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VIEWPOINT

Dear Aviation Industry:  
The world can’t wait for 2050

AVIATION AND THE WORLD ARE SUFFERING the twin catastro-
phes of the climate crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic. These two 
seemingly unrelated disasters actually arose from the same cause — 
mankind’s dominion over the planet and the human race’s belief that 
it could do whatever it wanted and Mother Nature wouldn’t mind.

But as the beginning of July 2021 approached, we saw Mother 
Nature fighting back. A so-called “heat dome” was parked over the 
Pacific Northwest in North America and temperatures in British 
Columbia soared to 48C when normally they would be around 
20C. In Russia, huge storms battered Moscow with pouring rain 
and floods. Scientists warned these unusual weather shocks will 
continue. Mother Nature also found ways to kill more people with 
the Delta variant of COVID-19 that is far more transmissible than 
other variants.

Amid all of this, several aviation companies chose the week of 
14 June to announce their latest efforts to “go green”. Rolls-Royce, 
Pratt & Whitney, GE Aviation, Safran Aircraft Engines, and Airbus 
all rolled out their latest plans for “sustainable” aviation. However 
well-intentioned these companies are when it comes to the envi-
ronment, these efforts are too little and come too late to have any 
real effect on mitigating the crisis. The Earth can’t wait until 2050 
for the industry to become carbon-neutral.

Just a day after GE Aviation and Safran announced their green 
plans came a report that the tipping point for irreversible global 
warming may have already been triggered, according to the scientist 
who led an expedition to the Arctic. “The disappearance of summer 
sea ice in the Arctic is one of the first landmines in this minefield, 
one of the tipping points that we set off first when we push warming 
too far,” said Dr Markus Rex, who led the world’s biggest mission to 
the North Pole involving 300 scientists from 20 countries. “And one 
can essentially ask if we haven’t already stepped on this mine and 
already set off the beginning of the explosion.”

And while the aviation industry argues that its plans to be carbon 
neutral by 2050 will help — and those plans are good as far as they 
go — another report came out in June that said no matter what the 
industry does, its efforts will have a negligible impact for the better. 
Published in Nature Communications, an international research team 
including experts from the University of Birmingham said that non-
CO2 effects will continue to make a major contribution to aviation’s 

climate impact over the coming years. However, these effects are not 
included in the International Civil Aviation Organisation’s (ICAO) goal 
of climate-neutral growth and only partly addressed in Flightpath 
2050 — the European Commission’s vision for aviation.

Although Flightpath 2050 emissions goals are likely to stabilise 
aviation’s climate impact and ICAO’s offsetting scheme CORSIA 
will surpass the climate target set to support the Paris Agreement’s 
goals, the researchers warn that an increasing aviation-induced 
global warming effect is likely despite the implementation of a range 
of mitigation options within the sector.

Aviation companies should be applauded for their recent efforts, 
but the world can’t wait until 2050 when most of the industry wants 
to be carbon-neutral. It needs to happen now. Industry will argue 
it can’t implement changes immediately and needs more time. But 
it’s not as if the corporate world hasn’t known the climate crisis has 
been brewing for decades. Scientists and activists in the 1970s were 
warning about the dangers then, but they were derided as “tree 
huggers” and “hippies”. It is only now, when corporate interests are 
threatened that industry chooses to act.

Hollywood though, knew about the dangers back in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s. Two movies, both starring Charlton Heston, made 
the point. The film Soylent Green used a powerful opening montage 
to show mankind “progressing” from verdant farms and green fields 
to smog-choked, traffic-clogged cities before zooming in on the last 
tree left in New York City being protected by armed guards under a 
tent in what used to be Central Park.

More tellingly was the famous line in The Planet of the Apes read 
by the character Cornelius. It reads in part: “Beware the beast Man, 
for he is the Devil’s pawn…Let him not breed in great numbers, for 
he will make a desert of his home and yours.”

If the aerospace industry can put a man on the Moon in less than 
10 years, it shouldn’t take nearly 30 years to go carbon-neutral. The 
planet can’t wait until 2050.

Matt Driskill EDITOR

matt.driskill@asianaviation.com
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JET AVIATION ACQUIRES  
EXECUJET’S ZURICH FBO,  
HANGAR OPS
Jet Aviation announced that it has acquired 
ExecuJet’s Zurich FBO and hangar 
operations and Luxaviation’s Swiss Aircraft 
Management and Charter Division. With 
this acquisition the company adds a 
second FBO terminal, two private ramps 
and two hangars to its Zurich footprint and 
17 aircraft to its European fleet. Located 
opposite Jet Aviation’s FBO at Zurich 
Airport, the ExecuJet Zurich FBO includes 
one near-5,000 square-metre hangar 
and one 2,500 square-metre hangar; two 
private ramps at 4,620 and 5,760 square 
metres; a 500 square-metre vehicle parking 
area; and a multifunctional, state of-the-art 
terminal for passengers and crews.

