










Saker Comments to Comptroller’s Audit 
 
 We commend the Comptroller’s Audit Team (“CAT”) for their approach and conduct 
during the Audit.  We found the CAT to be unfailingly professional and the Audit to be 
comprehensive in scope and complete in execution.  We were pleased with the output of the audit 
and appreciate the thoughtful and courteous approach of the CAT to understanding our business 
and interacting with our personnel. 
 
 We concur with the Audit’s sole recommendation regarding procedures to limit helicopter 
idling time at the Heliport.  As we shared with the CAT, however, we believe those procedures 
were and are in place from a practical standpoint.  The recommendation of the Audit simply caused 
us to codify our previous practices in connection with this activity. 
 
 We further intend to review with NYCEDC the efficacy of implementing an “idling fee” 
in conjunction with our next review of fees and charges.  This may allow us to address the differing 
standards of the Amendment’s 10-minute idling process and our current 15 minute free parking 
policy.  This 16th minute parking fee is one that we adopted from Port Authority upon the 
changeover in November 2018 and, to the best of our knowledge, is also consistently applied by 
the operators of the other two NYC heliports. 
 
 Before addressing issues of perspective related to helicopter idling, we want to address the 
associated passage in the Amendment.  The sole sentence on this topic reads that Saker is required 
to “make best efforts to prevent helicopters at DMH from idling for a period greater than ten 
minutes.”  It is our belief that this language is ambiguous as to expectations and reflects a lack of 
understanding of regular Heliport operations.  Our focus in that sentence is and has always been 
on “best efforts,” while the CAT seemed to focus primarily on the results of those efforts. 
 
 It’s important to note that Saker’s role in connection with helicopter activity at the Heliport 
is exclusively directional or advisory.  We provide input (availability of landing spot, wind speed 
and direction) that allows the pilot to execute the safe operation and movement of their helicopter.  
But in all circumstances, that movement is ultimately initiated/completed at the pilot’s sole 
discretion.  In that context, we believe our “best efforts” in connection with the Amendment can 
only be advisory in nature.  Our practice, which is now codified as a result of the Audit 
recommendation, was/is to notify the pilot that their helicopter had idled for 10 minutes.  It is our 
belief that this practice meets the intent of the Amendment.   
 
 The period a helicopter may idle are manifold.  A 10-minute period in the context of 
operations at the Downtown Manhattan Heliport are prejudiced by a number of factors.  There are 
three main helicopter missions supported by the Heliport – tourism, corporate/charter, and 
emergency/governmental.  While the Amendment was negotiated against the backdrop of tourist 
flights, the idling criteria was presumably to be applied to all helicopter missions.     
 
 As tourist operations are the main driver of activity at the Heliport, we believe it’s prudent 
to understand factors that may impact idle times in excess of 10 minutes.  These include: 
 
 Pilot reiteration of passenger safety briefing (a safety issue) 
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 The prevention of simultaneous takeoffs and landings (a safety issue) 
 The walking distance between the terminal and aircraft along with the related exchange of 

exiting and entering passengers (a safety issue) 
 A swap of pilot in connection with duty times and/or operating schedules (a safety issue) 
 The (rare) need to disembark a passenger, after boarding, who has had second thoughts 

about completing the flight 
 

And the most frequent reason: 
 
 Refueling of the helicopter 

 
According to the CAT’s observations, there were 23 instances of idling in excess of 10 

minutes across the 118 flights that were reviewed.  That means that 95 of 118, over 80%, of 
observed flights idled less than 10 minutes.   

 
Saker performed an analysis of the time period observed by the CAT.  Setting aside any 

other possible cause for idling in excess of 10 minutes, we identified 18 refueling operations during 
the CAT’s review period.  As a refueling operation would rarely, if ever, be completed within 10 
minutes, we don’t believe that it would or should be considered an event of idling in excess of 10 
minutes.   

 
We consequently believe that subtracting those 18 refueling operations from the 23 

instances is reasonable and prudent.  Doing so would reduce to 5 the instances of idling in excess 
of 10 minutes during the CAT’s window of observations.  On this basis, almost 96% (113 of 118) 
of observed flights did not idle more than 10 minutes.  Excluding fueling operations from the 
denominator would translate to 95% (95 of 100) of observed flights idling 10 minutes or less. 

 
In closing, we understand that the CAT had no choice other to audit against the language 

memorialized in the Amendment.  We respectfully believe that our practices met/meet the 
definition of “best efforts.”  Further, we submit that excluding refueling operations meets a 
standard of reasonableness.  In that context, to manage idling in excess of 10 minutes into a range 
of 4% - 5% would also, from our perspective, translate to “prevention” of idling as suggested in 
the Amendment. 
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