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Sentient Jet, Inc is a national jet membership program that arranges more hours per year on private jet charters than any other company or single buyer in the industry. The company has pre-existing contracts with a large number of customers to act as their agent in finding and arranging charter.  Sentient has on ongoing and clearly defined relationship with its customer that exists and persists independent of any one trip.  The company also has a robust program to screen and select the air carriers it conducts business with.  Strict internal controls are in place that ensure flights are conducted only with those air carriers that meet the company’s standards.
The following are Sentient’s comments on the specific questions set out in the ANPRM:

1.
How might customers and passengers benefit from the information covered by the NTSB recommendation in making their air taxi service purchase decisions?  

While it is difficult to argue that more disclosure to the customer rather than less is better, we fundamentally wonder what disclosure is trying to achieve and how best to do it?  If the objective is to improve safety, we would argue that disclosure will not affect safety. The primary way to affect safety would be to conduct more rigorous enforcement of the existing rules that govern air carrier operations.  If the objective is to inform the customer, then this begs the question “inform the customer of what and to what purpose?”  In both cases, safety and informing the customer, we believe that disclosure can provide some but limited value, but more importantly may actually create a false sense of security.
Our experience shows that most customers are completely unaware of and ambivalent toward the current “brokering” debate going on within the industry and the various federal agencies.  Customers assume that whoever arranges their flight (broker or an operator), does so with a safe, legal and reputable air carrier.  Customers also expect that if the entity arranging or booking their flight is not the air carrier itself, that the arranging entity conducts proper and robust due diligence over the selection of an alternate safe, legal and reputable air carrier.  Customers expect this because they have limited means readily available to them to validate if an operator is safe, legal and reliable- a function that they view as quite important.  The information and resources required to properly verify that an air carrier is safe, legal and reliable are complex, proprietary and are well beyond the means available to the public.  Additionally, due to resource constraints, limited FAA oversight of certificated operations has resulted in a situation where merely having a 135 Certificate does not ensure that all flight operations are conducted with qualified and properly trained crews or with qualified aircraft (e.g. Teterboro Challenger accident) . Simply informing the customer of who the air carrier is does not ensure that the flight will be safe, legal or reliable nor does it provide the customer with the information required to ascertain that the flight will safe, legal or reliable.  Informing the customer of who the aircraft owner is or of any brokers involved, does not provide any additional value in determining if the flight is safe, legal or reliable and is therefore not helpful and potentially confusing to the customer.

 

The notion that entities that broker out flights have a real and perceived obligation to their customers to conduct due diligence over operator selection has not been brought to light to date, nor is it currently part of any federal agencies’ policy agenda.  We believe it should be.

 

The ANPRM, as written, places confusing and in-actionable information in the customer’s hands, significantly complicates the daily operations of large national buyers of charter, and misses the point that customers expect all of this to be done for them as part of the services that a brokering entity should provide. Also, due to the way large buyers of charter schedule their flights, the only practical time to notify the customer is upon aircraft boarding or engine start, and at that point disclosure information is of even less value to the customer.

We believe that the focus of regulatory policy on this topic should shift from placing the responsibility on the end customer, to one that places the responsibility for proper operator selection on the brokering entity (this would apply equally to brokers as well as air carriers who broker out).  This type of approach would call for the DOT to require broker registration with mandated visibility into the brokering entity’s air carrier selection process.  

Large brokering entities with demonstrated screening processes and proper internal controls should make their operator screening results available to any customer who requests such listing. As long as the broker does so, the broker should have the flexibility to inform the charter customer that they will be flying on one of these screened operators without having to specifically name the specific air carrier prior to the flight. However, the customer should always have the right and ability to request and receive the name of the specific air carrier he is currently assigned to.
Customer protection over brokered flights will only be ensured by placing the responsibility and accountability for safe, legal and reputable air carrier selection with the brokering entity.

2.
Should any notice requirement, if adopted, also apply to air charter brokers and other ticket agents who arrange for air transportation for customers using the services of on-demand air taxis?  This would only add to the customer’s confusion.  As stated earlier, customers expect the broker to conduct proper vetting over air carrier selection.  If the brokering entity is agent for the customer and properly screens and arranges the flight directly with the air carrier, then we believe that disclosure of the identity of the brokering entity is redundant.
3.
To what extent is each of the notices recommended by the Safety Board already provided in the normal course of business to persons who travel using an on-demand air taxi? If such notice is not currently routinely provided, what, if any, practical difficulties would the on-demand air taxi industry likely face in providing the notice?  Mechanicals, crew swaps, routing changes, ATC delays, late customers, etc. make it difficult for any membership type program (which frequently assigns and re-assigns various tails to customers on an internal basis as well as to property react to system delays) to notify the customer of every itinerary or tail number change.  Any notification to the customer would only be possible immediately prior to boarding the aircraft for the flight and done so by the air carrier’s crew who will be conducting the flight.
4.
What costs, if any, would the recommended changes impose on the industry? Would there be any paperwork burdens? Would there be a significant economic impact on a substantial number of small entities? The cost and impact would be significant.

5.
How might the disclosure of the names of the owners of the aircraft involved in the arranged flights be useful to customers and passengers? What, if any, practical or privacy concerns would be raised by such a requirement? The name or identity of the aircraft owner is not relevant when charter customers or brokering entities conduct their air carrier screening.  Therefore, it could only confuse the customer if it were required to be disclosed. 
6.
At what point in time must any notice, if required, first be provided to be effective, e.g., in printed and website advertisements, to potential customers when they are seeking information, anytime prior to entering into a contract, upon signing the contract, or anytime prior to boarding the aircraft? See response to 3 above. “immediately prior to engine start for the flight”.
7.
What form should any notice requirement, if adopted, take? That is, is verbal notice sufficient or must the notice be in writing? Verbal notice. Written notice would result in numerous operational difficulties and scheduling delays.  (see 3 above)
8.
What are the practical problems in requiring notice to individual passengers of an on-demand air taxi? Would any notice requirement be sufficient if provided to the person contracting for the flight, e.g., the customer’s broker/agent or a corporation’s travel department or an executive’s assistant who arranged the flight?  The only practical method is to notify the lead passenger.  The difficulty in notifying other agents, administrative assistants or whoever originally booked the flight is that it would clearly cause numerous operational difficulties and scheduling delays as they may not be available after hours when an aircraft change occurs.  That said, there are limitations in solely notifying the lead passenger, if that passenger was medicated, a child or elderly.  This fact alone calls into question the importance of disclosure and puts more importance on the process of qualifying air carriers when the actual air carrier is not the original party contracted for the flight.
Sincerely,

Steven M. Hankin

Chief Executive Officer

Sentient Jet, Inc.

