Athletes pay to join jet set

Private ﬂlghts buy
time with family

By Pete Williams
Special for USA TODAY

As the NBA regular season began
for the Los Angeles Lakers on Tuesday
night, Shaquille O’Neal’s travel ex-
penses took a precipitous drop.

O'Neal and the rest of the Lakers
will travel via private charter flights
throughout the year. That means the
7-1 center no longer will pay for pri-
vate charters as he does throughout
the offseason to avoid the hassles of
traveling commercially.

“It's impossible for me to walk
thmt:igh an airport,” says O'Neal, who
spends about $500,000 annually on
private jet travel. “I'd never get to the
plane.”

O'Neal is hardly alone among the
increasing number of pro athletes
who turn to private jet travel to avoid
airport hassles and spend more time
with loved ones — even in the middle
of the season.

Private jet travel enables players —
spending an average of $350,000 a
year — to crisscross the country with-
out worrying about connections, de-
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lays or making it back in time for a
game or practice

In April, O'Neal flew via a $25 mil-
lion Citation X to the Lakers’ opening-
round playoff game on the road in
Minneapolis after staying an extra day
in Los Angeles to be with his wife and
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Past first class: Yankees catcher Jorge Posada and his marketing agent, Edgar
Andino, take a private flight. As Andino found out, even the flowers are real.

newborn son. Total cost: $26,000.
Two days later, O'Neal spent $42,000
to fly to his grandfather’s funeral in
South Carolina. Because of time con-
straints, neither trip could have been
made commercially.

Last month, the Boston Red Sox
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