





how much time he can expect to get out
of the engine before overhaul. You’re pay-
ing a price that anticipates that the engine
will make it to TBO, but for all you know it
might start making metal two months after
your purchase. (If that happens with a run-
out engine, it’s more or less expected and
you have the comfort of knowing that it was
fully depreciated when you bought it.)

Bottom line: I think the best way to
buy a used aircraft—all other things being
equal—is to buy one with a high-time
engine, plan to overhaul it or swap it for a
factory engine shortly after the purchase,
and make sure the cost of doing so is fac-
tored into the selling price.

HIGH-TIME AIRFRAME
An airframe with beaucoup hours is more
complicated. Unlike engine time, airframe
time cannot be easily rolled back by doing
an overhaul.

High airframe time isn’t necessar-
ily a bad thing. A high-time airframe has

probably been flown regularly and often
throughout its life, and that’s good. A high-
time airframe often signifies a working
airplane (flight school, charter, cargo), and
such aircraft tend to receive better and more
regular maintenance than owner-flown
hangar queens.

An airframe with unusually low hours
is often one that has experienced lengthy
periods of disuse, and unless the aircraft was
based in a dry climate or stored in a heated
hangar, it’s alikely candidate for hidden cor-
rosion damage. (A low-time airframe from
Florida is likely one you should pass on.)

Interestingly, low-time airframes tend
to command premium prices. I'm not sure
that’s rational—but market forces are often
not rational. Personally, I’'d be more com-
fortable buying a 25-year-old airplane with
4,000 hours on the airframe (average 160
hours a year) than a 25-year-old airplane
with 1,000 hours on the airframe (average
40 hours ayear). 'd want more information
about how those hours were distributed

over the aircraft’s life, whether there were
extended periods of disuse, whether the air-
craft was hangared or tied down outdoors,
whether it was based in Tampa or Tucson,
et cetera.

Very high-time airframes are another
matter, however. Some airframes, such as
high-wing, strut-braced Cessna singles,
pretty much last forever if adequately pro-
tected from corrosion. For cantilever-wing
airframes without struts, there is increas-
ing concern over the useful fatigue life of
wing spars and spar carrythrough struc-
tures, particularly Bonanzas and Barons and
twin Cessnas. For these aircraft, very high-
time airframes are best avoided.

Bottom line: You probably shouldn’t pay a
big premium for an ultra-low-time airframe,
and might even do well to be a bit suspicious
of one. A mid-time airframe—with hours
commensurate to its chronological age, indi-
cating that it has been flown regularly and
often—may be a worthier candidate, not to
mention a better bargain.
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OLDER AIRCRAFT

Market valuation of airplanes tends to
drop precipitously with calendar age, and
you occasionally see older aircraft for sale
that have been well maintained, are corro-
sion-free, and are offered at what seem to be
screaming bargain prices. My advice to all
but the most experienced aircraft buyers is
to be wary of older airplanes, particularly
complex ones. An older aircraft can easily
turn into a money pit—which may be pre-
cisely why it’s for sale.

You may figure that if the selling price is
cheap enough, you can afford to spend the
money to refurbish that older airplane into
something really nice. In truth, by the time
you replace the engine, do paint and interior,
replace those old radios with modern ones,
and install a decent autopilot, your “bet-
ter than new” refurbished airplane won’t
be worth anything close to what you have
invested in it. Unless you're sure that you’ll
be keeping the airplane for many years, this
is probably not a good strategy.

Unless you're an A&P with lots of free
time and looking for a “project airplane,” my
advice is generally to buy the latest model
year you can reasonably afford, and avoid
aircraft requiring high-ticket refurbishment.

OUTDATED AVIONICS
We're in the midst of a major avionics rev-
olution. Steam gauges are out; glass is
in. Terrestrial navaids are being phased
out; Wide Area Augmentation System
and Automatic Dependent Surveillance-
Broadcast are becoming indispensable.
Unless you’re buying an aircraft of very
recent vintage, chances are that any candi-
date you choose is going to need significant
upgrading in the electronics department.
Still, it’s best to find an aircraft with rea-
sonably up-to-date avionics and minimize
the amount yowll have to spend on electron-
icsrefurbishment. Installing a new autopilot
is especially expensive, and it’s a big plus if
you can find an aircraft that already has a
decent autopilot installed.

WORN PAINT ORINTERIOR

Don’t hesitate to buy an aircraft just because
the paint or interior is getting long in the
tooth. Inexperienced buyers tend to get
hung up on cosmetics. What really counts
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is what’s under the paint and beneath the
carpets. I'd buy a mechanically sound, cor-
rosion-free airplane with shabby paint and
interior in a heartbeat.

Think of paint and interior like you
think of engines: something that wears
out and should be redone every decade or
so. It makes more sense for the buyer to
do this after the sale than for the seller to
do it beforehand. After all, shouldn’t the
new owner get to pick the paint colors and
upholstery materials?

Much like engine time, the cost of paint
and interior tends to be well reflected in
the aircraft selling price. If you buy an air-
craft with a fully depreciated paint job, you
can reasonably expect the selling price to
be discounted enough to compensate for a
substantial portion of the cost of repainting.

MECHANICAL DISCREPANCIES

Youve found an airplane you really like,
but the prebuy exam turns up some signif-
icant mechanical discrepancies. Now what
do you do?

That’s easy: Talk to your mechanic and
determine what it will cost to correct the
problems. Then present the inspection find-
ings and repair estimates to the seller, and
see if he’s willing to reduce his selling price
enough to cover all, or at least most, of the
repair cost. If so, you’ve got a deal; if not, you
may want to find another aircraft.

Some discrepancies—corrosion dam-
age to a wing spar, for example—may be so
costly to repair that they’re obvious deal-
breakers. But most discrepancies—say, a soft
cylinder or an inoperative autopilot servo—
should be easily resolvable.

D’ve seen a prospective buyer of a half-
million-dollar airplane walk away because
the prebuy revealed two cylinders with low
compression. That’s nuts, in my view. The
cost of replacing two jugs is less than 1 per-
cent of the purchase price. Good, clean,
mechanically sound, corrosion-free air-
planes are getting hard to find, so don’t let
a good one get away because of a problem
that’s easy to fix. AOPA

MIKE BUSCH is an A&P/IA.
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you fly for a living, now LY JUST FOR FUN!

Are you a professional pilot who’s been wanting to fly
just for fun again?

Join us for Back to Your Roots, a great seminar that covers the
VFR skills you might not have used since you started burning
Jet A. In just two hours, we’ll cover all the stuff you need to
start flying for fun again!

2017 International Women in Aviation Conference
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