
FUNDAMENTALS OF TRACE





Lets make this clear 
right now: We all know 
Trace is not regulatorily 

required, but has 
become a common, de-

facto practice 

Also, there are many 
variations on Trace. 

Royboy’s Best Practice 
is to closely follow your 
customer’s  Terms and 

Conditions on their 
PO’s or agreements 

regarding Trace
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QUESTION: What is Trace?

ANSWER: The ability via documentation to track aircraft parts, 

processes, and materials by lot, serial number or other means to 

the certificated source or manufacturer. ATA Spec 106

We’re really talking about a 

chain of custody. 

ANSWER: Track parts, processes, and materials to a source. ASA -100
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Normally, for aircraft parts to sell, TWO elements must be satisfactorily 

addressed:      NOTE: This excludes price

TAGS OR CERTS 
REGARDING CONDITION TRACE

Documentation from an 
authoritative source attesting 
to the condition of the part 

Trace may be thought of as 
the chain of custody for the 
part; where it came from. 
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The two issues are separate and distinct. 

TAGS OR CERTS 
REGARDING CONDITION TRACE





Definitions 
please!

As Is

Implies the part is being sold in whatever condition or state it’s in. In the aviation 

industry this usually means there are trace and/or documentation issues. Note that 

it is not contrary to any regulations to buy or sell parts in As-Is condition as long 

as the circumstances are clearly represented. The installer has ultimate 

responsibility to determine the part’s airworthiness and suitability for installation. 

As Removed

Infers that the part is being represented as an unserviceable part whose airworthiness must be 

reestablished before it can be installed on an aircraft. Discussion:

• The term also infers that it is known what the next higher assembly is from which it was 

removed. Ask the seller of such parts to provide trace to its next higher assembly it was 

removed from.

• Beware that some sellers who have trace issues or gaps in trace or condition, and who 

should be selling such parts in As-Is condition, have instead taken to using the more 

palatable term As Removed. 

• If purchasing As-Removed parts, consider placing a clause or Term and Condition in the 

PO which binds the seller to guarantee the part to be repairable. This provides a means for 

you to recover its cost of the purchase, in case a repair station says the part is BER (which 

see). 



Definitions, continued 

Back To Birth

Nearly always used in connection with Engine, APU, or Landing Gear, Life Limited Parts (LLPs), and means 

that the part’s status and trace must impeccably go all the way back to when it was first issued and installed as a 

new part. Note that no aviation regulation requires this; the requirement remains a stubborn imposition from 

operators and Leasers. Per the regulations, acceptable trace and status for LLPs is to the last operator

Bench Check

This is a slang term meaning that you want the 

part sent to a repair station for a quick check of 

its serviceability, and if found to be airworthy, to 

issue a fresh tag to that affect. The term is not 

officially recognized and will not appear on any 

airworthiness documentation as a condition.



Definitions, continued 

BER

Beyond Economical Repair. The term has come into common usage in two instances:

• A part that for various reasons would cost too much to repair, or whose repair cost starts to approach the cost 

of a new replacement part. For example, an airline may have a policy that if the repair/overhaul costs exceed 

80% of the cost of a replacement unit, then the airline would require the part be scrapped, and they would use 

the accounting credit to purchase a replacement part. 

o In some cases, the market may not have a replacement part, or the OEM has an unacceptably long lead 

time for a new part. In this case the customer may accept the high repair/overhaul cost.

• Often, the industry uses the term BER to mean the part has exceeded maintenance manual limits. In most 

such cases the part is considered for scrapping actions. 

o Occasionally the owner of these parts may have reason to believe the OEM will eventually come up with 

a Service Bulletin or equivalent to address the maintenance exceedance. If so, the parts are typically 

stored in quarantine awaiting the OEM actions.

o If a pattern of repeated failures of a part arises and the OEM seems unresponsive to developing a fix, the 

part may be a candidate for a FAA DER (Designated Engineering Representative) developed repair. 



Definitions, continued 

Direct Ship

The term Direct Ship and Drop Ship (which see) are not to be confused. 

PAH Manufacturers typically have many subcontractor suppliers who manufacture the parts for the PAH. Many of these suppliers do not have 

FAA Approval, so the parts are manufactured and then sent to the PAH for sale. In some cases, the PAH may authorize the subcontractor supplier 

to ship the part directly to the customer, and these are commonly called Direct Ship Authorizations or DSAs. For more information see FAA 

Order 8130.21, AC 21-29, and AC 21-43. 

Drop Ship

From the Aviation Supplier’s Association: A Drop Shipment occurs when a distributor causes an article to be shipped from the distributor’s 

supplier to the distributor’s customer.

Drop Shipments and Direct Shipment (which see) are not to be confused. 