Rex subsidiary Pel-Air adds Pilatus PC-24s  
for air ambulance service
As announced by the New South Wales government, funds for the new budget year have 
been allocated for NSW Ambulance (NSWA) to secure an improved mix of aircraft in their 
Air Ambulance fleet. Rex subsidiary Pel-Air will be adding two new Pilatus PC-24 jets to the 
NSWA Fixed Wing air ambulance services contract. The operations phase of the contract 
will commence from 1 January 2022, with the introduction of five new King Air B350 aircraft. 
The two jets will be introduced into service in the second half of 2023, and will replace two 
of the five King Air B350 aircraft for the rest of the 10-year operational phase. The Pilatus 
PC-24 jets will undergo modifications in both Stans, Switzerland and locally in New South 
Wales to prepare the aircraft for the critical care and complex mission requirements of NSWA 
in the areas of standard patient transfers, Newborn and Paediatric Emergency Transport 
Service operations, Extracorporeal Membrane Oxygenation operations, Intra-Aortic Balloon 
Pump operations, Bariatric patient operations, over-water aeromedical transfers and major 
incident responses. The ability of the PC-24 jet to travel long distances at very high speed 
and to land at narrow unpaved runways of only 11m width will be critical in a big state like 
NSW and could make the difference between life and death. — MATT DRISKILL

METROJET PROVIDES 
FLIGHT SUPPORT FOR 
PARA-PUBLIC PLANES

Hong Kong-based Metrojet recently provid-
ed flight operations and planning support to 
Pacific Mission Aviation (PMA) in delivering 
two King Air 200 aircraft from the United 
States to Yap Island in Micronesia, where the 
non-governmental missionary organisation 
is based. PMA previously operated twin-en-
gine piston aircraft within the Micronesian 
islands providing voluntary maritime rescue 
and aeromedical services. As it became im-
practical to continue operating the old pis-
ton-engine aircraft, PMA looked for options 
on the market and came across two King 
Air 200s in the US. After understanding the 
meaningful life-saving mission of PMA, Sa-
maritan’s Purse — the original King Air owner 
— decided to sell the aircraft at the price of 
US$1 each to PMA, and offered training to 
their pilots and engineers. Knowing that the 
missionary organisation needed international 
flight operations support, Metrojet’s Captain 
Stewart Borg offered the services of Metro-
jet’s Flight Dispatch team to PMA. Rockwell 
Collins sponsored a 30-day free flight oper-
ation software license to PMA for them to 
fly the aircraft back to Yap. — MATT DRISKILL

EXECUJET MRO SERVICES MALAYSIA COMPLETES  
FALCON HEAVY CHECK
ExecuJet MRO Services Malaysia has com-
pleted the country ’s first C-Inspection on 
a Dassault Falcon 2000, further reinforcing 
Malaysia’s status as an important centre for 
business aviation maintenance, repair and 
overhaul (MRO) in Asia-Pacific. The Fal-
con 2000 is a super mid-size business jet 
favoured by many operators in Asia-Pacific. 
It is the most popular Falcon type in the 
region with more than 40 aircraft operat-
ed. There are over 100 Falcons of all types 
in Asia-Pacific. ExecuJet MRO Services 
Malaysia is based at Subang Airport and 
became a wholly-owned subsidiary of Das-
sault Aviation in early 2019. It is the largest 

business aviation MRO in Malaysia and one 
of the largest in the region. The company 
provides line and heavy maintenance for 
many different aircraft types from various 
business jet manufacturers including Bom-
bardier and Gulfstream. 

A Falcon C-Inspection is a major main-
tenance check, with extensive inspections 
of aircraft structures and systems. It is sim-
ilar in scope to major inspections ExecuJet 
MRO Services performs on Bombardier and 
Gulsftream products. The specific variant of 
Falcon 2000 that ExecuJet MRO Services 
completed the C-Check on is the Falcon 
2000LXS. — MATT DRISKILL
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ASTRO AEROSPACE BUYS HORIZON AIRCRAFT
Astro Aerospace, a developer of eVTOL aerial vehicles and drones, 
announced that the acquisition agreement with Horizon Aircraft, a 
privately held developer of advanced eVTOLs, has closed. Patricia 
Trompeter, currently a member of Astro’s board of directors has 
agreed to take on the role of chief executive officer.

