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By Jason Blair, ATP, CFI-I, MEI-I, FAA Designated Pilot 
Examiner, AGI  
 
When a pilot considers purchasing an aircraft, a  
pre-purchase inspection is a common step in 
qualifying the aircraft that is being considered. Every 
aircraft and every seller are a little bit different, but 
in considering the lessons I have learned through 
involvement with friends and customers on hundreds 
of aircraft, five top tips come to mind when 
conducting a pre-purchase inspection. 

5 TIPS FOR AIRCRAFT 
PRE-PURCHASE INSPECTIONS  
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AVEMCO PRESENTS ACCESS TO 
LIFE INSURANCE FOR PILOTS

As a pilot, you could be paying too much for the wrong type 
of life insurance. You may even have life insurance that 
doesn’t protect you at all when you’re flying. Avemco 
wants to do something about that so we have partnered 
with the Pilot Insurance Center (PIC). With over 20 years of 
insurance expertise and 30 years of aviation experience, PIC 
has developed a program that allows Avemco customers to 
benefit from pilot-friendly underwriting considerations:

 • Competitive pilot life insurance rates from leading 
  life insurers.
 • Full life insurance coverage from A.M. Best “A” (Excellent)  
  or better-rated companies.
 • Available life insurance protection with NO aviation   
  exclusions or surcharges.
 • Convenient pay plans.
 • A+ (Superior) rating from A.M. Best Company.

*Any information that you provide directly to PIC on its website is subject to the privacy 
policy posted on their website, which you should read before proceeding. Avemco® 
assumes no responsibility for their privacy practices or your use of their website.

Avemco Insurance Company and Avemco Insurance Agency, Inc. collectively market 
under the service mark Avemco. Avemco Insurance Company insures general aviation 
aircraft and pilots and does not underwrite life insurance products. Life insurance 
offered through this program is provided to qualified applicants through the Pilot 
Insurance Center (“PIC”) and are underwritten by carriers not affiliated with Avemco that 
specialize in life insurance products. Policies may not be available in all states – please 
contact PIC for details. 

GET YOUR ONLINE QUOTE FROM PIC AT AVEMCO.COM/TERMLIFE

        Don’t have the pre-purchase inspection done  
       by a mechanic that currently (or previously)  
       maintains the aircraft.  
Yes, people really do this. They take the word of the mechanic who currently 
works on the plane for the owner. There is no incentive for the current 
mechanic to point out problems with their current customer’s aircraft. 
Additionally, if they have signed the aircraft off for any inspections, to point 
out problems in essence points out things that they missed or purposely 
didn’t fix.
 To get a fresh and unbiased look at an aircraft being considered, find a 
mechanic that is in no way related to the aircraft. It is even a good idea to 
travel some distance away, so any other mechanics can be kept out of local 
“turf” wars. A good rule is to go more than 100 miles to get the pre-purchase 
completed. If the plane isn’t capable of flying that far, take the hint.

      Have the pre-purchase done by a mechanic  
      that REALLY knows the make and model.  

Having a mechanic who has never worked on fabric aircraft do a pre-
purchase isn’t a great idea when you are looking at buying a 1947 Stinson 
that is fabric, and the opposite holds true also. Having a mechanic who 
has only worked on fabric aircraft isn’t going to help when you are looking 
at a 2016 composite Cirrus. Not every mechanic is familiar with all the 
Airworthiness Directives (ADs), the systems, or the intricacies of every make 
and model. Find a mechanic who is familiar with the make, if not model, of 
the aircraft you are considering to get a more thorough inspection that will 
catch more potential pitfalls.

     Do a thorough check of all applicable ADs. 

It’s important to make sure ADs have been complied with. But so is 
understanding whether the ADs will require additional inspection or 
maintenance and if so, how often.

TIP #3

TIP #2

TIP #1

https://www.avemco.com/termlife/features.aspx


 On Approach | 7

 Some aircraft have ADs that require frequent trips to a mechanic. This 
cuts into the time you will be able to fly between trips to the mechanic 
and increases the costs that will be associated with flying between annual 
inspections. Be sure to check ADs not just on the airframe, but also the 
engine, heaters, propellers, etc. More components than just the airframe can 
be subject to ADs.
 Common recurring ADs that can be applicable on general aviation aircraft 
include heater inspections, seat track inspections, control linkages, or exhaust 
inspections to name a few. When a pilot is considering an aircraft and finds that 
these need to be completed every 100, 50, or even 25 hours of operation, it can 
be a major factor in determining if the airplane will meet their flying needs.

      Look deeper into the history of the aircraft. 
 

Logbooks are much like a life’s diary for the aircraft. Take the time to 
look through them and see what raises questions. Even if something isn’t 
explicitly written in the logbooks, things that were denoted may lead to 
important questions.
 For example, in a recent pre-purchase inspection a friend had conducted, 
we found a propeller was replaced at less than 300 hours since it had been 
overhauled. That seemed strange. On a whim, the prospective buyer did 
an internet search of the aircraft tail number and found a forum posting 
that talked about the aircraft having attempted a takeoff with a tow bar 
attached to the front wheel. Piecing the two things together, it became 
obvious that the propeller had struck the tow bar, had been replaced, but no 
engine overhaul had been completed. This was something that the seller had 
forgotten to mention to the prospective buyer.

 Look carefully through the logbooks to find gaps in flying, major 
component changes, or even accident records. Sometimes the things not said 
in logbook entries are as telling as those that are.

      Run the aircraft for more than 5 hours.
 

Aircraft that sit and don’t fly often tend to have more problems than those 
that are actively flown. Most will make it through a quick “test flight” around 
the traffic pattern without showing many problems. But aircraft that are flown 
for a longer period of time tend to show more things…like oil leaks, fouling 
plugs, or other problems that will creep into view over a longer period of 
flight time.
 This is especially important when purchasing an aircraft that has been 
parked for a long time. Seals, gaskets, and other parts tend to dry out, crack, 
and fail when an aircraft has not been operational for extended periods. A 
low-time engine may look great on paper, but if it hasn’t been operated for a 
long time it may not make it to the manufacturer’s recommended Time Before 
Overhaul (TBO).
 I find it is a good idea to test fly the aircraft (or have the current owner 
fly) the aircraft for something more like 5 hours. Have a mechanic take a look 
before and after that flights have been completed. This is more likely to show 
any problems than a ground-run or quick test flight

 There are many more tips that can help improve your pre-purchase 
efforts, but these are the top five I have found to be good starting points to 
determining if the plane you are considering purchasing is going to be the one 
you want to end up owning.

Jason Blair is an active single- and multi-engine instructor and an FAA Designated Pilot Examiner with 

over 5,000 hours total time and over 3,000 hours instruction given and has flown over 100 different 

makes and models of general aviation aircraft. In his role as Examiner, over 1,500 pilot certificates have 

been issued. He currently works for, and in the past, worked for multiple aviation associations that 

promote training and general aviation. He also consults on aviation training and regulatory efforts for 

the general aviation industry. Jason Blair has published works in many aviation publications, a full listing 

of which can be found at www.jasonblair.net .

  

TIP #4

TIP #5

Look carefully through the logbooks 
to find gaps in flying, major component 
changes, or even accident records.

http://www.jasonblair.net