Drop Shipment Discussion:

• Drop shipping means that the part and its documentation won’t be physically inspected by your Inspectors, so there is always the possibility 

that the customer may reject the part for an issue that our inspectors would have caught. The customer will always attribute the issue to you.

• There is the possibility that the customer will detect who the part shipped from, and the next time go directly to them for the part.

• Drop shipping is best utilized when there is a clear, urgent requirement for the part such as an AOG. 

• There is a mistaken belief among a few that if Hazmat/DG parts are drop shipped, that you would be totally absolved of any responsibility. 

This is simply not true, since you are the originator of the shipment (the shipment would not have occurred unless you initiated it), you 

remains liable if the supplier does not comply with the applicable Hazmat/DG requirements. 



Dual Release

The airworthiness document (such as a 8130-3) has not only been maintained in accordance with the host 

country regulations, but that it also was accomplished in accordance with the regulations of another nation, such 

as the EASA Regulations. Note that a Dual Release is only valid on parts which have undergone maintenance; 

meaning it is not required nor provided for, or used in the context of New parts. 

• In the US a Dual Release is indicated on the 8130-3

• It is also acceptable to have a single release 8130-3 accompanied by a separate EASA Form 1 for the same 

work order.

• In some instances, a triple release may be required or given. A triple release for the same work order would 

typically consist of:

o 8130-1

o EASA Form 1

o CAAC Form AAC-038

Definitions, continued 

Dual Use Parts

A part which can be used for civilian or military use.





Definitions, continued 

MSN

Manufacturer’s Serial Number. This acronym is nearly always associated with the serial number of the aircraft 

and, unlike registration “N” numbers (see N Numbers in Definitions) does not change regardless of ownership. 

“N” Numbers (or informally- ‘Tail Number’) – Registration Numbers

These are commonly seen in big letters towards the rear of the aircraft and are 

frequently referred to as tail numbers. Formally these are Registration Numbers 

required by the host country in which the aircraft is registered. Tail numbers will 

change when aircraft are sold to different owners. In the USA, all registrations are 

prefixed with an “N”, which is why these are commonly called ‘N’ numbers; for 

example, N1234AA. ICAO, the International Civil Aviation Organisation, assigns the 

registration prefixes. The following is a small sampling of prefixes:

• VT India

• PH Netherlands

• F France

• C Canada

• A6 UAE



Definitions, continued 

Non-Incident Statements

Non incident statements (NIS) are not required by any regulatory 

authorities but remain a stubborn requirement from many 

customers. NIS is typically a statement from the seller that the 

part does not come from a military source, has not been involved 

in an incident or accident, etc. 

It’s a holdover from the 1990’s ‘bogus parts’ hysteria era when 

some parts were allegedly being switched from military to 

civilian, taken off of crashed aircraft, involved in warehouse 

flooding or fire, etc. For many reasons the use of NIS remains 

controversial but is a fixed requirement in the aftermarket. 

Recently IATA (International Air Transport Association) put forth an 

effort to replace the traditional NIS with an ICS-Incident Clearance 

Statement. The ICS places emphasis on the fact that even if the part 

was in its past removed from an incident or accident aircraft, its 

airworthiness has since been reestablished and its past is essentially 

moot (paraphrased). 



TAKE NOTE!  

The ASA Statement Form 
already incorporates the 
Incident Clearance Statement

For more information on implementing this form, 
go to:
https://aviationsuppliers.org/asa-statement-form-2020

https://aviationsuppliers.org/asa-statement-form-2020




Definitions, continued 

New Surplus

A new part which has been released as surplus (meaning a continuing need for the part no longer seems to 

exist for its current owner) by the airline or repair station, and which has no operating time or cycles, and is 

being sold by a person other than the OEM. Discussion:

• This term does have any regulatory definition and has come into use by the purchasing community in order 

to moderate prices of parts which otherwise might command New part pricing. 

Surplus Parts

Whereas the term ‘New Surplus’ (which see in Definitions) applies to new parts, the term Surplus Parts is 

broader but similarly means: A part which has been released as surplus (meaning a continuing need for the 

part no longer seems to exist for its current owner) by the airline or repair station. These are parts in the 

aftermarket. This term does not imply the parts condition which could be anything; it is a general broad 

term. Also see USM in Definitions. 



Definitions, continued 
Standard Parts

A part manufactured in complete compliance with an established industry or U.S. Government or international 

specification. For more information take the ASA’s webinar “All About Standard Parts” on this topic at https://aviationsuppliers.org/webinar-library-index

USM- Used Serviceable Material

This term has come into recent usage and simply means surplus parts which are serviceable. 

Trace-To Jargon

It is common among persons in sales and purchasing to use jargon in conversation regarding trace. Some common 

terms include ‘I have trace to’:

• 121- Meaning that the trace is to a USA registered Airline. Federal Aviation Regulation 121 is the FAR these 

airlines must follow, so it is common to refer to them as ‘121s’. 