KOREAN AIR SUPPLIES UAVS FOR FIREFIGHTERS
Korean Air will supply two of its new hybrid unmanned vehicles for a 
firefighting drone project on Jeju Island, one of Korea’s most popular 
vacation spots. The hybrid drones feature an engine that combines 
internal combustion with battery power. It enables a maximum two-
hour flight time.

Embraer’s Eve signs deals  
and expands outlook
Embraer’s Eve Urban Air Mobility Solutions platform has in the past few months signed 
several deals and made plans for its expansion. Eve and Ascent announced a partnership 
focused on accelerating the development of the Urban Air Mobility ecosystem in Asia-Pacific 
markets. The partnership will advance the entry of Eve’s electric vertical take-off and landing 
vehicle (eVTOL) aircraft into Ascent’s growing technology platform that allows users to book 
charter flights as well as flights by the seat and orchestrate UAM operations seamlessly. The 
partnership aims at enabling the progressive entry of Eve’s eVTOLs throughout the region 
dedicated to air taxi, cargo and air medical services. Ascent currently includes a data base 
of air operator partners that are dedicated to UAM operations throughout Thailand and the 
Philippines, and is set to expand its presence in the region. Additionally, the parties expect 
that Eve´s Urban Air Traffic Management (UATM) services will be fully integrated into As-
cent technology to ensure secure and scalable operations. Eve also announced that it has 
signed a partnership deal with vertiport company Skyports to develop urban air mobility 
solutions with a focus on vehicle-vertiport operations in early adopter markets in Asia and 
the Americas. Eve also announced that it has signed a deal with Blade Air Mobility to provide 
Blade up to 60,000 hours of flight time per year on its eVTOL aircraft beginning in 2026 for 
use in southern Florida and West Coast markets. — MATT DRISKILL

AIRBUS HELICOPTERS 
CALLS ON INDUSTRY TO 
USE SUSTAINABLE FUELS

Airbus Helicopters has called on the rotary 
industry to help drive the deployment of bi-
ofuels through the creation of a Sustainable 
Aviation Fuel (SAF) User Group dedicated 
to the rotary-wing community. As a pio-
neer in the civil turbine rotorcraft market, the 
company is calling all major stakeholders to 
join the initiative, which aims at reducing 
aviation’s impact on citizens and the envi-
ronment. With the SAF User Group, Airbus 
Helicopters plans to tackle the remaining 
challenges around biofuels and proactively 
support the industry’s CO₂ reduction com-
mitment, thanks to constant cooperation 
with partners from all areas of the aviation 
sector. Airbus Helicopters also announced 
recently that it was launching a rotary-wing 
safety award in Australia. The “Civil Heli-
copter — Innovation in Rotary-wing Safety 
Award” was launched at Rotortech in Aus-
tralia to encourage, recognise and celebrate 
Australian-based rotary wing organisations, 
groups, and agencies who have made a sig-
nificant contribution to improve safety per-
formance. Nominations are open now and 
will be awarded at Avalon Airshow later this 
year. Finally, Airbus Helicopters announced 
SAF Group will be operating three more 
five-bladed H145s for emergency medical 
services (EMS) in France. These three air-
craft will be based in Grenoble, Valence, 
and Montpellier. They will complement the 
three H145s already ordered by SAF in 2018 
and 2020, the first of which was delivered 
recently and will be deployed for EMS mis-
sions in Belgium. — MATT DRISKILL

EHANG 216 CONDUCTS TRIAL FLIGHTS IN JAPAN

EHang announced its flagship passen-
ger-grade AAV EHang 216 successfully 
performed its maiden Japan unmanned and 
autonomous trial flight to showcase safe, 
autonomous, eco-friendly urban air mobility 

(UAM) solutions. Ahead of the trial flight, 
the EHang 216 obtained a trial flight permit 
from the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, 
Transport and Tourism of Japan (MLIT) with 
a local partner. — MATT DRISKILL
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MRO News

MRO INSIDER ADDS  
76 LOCATIONS
MRO Insider announced that the company 
has added a record-breaking 76 locations  
to the network in the month of June.  
There are now 235 locations available  
on the platform that provide scheduled  
and unscheduled maintenance, aircraft 
cleaning and detailing, parts procurement 
or overhaul, and ground service equipment 
rental.

