How to Negotiate for an Airplane

By Ed Livermore Jr.
Negotiating to buy an airplane is often done with the buyer in one geographic area, and the seller in another, perhaps inconveniently across country. This complicates the negotiation, and it leaves the buyer in a position of having to discuss a large dollar purchase sight unseen.

When we bought our A-36 several years ago, we employed a method that I think bridges all the gaps and worked quite fairly for both parties in our deal.


We found our plane through “Airplanes Online”, a very nice web service. There are many other ways that work just as well.


Once we became interested in the plane, through a phone call we found that the plane and its owner was around 1,000 miles from our location. Fortunately, our seller was wise to the world and quickly provided some nice photographs and a very nice video for us to view. The plane was most alluring! He also made the normal disclosures about the plane, its equipment and condition. He was an honorable fellow, and subsequently we found the information he provided to be honest and accurate.


But we did not know that early in the process. In these affairs, the buyer must always beware and be careful. So, I proposed that for the moment I would accept the plane as he described it and that we proceed to negotiate a transaction value based upon those disclosures which subsequently would be validated by independent inspectors. Once a price was agreed, he would then bring the plane to a Repair Station of my choosing that I had previously used in a state neighboring on his own, about 250 miles away. The Station would do a thorough pre-buy and issue a report to each of us. I agreed to pay for the pre-buy inspection because I wanted to shop to answer to me. Following the pre-buy, I would travel to the airport where the Station was located and fly the plane. I did not want to close without a pre-buy and a personal flight. I also agreed to hire a qualified CFI for the flight.

There ensued a couple of days of haggling over the price. Eventually, we found common ground and sealed our deal and its terms with a letter. He flew the plane to the designated Repair Station. I escrowed some money with an escrow agent at that time.

The pre-buy folks went through the plane like they were IRS auditors working on a tax return. They found a list of deficiencies, including a cracked cylinder though the remainder were rather minor. I’m convinced my seller did not know about the cylinder because if he had, he would not have flown the plane that far away. In any event, the bill of repairs totaled about $3,000. I disclosed that I was prepared to close the deal (again, after the flight) based on those findings if he would fund the repairs through a price reduction. If he had not so agreed, I was prepared to walk away. He agreed to be responsible for the repairs until the deal closed, when I would pay for them from the money saved from the price reduction. He had to agree to underwrite them temporarily because I couldn’t make the pre-buy flight until after that cylinder was replaced. He agreed.


So, the repair work was completed in a couple weeks. Once notified by the shop that the plane was airworthy, I flew commercial to the location, rendezvoused with the CFI, and we flew the plane for a couple hours. I loved the way it performed. Everything about its operation and handling was exactly as the seller had promised.


With all this accomplished, I authorized my bank to wire the funds to the title company in Oklahoma City who closed the deal and also made sure the title was clean and transferred properly to me. To this day, my seller and I have never met in person…the entire transaction was conducted just as I have described it…via the internet and over the phone and fax.

I think this procedure insured the deal itself was of the same high quality as the airplane has proven to be. No surprises at all.


I hope this helps others faced with the difficult business arrangement necessary to land the airplane of their dreams.
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Another thought: Any good pre-buy should include a full weight and balance on scales of the plane to confirm what measure you are buying. I learned this the hard way in a previous transaction when I purchased a V-35A that proved to be much heavier than advertised.