• 129- Meaning trace to an air carrier who is not located in the USA (a foreign air carrier from the USA 

perspective) but must have an FAA 129 Certificate in order to fly into the USA. 

o From the USA perspective care must be taken not to refer to every foreign air carrier as a ‘129’. For 

example, Air Zimbabwe is certainly a foreign air carrier, but is not a 129. All 129s can be verified on the 

FAA’s website. 

• 145- Meaning trace to a Repair Station

https://aviationsuppliers.org/webinar-library-index


Generally Accepted Trace 

Q:

Why do we accept trace to repair stations and airlines, and not 

demand trace back to the manufacturer?

Q:

One customer accepts trace to a repair station, but another does not and 

requires further trace. Why is this so?

A:

We accept trace to an airline or repair station because it is well 

known that since they are certificated entities, their quality 

systems have strict and acceptable controls on the sources of 

their own parts. 

A:

Recall that trace is not regulatorily required, so the requirements for 

trace are established by each customer. In addition, it has been 

observed that some repair stations, knowingly or unwittingly 

‘launder’ parts to conceal issues with trace. Because of this some 

customers demand trace beyond the repair station. 



Trace to a tear-down disassembly

The Operator or 
Lessor sells the 
Asset (Aircraft or 
Engine)  to an 
interested party 
who will 
disassemble it

DOCUMENTATION:
1) Signed Sales 
agreement between 
the parties. The 
specifics of the asset 
are listed as applicable:
• MSN
• Tail Number
• Hours
• Engine /APU 

information

2) Non-Incident 
statement from the 
operator

The new owner of the asset 
commissions the disassembly  
operation

DOCUMENTATION:
1) The Disassembler’s removal tag listing the 
aircraft MSN, or Engine SN or APU SN.

2) ATA Spec 106 or equivalent

3) In most cases the part was removed in ‘AR’ 
condition, HOWEVER, in some cases you may see 
an 8130-3 tag in “Inspected” condition if the 
disassembler, for example, is a Repair Station 
with procedures to do so.

That removal tag is one 
of the most important 
documents to have!



A typical Trace and Airworthiness scenario is shown below. 

Trace 

Trail

A

Manufacturer

Sells to Distributor 
B

Condition New

B

Distributor

Sells to Airline C

Condition New

C

Airline 

Installs part, later has it overhauled. 
Sells it to Distributor D

Condition OH

D

Distributor

Sells it to another 
airline

Condition OH

Various 

Documents 

demonstrating 

Trace and/or 

customer 

requirements

Documents 

demonstrating 

Airworthiness

Manufacturer s 
documents 
stating they sold 
it to B:

- Packing Slip
- Invoices

- Manufacturer s 
Airworthiness Tag: 
e.g. 8130-3, EASA 
form 1

And/or

- Manufacturer C of C

- Manufacturer s 
Airworthiness Tag: e.g. 
8130-3, EASA form 1

And/or

- Manufacturer C of C

And/or

- DAR 8130-3 if eligible

Airworthiness tag from 
whomever Overhauled the 
part. E.g. 8130-3 or EASA 

form 1

Airworthiness 
tag from 

whomever 
Overhauled the 
part. E.g. 8130-3 
or EASA form 1

Distributor s 
documents stating 
they sold it to C:

- Packing Slip
- Invoices
- Distributor s 
Material Cert or C of 
C
- Stated Trace to 
Manufacturer A

Airline s documents stating they sold 
it to D:

- Packing Slip
- Invoices
- Airline s Material Cert or C of C
-Airline s Non Incident Statement
- Stated Trace to Manufacture r A

Distributor s documents stating 
they sold it to airline customer:

- Packing Slip
- Invoices
- Distributor s Material Cert or C 
of C
- Distributor s Non Incident 
statement
- Stated Trace to Airline C



PART II:

Workshop, Hands-
On Evaluation of 
Documentation 



WORKSHOP SCENARIO CASE 1:

1) It’s Friday afternoon on the last day of the month and all shipments must 

go! There is great pressure to inspect and ship everything as quickly as 

possible

2) Based on the given documents, are there any errors?

CASE 1: Trace a part disassembled from a tear-down project with trace to an operator and MSN



1 of 5: 

Purchase/Sales 

Agreement 

CASE 1:  You are 

about to ship this 

Valve to the 

customer:

The Documents You 

are inspecting:



2 of 5: Operator’s 

Non-Incident 

Statement 

CASE 1:  You are 

about to ship this 

Valve to the 

customer:

The Documents You 

are inspecting:



3 of 5: Removal 

Tag 

CASE 1:  You are 

about to ship this 

Valve to the 

customer:

The Documents You 

are inspecting:



4 of 5: Material Cert 

CASE 1:  You are 

about to ship this 

Valve to the 

customer:

The Documents You 

are inspecting:



5 of 5: The 8130-3 

CASE 1:  You are 

about to ship this 

Valve to the 

customer:

The Documents You 

are inspecting:





CASE 1: The Issues: First: Is this really an Accumulator?