AAR SIGNS AGREEMENT  
WITH DRUCK
AAR has signed an agreement with Druck, 
a Baker Hughes business, to offer global 
aircraft-on-ground (AOG) support for a range 
of engine pressure sensors. This service 
will be performed through AAR´s customer 
support team and worldwide warehouses 
network.

China Airlines and AFI KLM E&M sign  
major GE90 engine support contract
AFI KLM E&M and China Airlines have signed a formal agreement to support the GE90 
engines powering the airline’s fleet of Boeing 777F aircraft. It binds the two parties exclu-
sively over the long term with Power-By-the-Hour (PBH) support solutions. This contract 
covers PBH, such as MRO on engine and LRU, engineering support including spare engine 
support, transportation, On-Wing and on-site support. China Airlines will also benefit from 
AFI KLM E&M’s engine predictive maintenance solution Prognosâ for Engine. China Airlines 
also announced it has extended its deal with HAECO ITM, a member of the HAECO Group, 
to provide inventory technical management support to the airline’s expanding Boeing 777 
fleet. The new agreement will run until 2029 and includes the addition of six Boeing 777F 
aircraft, while the first two aircraft were delivered in December 2020 and all aircraft will be 
entering into service by 2023. The contract extension covers component MRO, repair man-
agement, component pooling, component engineering, consumable and expendable parts 
support services, AOG support as well as onsite consignment stock in Taipei to all 16 of 
CAL’s Boeing 777 passenger and freighter fleet. HAECO ITM has been providing inventory 
technical management support to China Airlines since 2014. — MATT DRISKILL

ST ENGINEERING  
BREAKS GROUND ON  
NEW US HANGER

ST Engineering celebrated the ground-break-
ing for a new aircraft maintenance hangar 
at the Pensacola International Airport. The 
construction of the new hangar is the first 
phase in the development of a 655,000 sq. 
ft airframe maintenance, repair and over-
haul (MRO) complex that was originally 
announced in October 2018. The project 
expands on an existing two-bay widebody 
hangar operated by ST Engineering. When 
fully completed, the expansion will add three 
large state-of-the-art hangars and associ-
ated support shops, and around 1.5 million 
labour hours to ST Engineering’s annual 
capacity in Pensacola. The total develop-
ment cost for the airframe MRO complex 
is budgeted at US$210 million, funding for 
which comes from ST Engineering, Triumph 
Gulf Coast, the City of Pensacola, Escambia 
county, the state of Florida and other state 
and federal organisations. — MATT DRISKILL

CATHAY PACIFIC AIRWAYS AND HK EXPRESS SELECT 
AIRBUS’S FHS TO SUPPORT A320S

STANDARDAERO COMPLETES ACQUISITION OF SIGNATURE 
AVIATION’S ENGINE REPAIR BUSINESS

Cathay Pacific Airways and HK Express have 
signed contracts for Airbus’s Flight Hour Ser-
vices (FHS) to provide support for their A320 
family fleets. These extend the service rela-
tionship with Cathay Pacific and welcome 
HK Express as a new FHS customer. The 
multi-year, maintenance-by-the-hour con-
tracts cover integrated component services, 
including on-site stock, pool access, and re-
pair services. The airlines will also benefit 

StandardAero announced that it has offi-
cially completed its acquisition of Signature 
Aviation’s engine repair and overhaul (ERO) 
business. Signature’s ERO business is an 
engine maintenance, repair and overhaul 
(MRO) provider made up of the following 
five entities: Dallas Airmotive, H+S Avia-

from Airbus’s engineering expertise and FHS 
local representatives in Hong Kong. Airbus 
has finalised 11 FHS contracts with operators 
worldwide over the last six months. The latest 
contract agreements demonstrate the con-
tinued interest in Airbus’s integrated main-
tenance service, proving more relevant than 
ever in post-crisis times when airlines need 
to carefully monitor their costs and contain 
investments. — MATT DRISKILL

tion, W.H. Barrett Turbine Engine Company, 
International Governor Services (IGS) and 
International Turbine Service (ITS). ERO is 
headquartered in Dallas, Texas, with two 
overhaul facilities, 10 regional turbine cen-
tres, one component MRO site and two 
parts/distribution facilities. — MATT DRISKILL
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Interiors/IFEC NewsDIEHL AVIATION REACHES  
LABOUR DEAL
Diehl Aviation, a leading supplier of 
cabin interiors, said it has successfully 
concluded negotiations of management 
with labour on the implementation of a 
concept for the future. Negotiations had 
been ongoing since November 2020. At 
the time, the company had presented 
its planned repositioning, together 
with a concept for the future which, in 
addition to restructuring, also comprises 
an innovation offensive. The announced 
restructuring includes an adjustment of 
the number of positions at the German 
locations of Diehl Aviation and therefore 
required negotiations of management 
with labour. An agreement has now been 
reached on all issues.

