

· ·: single lil<e a·(essna 172 ,··: · .. ·. ·. · '/·· _: .. · > ':: < 
' . ' ,,_ ,, . . . . . ~ ' , .. 

. ' ' ' ; ~ " . . . . . . . . . . ', . ' . . ' : . : 

·.:. • Eigh_t hou~s of l~bor fo_r ~iretractable t;>r advan~ea-:.:. · .: . 
. · technology normally aspirated piston ·slngle lil<e a, ·,. . ·. 

' ' • • t ' ' 

·.· Bonanza-or.Cirrus ... ·. . . ... ,. ·' .. .-· :· . . ·. 
; . . . ' ... ' . . 

• . L, 

. • 19,hoLir~ of labor for a'turbocharg~d piston'. single .. '. ' 

:_ · · ·16 hours :"of·la.bo·r for a no~m~II~ asp.ir~ted. pi_s·- ·; .. · ·, · ·. 
··· ·ton twin ·. · · ' ·· ·• . . . . · ,_ · · . . . . . .-

; . . . . . . . . ' . .. 
' ' • ' ' ' • I • I I, 1 - • - J 

' ,- • I ' • ' , ' ' • 

1 . • ·20, 'hours of la.bar for·a ·turbo(h~_rgeq Of p'reSSU rized ·_-·:· · '. 
.. ··' piston twin ' . ' '' :·1

·' ·, .• 

I • ' • ' ' . . . . ' ' . . . - . . . 

: . ... ·As a ·g~neral .rule, t~at-'s a~oLJt o:ne~third to.on~- · · · .. -. 
. · half the cost of'~n annual inspection .. _. ·.. ·. : . · _·i: 

' ' ' 
' 

. , . . . . ' ~, 
11 ' ' ' ' , 'I • \ • ), . . . ,· . . . 

:·
1 

.· If a lifter pull and c:am· insp·e~ion i~ .watfanie:d; ·_:: ;;·.' .:1~ 
. . ' . . . ' . ' \ ' . ' ' ' 

:.· add aboi.Jtfive hours·per·engine. ;~ _;, ··;:· ;·-~·· · ·.·. ·. 
' ' ' ' . . . ' . . .- , ' ' ~' ~ . . ! . . . . 

' ' 

· Also, add 'th·e cost of the test-flight and :·.. . . -'.: .. 
. ferry'fl,ights. : . , .. ' . · , · · ··:·_-,,.-'. :. ;, .. .l -.· ! 

.- . ' . ' . 
l' . . ' 

. . ' ' •. ' . . '' •, ,- . . '' . '. . ' . . ' . . . 
• ' , ' • I • : 

. . . . ' 
. . ' ' , . . ' . . . ' . 

. . . . . . ' . . ' . . . . . t ,, ' .• \ . \.' '"• . 
' ' , ' ' I ' ~ . . • "t'1 . . . •1 ' .. 



MIKE BUSCH 

This is a Lycoming owner's worst nightmare, but it's impossible to see during a pre-buy 

exam (short of pulling cylinders), so we have to manage the risl< in other ways. 

l(EY TAl(EAWAYS 
• Have tl1e p1·e-bt1y exarn pe1·fo1·med by a sl1op or 1nechai1ic tl1at 

has lots of expe1·ience with the partict1lar n1ake ai1d 111odel. 
• Make st11·e the p1·e-bt1y shop or 111echanic is not one that 

11.as r11aintai11ed the airc1·aft befo1~e, ai1d has no p1·ior 1·ela­
tionship with tl1e selle1· 01~ his b1·ol<e1·. This usually means 
that the air·cr·aft ~rill have to be :flov\rn to the p1·e-b11y sl1op, 
which shottld be witl1in a 1·easonable dista11ce of the air­
craft's horne base (typically 011e hour's fl)ri11g time 01· less). 
If the seller· v\ro11't ag1·ee to this, walk away. 

• The pre-b11y a11d an3r fe1·rying expenses sho11ld be paid for· 
solely by tl1e bt1ye1·. Neve1· agi~ee to l1ave the buyer ar1d seller· 
split the costs of the pre-bt1y, because ii1 that case the seller· 
will 'Arant to contt·ol the locatio11 and scope of the pre-buy. 

• Neve1· shL1ctu1·e a p1·e-buy as an 'inspection''-par·tict1la1·ly 
11ot as an ''an11t1al inspectio11." 

• Star·t with tl1e expe11sive firewall-forwar·d ar·ea plus tl1e log­
book review. Do11 t waste ti1ne and 111oney loolcing for 11itpiclcy 
stt1ffthat,vo11't affect the pt11·cl1ase decision 01· p1·ice 11egotia­
tions. Focus strictl)r 011 findii1g big, expensive s11.owstoppers. 

• If you fi.11d a big showstoppe1·, halt the p1·e-bt1y exa1n ar1d 
co11tact the seller·. If the seller· ag1~ees to pa)r to 1~esolve the 
showstoppe1·, the111·esu111e tl1e exarn; if not cut your· losses 
ar1d wallc a\¥ayr. 

• 011.ce you've bought tl1e ai1·craft, it sometin1es mal<es se11se 
to co11ve1·t the p1·e-bL1y into an an11t1al i11spection. EAA 

Mike Busch, EAA 740170, was the 2008 National Aviation Maintenance 

Technician of the Year, and has been a pilot for 44 years, logging more than 

7,000 hours. He's a CFI and A&P/IA. E-m a ii him at 1nil<e. busch@savvyaviator. 

com. Mike also hosts free on line presentations as part of EAA's webinar series on 
' 

the first Wednesday of each month . For a schedu le visit www.EAA.org/webinars. 
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