CASE 1: The Issues:

Second: Wrong PN 

on Trace Cert



CASE 1: The Issues:

Third: Removal Tag and 

Trace NIS don’t match 

regarding ‘MSN’



CASE 1: The Issues: SIDEBAR:

It’s encouraged, but not 

always practiced, to 

place the Next Higher 

Assembly’s S/N 

somewhere on the ATA 

Spec form or its 

equivalent. For example, 

an MSN or Engine SN

Here the MSN is noted 

on the form from the 

Teardown Facility.

You are similarly 

encouraged to put it on 

your own form going to 

your customer 



The Customer’s PO

CASE 2: This is a drop 

ship, and per your 

policy you are 

reviewing the CDU’s 

paperwork before 

approving the 

shipment:

The Documents 

Provided:

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiOja6Ju93bAhUGHqwKHahGD0gQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.ebay.com/itm/AIRCRAFT-COCKPIT-CONTROL-DISPLAY-UNIT-NAVIGATION-GPS-RACAL-COMPUTER-HELICOPTER-/172630075632&psig=AOvVaw20RqyplT-8TOQbKPxWzB6E&ust=1529419835339066


Your own Cert

CASE 2: This is a drop 

ship, and per your 

policy you are 

reviewing the CDU’s 

paperwork before 

approving the 

shipment:

The Documents 

Provided:

By the way, YOU are 

Premium Aerospace 

Solutions



Trace: Page 1 of 2

CASE 2: This is a drop 

ship, and per your 

policy you are 

reviewing the CDU’s 

paperwork before 

approving the 

shipment:

The Documents 

Provided:



Trace: Page 2 of 2

CASE 2: This is a drop 

ship, and per your 

policy you are 

reviewing the CDU’s 

paperwork before 

approving the 

shipment:

The Documents 

Provided:



CASE 2: This is a drop ship, and per your policy you are reviewing the 

paperwork before approving the shipment:

The Documents Provided:
The 8130-3:



CASE 2: The Issues:

First, lets look at 

something the 

customer asked for:

Trace to a 121, 129 or 
145



CASE 2: The Issues:

Your own cert says 
you obtained it from 

a 129



CASE 2: The Issues: PROBLEM: Eagle Air in Guinea is 

NOT A 129! 

http://av-info.faa.gov/OpCert.asp



CASE 2: The Issues:

Second, lets look at 

something else the 

customer asked for:

A ‘Dual Release’



CASE 2: The Issues: Problem: This is not a Dual 

Release!



CASE 2: The Issues:

Third, lets look at 

something else the 

customer asked for:



CASE 2: The Issues: Problem: Block 11 DOES NOT 

state ‘Overhauled’!



CASE 2: The Issues:

Fourth, lets look at 

something else the 

customer asked for:



CASE 2: The Issues: Problem: Block 8 appears to 

be missing a digit from the 

part number!



CASE 2: The Issues: Lessons Learned:

• Before shipping, always look at the customer’s PO (when available). DO 
NOT ASSUME your ERP system and your own POs “covered all the bases.”
• By the way, if it appears the customer’s PO is not posted, ask the salesperson if they 

have it. Many times it’s ‘forgotten’ or seemingly misplaced

• VERY FEW Airlines based outside the USA are 129’s. Check the FAA web 
site if unsure. 
• Also, Royboy cautions when using that web site, beware the listing may be 

under an alternate business name, holding company, or a D/B/A name.
• Note also, that if desired, you can download the FAA database from this 

website

• Be careful with Dual Releases PO Requests: The request may have been 
for, for example a CAAC release instead of an EASA.

• Cross check critical information (P/N, S/N, etc.) against all documents for 
100% uniformity.
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McDonnell Douglas. He was also a member of the US Air Force in the 
Reserves/ANG having served 32 years in Electronic Warfare and 
Avionics. Resto has served on the FAA’s Suspected Unapproved Parts 
Steering Committee and the Aviation  Suppliers Association Board of 
Directors.

Roy has an MBA in Finance from Oklahoma City University, a BS from 
Oklahoma State University, an AAS in Avionics from the Community 
College of the Air Force, and is an Aviation High School graduate. 
Complementing these, he has an FAA A&P license, an FCC 
Radiotelephone license with a RADAR endorsement, is an FAA DAR 
(Designated Airworthiness Representative), Instrument Rated Pilot, 
and speaks fluent Spanish. His website is: 
www.AimSolutionsConsulting.com
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THANK YOU 

FOR 

ATTENDING!