Qatar Airways introduces new  
Business Class suite
Qatar Airways will launch its new Boeing 787-9 Dreamliner passenger aircraft featuring a new 
Business Class Suite on a number of key routes to Europe and Asia, starting with its Doha to 
Milan service. The aircraft is scheduled for services from Doha to Athens, Barcelona, Dammam, 
Karachi, Kuala Lumpur, Madrid and Milan and has a total passenger capacity of 311 seats — 30 
Business Class Suites and 281 seats in Economy Class. Qatar Airways Group Chief Executive 
Akbar Al-Baker said, “The new Business Class Suite sets yet another industry standard with 
a uniquely private experience for premium passengers travelling with us, which is becoming 
increasingly valuable during this pandemic, while showcasing Qatar Airways’ 5-star standards 
of excellence and Qatari hospitality that are quintessential on all of our flights. Our passengers 
deserve the best and I am confident that they will appreciate the larger Dreamliner variant for 
its unmatched comfort in the sky. Passengers can rest assured that its responsible impact on 
the environment fully aligns with our ambition to achieve the highest levels of sustainability.” 
Arranged in a herringbone pattern, in a 1-2-1 configuration, each suite has direct aisle access 
with a sliding door to ensure the ultimate in privacy and comfort. Passengers seated in ad-
joining centre suites can slide the privacy panels away at the touch of a button to create their 
very own enclosed private space. The Business Class Suite, transforms into a 79” fully-flat bed, 
offering elevated levels of comfort on board. — MATT DRISKILL

COLLINS AEROSPACE 
UNVEILS TOUCHLESS  
IN-FLIGHT SOLUTION

Collins Aerospace is increasing the operat-
ing efficiency of in-flight services, enhanc-
ing passenger experience and reducing 
cabin touchpoints with its new Electronic 
Cabin Bag (eCB) Solution. Now available 
to airlines across the globe, eCB digitalis-
es and automates cabin crew tasks while 
enabling passengers to use their personal 
electronic devices for inflight shopping and 
service requests. 

By digitising documents, inflight pro-
cesses and inflight inventory, the eCB solu-
tion puts the information that the cabin 
crew needs to better serve passengers 
on a single device, replacing traditional 
paper-heavy processes. 

The solution also eliminates the need 
for passengers to touch high-traffic call 
buttons. — MATT DRISKILL

SATAIR, AES SIGN MULTI-YEAR DISTRIBUTION DEAL

Satair, an Airbus Services company, and 
AES Aircraft Elektro/Elektronik System 
GmbH, have signed a multi-year distribu-
tion agreement for selected part numbers 
designed for the aircraft cabin. The agree-
ment covers global distribution rights on 
an exclusive basis for 23 part numbers in-
cluding direct light supply in the galleys and 
lavatories, mood lighting in bar units, and 
the Switch Mode Power Supplies used in 

various areas of the aircraft cabin to power 
applications. AES GmbH is an international 
company serving customers in the aviation, 
space, and maritime industries. 

The company ’s product portfolio in-
cludes, but is not limited to, aircraft cabin 
electronics, comprehensive electrical en-
gineering services, electronic design, and 
certification services. Morten Olsen, vice 
president Product Management, Satair, 

says: “We are excited to expand our rela-
tionship with AES and we look forward to 
continuing bringing benefits to our custom-
ers through our portfolio of cabin offerings.” 
As the exclusive distributor, Satair will be 
the single point of contact for spare parts 
covered by the agreement, and will, on the 
basis of a global network, bring improved 
support capabilities to its airline customers. 
— MATT DRISKILL
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Aviation People on the Move

TOMMASO  
AURIEMMA

TACO STOUTEN RENÉ POPP

AFI KLM E&M has named Tommaso 
Auriemma as its new sales vice president 
for the Asia-Pacific region. AFI KLM E&M 
also said its Spairliners joint venture has 
named Taco Stouten as head of Sales 
& Marketing and René Popp has been 
named head of Engineering, Asset & 
AOG-Desk.

AIRBUS has appointed 
Catherine Jestin as 
executive vice president 
Digital and Information 
Management. She will join 

the Executive Committee and report to 
Guillaume Faury, Airbus CEO.

AIR NEW ZEALAND has 
appointed Nikhil 
Ravishankar as its chief 
digital officer. Ravishankar 
is currently chief digital 

officer at Vector New Zealand, having led 
the company’s digital and information 
technology function and its transformation 
programme since 2017.

