
A·s a child, flying was thestuff of dreams-the

bone-rattling takeoff, soaring
through clouds and peeking

down at patchwork fields. But
as you grew up, it became a
chore, then a nightmare.
Today, you grin and bear it as

grumpy strangers pat you
down and rifle through your
bags, while flight attendants
sell $8 mini-pizzas.

Chuck Buchanan has his

own dream: to put the
convenience back into air
travel. Armed with one seven­

passenger jet and a new
Toronto-based company
called Nova]et Ltd., his
mission is to convince small
and medium-sized

businesses-along with well­
heeled individuals-that

chartering a plane is more
convenient, efficient and

possibly more economical
than lining up for scheduled

flights. If he can do that, his
plans call for building his
business fast by adding two

planes a year. If he can't pull
it off, it'll be more than just a
business failure; after 25 years.

in the aviation industry,

running an executive air­
charter service is the only
thing Buchanan can imagine

doing.
A certified pilot and aircraft

mechanic who got his start

serving fishing camps in
Ontario's north, Buchanan

spent the past 10 years
rebuilding a London, Ont.­

based company called
Flightexec. With partner
Michel Boucher, Buchanan

took the company from
receivership to $20 million in
sales, with operations in
executive charter and air

ambulances. Last May,
however, the two partners fell
out. Buchanan says he
wanted to expand into
Toronto, while Boucher

preferred to grow in London.

Eventually, Boucher triggered
their shotgun agreement,
offering to buy Buchanan's
half of the firm unless

Buchanan wanted to buy him
out at the same price.

Having found his business­

building instincts blunted in
a company that had grown to

100 employees, Buchanan
agreed to leave. "It was
disturbing at first," he admits.
"But the more I looked at it,
the more I saw this as an

entrepreneurial
opportunity-a chance to

grow something." By selling
his half of Flightexec,
Buchanan admits, he really
didn't have to work again.
"But you can't just sit around
and grow petunias," he says.
"You're not supposed to be a
lump in life."

Within weeks, Buchanan

had committed to starting a
new executive charter service

to take advantage of what he
considers an underdeveloped
market. He soon discovered

that three colleagues,
including general manager
Frank daCosta, had been let

go by Flightexec because
they'd been identified as
"Chuck's camp." Buchanan

happily signed them up.
"They were a big part of my
success," he says. "We
reorganized as a team and
decided to do something

together, and this is all we

know how to do as a team."

On November 2, Nova]et

launched its first flight-a
business jaunt for five people

to'Chicago's Pal waukee
Municipal Airport aboard a
plane subcontracted from
another charter company.

Sitting on the tarmac just
outside Nova]et's office

abutting Hangar 9 at Pearson
International Airport, the

airline's sole jet, a seven-seat,
480- na utical- miles-an -h ou r

DassauIt Falcon 10 (call

letters: C-jET) was still waiting

for its permit to fly paid
passengers. In the meantime,
Nova]et had already launched
its marketing campaign,

featuring ads in the Globe
and Mail and pay-per-click
ads through Google AdSense
targeting business clients who
have never used chartered

planes and consider executive
jets a perk for the wealthy and
self-indulgent.

Not true, Buchanan insists.

His target market is mid-sized
businesses that may have four

or five people who need to fly
900 km to 1,600 km, often
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there and back in a single day.

It might be a sales team
making a presentation in the
U.S. Midwest, a management
team reporting to head office
on the East Coast or an

engineering team headed for
a mine in northern Quebec.

Once you add up airfares,
take into account the time

required to negotiate airports
and change planes, and add
hotel and meal costs,
executive charter rates start to

look good.

Take a sample trip to
Louisville, Ky. You can fly
there from Pearson for just
$600, round trip, but you'll
have to change planes twice
and it'll take eight hours. For

$1,400, you can get there and
back in one day-but it will
still take more than three

hours each way. With air
charter, by contrast, you can

fly seven people direct in an
hour and a half, with no pre­

boarding waits, for about
$8,000. Plus, you come back

when you're ready-your jet
will wait for you if you're in
last-minute negotiations or
celebrating a new deal over
dinner. In other words, if you
have four people flying, it's
almost a wash-and if only

three people are flying,
charter still looks tempting.
Staying overnight? There's an
additional charge, but you'll
be able to do four cities in

only two or three days.
The sales cycle takes a little

longer. Buchanan's plan is to
identify companies with head
offices, subsidiaries, key

suppliers or major clients in
mid-sized cities not well

served by scheduled airlines,
then cold-call the CEOs to ask

whether they have
considered jet charter.
Buchanan usually gets
shunted to the CFO or

executive assistant, but says

he has a good record for
getting interested prospects
to come out and view the

plane, with its leather seats
and flexible interior

configurations. Once they
hear how price-competitive
the charter is, they're usually
surprised-and willing to
consider this option for the

first appropriate trip. "People
aren't used to thinking of
alternatives," claims daCosta,

NovaJet's vice-president of

operations. "Once they use
charter, it changes their idea
of travelling."

NovaJet will also be

working closely with travel
agencies that serve business
clients and wealthy
consumers. Travel agents earn
full 10% commissions for

booking NovaJet flights, a
nice bonus at a time when

the airlines are squeezing
agents' fees.

Another aspect of the
charter industry could work

in NovaJet's favour. Although
Buchanan admits there is

direct competition from two
companies that own their
own jets and three more that
have turboprops, he says
other executive charter

operators aren't in the
business full-time. They are
companies created as the
flight divisions of
corporations that own their
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