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Flying high
Steve Hartley, executive director of private aviation specialist Empire Aviation 
Group, talks to Jayne Alverca about the company’s approach to maximizing 
asset value and the flight experience in the Middle East and beyond 
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ased in Dubai, Empire Aviation Group stands apart as the operator and 
manager of the Middle East’s largest fleet of corporate and private jets. As 
well as aircraft sales, the company provides aircraft charter and management 
services with a focus on high quality luxury and corporate travel throughout 
the Middle East and the rest of the world. 

Executive director Steve Hartley is very clear about the company’s mission. 
“The purchase of an aircraft, whether for private or corporate purposes, 
represents a very significant investment. Our entire operation is geared 
towards managing and maximizing the value of that asset on behalf of our 
clients in the most professional and efficient way possible,” he states. 

Managing the aircraft asset properly ensures that its value is protected, 
leveraged and maintained during the years of ownership. “Historically, 
aircraft have either maintained their original purchase price or in some 
cases even appreciated in value but without the effective management we 
provide, this would not be the case. We can also help customers to charter 
their aircraft and so offset some of the costs of ownership,” he explains.
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providers and we regularly put maintenance 
contracts out to tender.” 

Hartley sees the company’s reputation for 
fairness and sound business ethics as the 
cornerstone of its success. “Something that 
sets us apart in this business is that we operate 
a completely transparent cost structure. Of 
course, we exist to make a profit, but it has to 
be a fair profit and we are very happy for all our 
customers to have access to this information. 
Transparency is critical to us. Our aim is to 
create a win-win situation for everyone, but it 
is imperative that our customers understand 
we will always treat them fairly.” 

All aircraft meet the extensive safety, 
training, and inspection requirements 
required by the General Civil Aviation 
Authority of the United Arab Emirates, but 
this is merely a starting point. The Empire 
Aviation business model stresses providing 

For this reason, he is clear that despite Empire 
Aviation’s wealth of experience, owning as opposed 
to operating and managing a fleet could never be 
an option. “If we had our own aircraft we would 
inevitably be competing with our customers as 
charter requests would naturally be directed to our 
own aircraft first,” he adds.

“For similar reasons we do not offer a direct 
maintenance service, although we do have an 
extremely skilled division of maintenance engineers 
who measure cost against quality control and 
oversee all maintenance contracts. If we were to 
offer that service directly, customers could never 
be certain that they were getting value for money 
whereas with our third party arrangement, they know 
we will search out the best supplier. As it stands 
we can use our expertise to save our customers a 
great deal of money. For example, Jet Aviation is 
a preferred supplier, but for the benefit of owners, 
we also work with a number of other maintenance 
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customers with an unsurpassed travel experience, 
whether it be in terms of security, comfort, flight 
personnel or catering. 

Pilots and crew undergo a rigorous recruitment 
process—all training is directly supervised by Empire 
Aviation—and no detail is spared in the search for an 
incomparable service proposition. For example, an 
agreement has just been signed to become the first 
operator in the Middle East of the Vigiplane security 
system—a completely new concept in aircraft 
security. The system comprises five day and night 
cameras in a special composite sealed container 
which provides high quality pictures and infrared 
projectors. It is unique, because it is completely 
independent from the aircraft’s own systems and 
thus requires no special aircraft certification.

Another agreement that breaks new ground 
has been reached with global catering services 
provider Private Flight Global to restructure the 
catering management operations for the entire fleet. 

A specially customized version of Private 
Flight’s online system enables flight personnel 
to offer the highest level of personalized 
service with the flexibility to create tailored 
menus, track customer preferences and 
ensure a faster response to VIP requests. As 
well as enhancing the customer experience, 
the partnership will give Empire Aviation 
better oversight and control of the catering 
function, greater cost efficiency and more 
streamlined administration.

For customers whose requirements centre 
predominantly on pleasure, the luxury travel 
division of the company takes the service 
proposition even further. Empire Aviation has 
now joined forces with Taj Hotels Resorts & 
Palaces, one of Asia’s most exclusive luxury 
hotel groups, to create a special portfolio 
of travel packages, all of which include a 
private jet. 
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So far, the business model has worked extremely 
well in Dubai. Hartley points out that since its 
inception, the company has typically grown its 
revenues by a heady 100 per cent per annum. “We 
are very proud of our achievements to date. Even 
last year which was one of the worst in aviation 
history, we still managed to increase turnover by 25 
per cent,” he adds. 

Empire Aviation is now in readiness to replicate its 
model further afield. “We are already working with 
Indian customers operating out of Dubai, so it is a 
logical extension of those relationships to establish a 
direct presence in India. In August 2011 we will open 
our first branch in Mumbai. There is tremendous 
growth potential in India and Asia generally, but 
no professional management companies,” he 
says. Empire Aviation is also considering other 

geographical options in the Far East but he 
is reluctant to be drawn on details, as these 
plans are still at an early stage. 

While Hartley sees the composition of 
the fleet evolving in line with the growing 
acceptance of aircraft ownership as a 
business tool, he is adamant that the basic 
formula with its focus on transparent financial 
procedures will not change. “There is an old 
adage that stresses: stick to what you know 
you do well. We want to preserve all the 
benefits to customers that we can offer as 
a wholly independent management company 
with no possible conflicts of interest. Our 
model is well received and respected and we 
have nothing to gain from competing with our 
customers.” www.empire.aero BE

We can help customers 
to charter their aircraft 

and so offset some of the 
costs of ownership
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