ELLEN LEE MAYA BORDEAUX

ATPCO announced that two new 
executives have been added to its 
leadership team with Ellen Lee joining as 
chief commercial officer (CCO) and Maya 
Bordeaux as chief people and culture 
officer (CPCO).

The BERMUDA CIVIL 
AVIATION AUTHORITY 
(BCAA) has appointed 
Liam Byrne as director of 
business development.

FEDOR NOVIKOV CLARK FRITZSCH

CARGO IQ has appointed Fedor Novikov, 
marketing director, Volga-Dnepr Group 
and Clark Fritzsch, global head of 
Business Process Management at 
Airfreight, as new board members.

INMARSAT, the global 
leader in mobile satellite 
communications, 
announced it has named 
Fredrik Gustavsson as the 

company’s chief strategy officer.

KLEOS SPACE has 
appointed co-founder 
Miles Ashcroft to the role 
of chief innovation officer 
to overseee the company’s 

research and innovation activity.

SYLVIO ANGELONE OLIVIA CHANG

Airport lounge company PLAZA 
PREMIUM GROUP has named Sylvio 
Angelone as chief operating officer and 
Olivia Chang as chief information officer.

RECARO AIRCRAFT 
SEATING has named 
Sunitha Vegerla as its new 
general manager of Recaro 
Aircraft Seating Americas 

in Fort Worth, Texas.

RED AIRCRAFT has 
appointed Enrico Evers as 
its new head of sales and 
customer support. He will 
be reporting to Jürgen 

Schwarz, head of commercial.

ALAIN  
BERGER

DEBORAH  
PILCZER

PATRICK  
THOMAS

SAFRAN NACELLES has named Alain 
Berger as vice president, Customer 
Support & Services, and named Deborah 
Pilczer as vice president, Sales and 
Marketing. Patrick Thomas has also  
been named vice president, 
Administration and Finance.

VORTEX AVIATION has 
named Mitch Schuldiner 
as director of operations 
for its Davie, Florida 
engine shop. Schuldiner  

is an aviation industry veteran who  
brings over 30 years of experience to 
Vortex Aviation.

To get the latest industry updates, 
go to asianaviation.com/ 
category/industry-news/

https://asianaviation.com/category/industry-news/
https://asianaviation.com/category/industry-news/
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Aviation remains hobbled  
by COVID-19 pandemic
The latest figures from the International Air Transport Association (IATA) showed marginal 
improvements in international and domestic travel demand, but traffic remained well below 
pre-pandemic levels. The one bright spot in the industry remains cargo with IATA figures 
showing cargo demand actually is above pre-COVID-19 levels. “We are starting to see positive 
developments, with some international markets opening to vaccinated travellers,” said IATA 
Director General Willie Walsh. “The Northern Hemisphere summer travel season has now 
fully arrived. And it is disappointing that more governments are not moving more rapidly to 
use data to drive border opening strategies that would help revive tourism jobs and reunite 
families…too many governments continue to act as if the only tool in their anti-COVID-19 
arsenal is a blanket border closure or an arrival quarantine. In fact, research from leading 
medical organizations around the globe confirms that vaccinated travellers pose very little risk 
to the local population while data show that pre-departure testing largely removes the risk 
of unvaccinated travellers importing COVID-19. It is long past time for governments to start 
responding to this information with more nuanced data-driven risk-based strategies. These will 
minimise the chance of importing COVID-19 while allowing the world to reopen to travel and 
all the opportunities it brings to reconnect with loved ones, to realise business opportunities, 
to explore the world or take a well-deserved vacation,” said Walsh. — MATT DRISKILL

IA
TA

ICAO RELEASES NEW PACKAGE FOR  
COVID-19 TRAVEL CORRIDORS
To assist countries seeking to establish 
public health travel corridors during their 
COVID-19 recovery phases, the International 
Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO) has just 
released a new implementation package 
(iPack) on Establishing a Public Health Cor-
ridor (PHC). Composed of guidance material, 
support personnel, training, and other re-
sources, the new travel corridor iPack is fully 
aligned with the latest recommendations 
issued by the ICAO Council Aviation Recov-
ery Task Force (CART), and with guidance 
developed jointly by ICAO, the World Health 
Organisation (WHO), and other contributors 
in the UN aviation agency’s new Manual on 

Testing and Cross-border Risk Management 
Measures. “This initiative has greatly bene-
fitted from the continuous feedback which 
we’ve been receiving from our member 
states through our COVID-19 monitoring and 
coordination platforms and other feedback 
mechanisms,” said ICAO Secretary General 
Dr Fang Liu. “It expands on the guidance 
already developed by ICAO in this area, and 
provides access to training courses, a prac-
tical hands-on workshop updated regularly 
with the latest scientific evidence, and a 
dedicated subject matter expert to consult 
on the participating countries’ planning and 
progress.” — MATT DRISKILL

HOLIDAY TRAVEL  
SHAKES UP AUSTRALIAN 
AVIATION MARKET

A surge in domestic tourism as a result of 
increased consumer confidence, lower air-
fares and greater competition between air-
lines helped drive the recovery of Australia’s 
airline industry in recent months, according 
to the most recent report from the Australian 
Competition & Consumer Commission. The 
report showed total passenger numbers in 
March 2021 were 55 percent of pre-pandem-
ic numbers, up from 41 percent in December 
2020. The airlines have reported continued 
growth since March 2021 and had forecast a 
return to pre-pandemic levels of flying early 
in the second half of 2021. However, recent 
outbreaks and subsequent border closures 
are likely to delay this timeframe. The report 
shows that the Qantas Group’s share of total 
domestic passengers fell slightly to 69 per-
cent in March 2021, down from 74 percent in 
December 2020, but remains higher than its 
pre-pandemic share of 61 percent. Virgin’s 
passenger share recovered to 28 percent 
in March 2021, up from 24 percent in De-
cember 2020, while Rex has maintained its 
2 percent share. — MATT DRISKILL

ASEAN, EU CONCLUDE 
AVIATION AGREEMENT

The Association of Southeast Asian Na-
tions (ASEAN) and the European Union 
(EU) have concluded the negotiations on 
the ASEAN-EU Comprehensive Air Trans-
port Agreement (AE CATA). The deal is 
the world’s first bloc-to-bloc air transport 
agreement and will bolster connectivity and 
economic development among the 37 mem-
ber states of ASEAN and the EU. Under the 
agreement, airlines of ASEAN and the EU 
will have greater opportunities to operate 
passenger and cargo services between and 
beyond both regions. Airlines of ASEAN 
and the EU will be able to fly any number of 
services between both regions. In addition, 
airlines will be able to fly up to 14 weekly 
passenger services. — MATT DRISKILL
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AIRPORTS THROUGHOUT THE ASIA-PACIFIC REGION have put 
environmental targets at the top of their list of objectives as the glob-
al aviation industry slowly progresses on its path to recovery from 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Thankfully, the effects of the pandemic do 
not appear to have derailed airports’ ambitions in this area. 

In June, Airports Council International and its five regions, in-
cluding ACI Asia-Pacific, committed to a long-term carbon goal 
for member airports, namely net-zero carbon emissions by 2050. 
The commitment is limited to those carbon emissions the airport 
operator is directly or indirectly responsible for, namely Scope 1 and 
2 emissions and not emissions from aircraft operations. “Through a 
combination of new technology, operational efficiencies and infra-
structure improvements, more than 10 billion tonnes of CO2 have 
been averted by the industry since 1990, but we must build on this 
and accelerate our collective efforts to decarbonise,” explains ACI 
World Director General Luis Felipe de Oliveira.

ACI’s commitment is based on the 2010 baseline of 18.6 million 
tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent (Mt CO2e), with 10.3 percent 
of emissions coming from Scope 1 sources — generated by airport 
vehicles, for example — and 89.7 percent from Scope 2 — emissions 
from the airport’s electricity needs. If no action is taken, Scope 1 
and 2 emissions are expected to increase to 24.9 Mt CO2e by 2050.

ACI has identified a raft of emission reduction measures, including 
on-site thermal decarbonisation including thermal plant and emer-
gency generators; negative emissions technologies such as carbon 
removal; renewable energy purchases; grid decarbonisation; energy 
efficiency measures such as lighting, HVAC and smart controls 
using artificial intelligence (AI); vehicle fleet decarbonisation; and 
on-site renewables.

With almost 100 new airports planned in the Asia-Pacific region 
and a sixfold increase in passenger demand projected by 2050, 
action rather than words is vital in this part of the world. Airports 

Green dream
Airports in the Asia-Pacific region are striving to play their part  

in driving environmental improvements in the sector.  

Emma Kelly Looks at some of the initiatives. 
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throughout the Asia-Pacific region are, however, taking up the 
challenge and examining their entire operations and implementing 
changes in order to reach their carbon neutrality goals. Asia-Pacific 
airports have demonstrated a “deep commitment” to reduce their 
environmental impact, Stefano Baronci, director general of ACI 
Asia-Pacific tells Asian Aviation.

“Our members span airports across the Asia-Pacific and Middle 
East and operate under very different conditions,” he says. “For 
airports, improving their environmental performance includes car-
bon reduction as well as a focus on noise, air quality, waste, water, 
energy, biodiversity, ground transportation and land and water 
contamination,” he adds.

ACI recognises airport environmental achievements in its Green 
Airports Recognition programme, acknowledging innovative prac-
tices and programmes ranging from equipment power replacement 
and green plantation to vehicle power replacement. The programme 

was established in 2017 to promote environmental best practices, 
with more than 70 case studies collected to date, ranging from wa-
ter management to green infrastructure and energy management, 
says Baronci.

The latest recipients, recognised for air quality improvements, 
are New Delhi’s Indira Gandhi International Airport; Hong Kong 
International Airport; Taipei’s Taoyuan International Airport; Brisbane 
Airport; Hyderabad’s Rajiv Gandhi International Airport; and Taipei’s 
Kaohsiung International Airport.

Delhi, for example, has introduced wide-ranging environmental 
initiatives aimed at achieving net-zero carbon emissions by 2030. 
These include certified green building infrastructure; solar plants; 
energy management systems; energy efficient infrastructure; electric 
mobility; water management infrastructure; and rainwater harvesting. 

One of its innovative programmes is sustainable taxiing of aircraft 
using the semi-robotic hybrid special purpose vehicle, the TaxiBot, 
designed by Israel Aerospace Industries. It has been in operation at 
Delhi Airport for the last two years, saving 532 tonnes of carbon and 
helping airlines save 214,000 litres of fuel. The vehicle is controlled 
by the pilot from the cockpit and can move an aircraft from the ter-
minal gate to the take-off point and return it to the gate on landing. 

Meanwhile, Hong Kong International Airport adopts an airport-wide 
approach and collaborates with all stakeholders to reduce its environ-
mental impact. Recent efforts include the introduction of 16 electric 
airside passenger and staff buses; a successful trial of an AI robotic 
waste sorter system in an effort to improve waste recycling; and pas-
sive design strategies and low-energy active design techniques for 
new project designs, with high energy-performance glazing, wall and 
roof materials on the facades to provide improved thermal isolation 
and photovoltaic panels to offset energy consumption. 

Fellow winner Brisbane Airport was recognised for its 12 electric 
buses and purpose-built charging station, which performs landside 
transport operations. Each bus is capable of carrying 70 passengers, 
travelling 600km or up to 100 transfer journeys on a single charge, 
using kinetic power regeneration technology to produce charge as the 
buses decelerate. The electric buses replaced a diesel fleet, reducing 
approximately 350 tonnes of CO2 and 200kg of pollutants each year. 

Hyderabad International Airport (GHIAL) was recognised for a raft 
of initiatives, including fixed electrical ground power use, resulting 
in not having to use auxiliary power units; solar-powered baggage 
freight loaders, electric coaches, tugs and vehicles, reducing the use 
of diesel and associated air emissions; the use of electric buses and 
cars; and single engine taxiing of aircraft. 

ACI’s Airport Carbon Accreditation (ACA) programme, meanwhile, 
today includes 59 airports at various stages of their carbon manage-
ment journey. “Of those, six have already reached carbon neutrality 
— meaning they prioritise emissions reductions as much as possible 
then offset the residual emissions,” explains Baronci. Late last year, 
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◀ Hong Kong International Airport has been recognised for air 
quality improvements.
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New Zealand’s Christchurch Airport and Delhi Airport achieved 
Level 4 Transformation and Level 4+ Transition “putting them firmly 
on the path to net zero carbon emissions”, he adds. 

Numerous airports in Australia, New Zealand, India and Japan 
have already set net-zero carbon goals for 2050, says Baronci, 
pointing to Adelaide, Brisbane, Kansai Airports Group, Melbourne, 
Perth and Narita Airport Group, while Christchurch, Delhi and Syd-
ney have set even more ambitious goal of net zero carbon by 2030. 

Japan’s Narita International Airport, for example, recently pub-
lished its Sustainable NRT 2050 under which it aims to reduce CO2 
emissions by 50 percent compared to fiscal 2015 by 2050. Initiatives 
involve community environment, resource recycling, climate change 
and environment management. All new facilities and buildings will 
be carbon neutral; zero carbon fuels will be used for air conditioning; 
20 percent of electricity will be renewable by 2030 and 100 percent 
by 2050; 80 percent of lighting will be LED by 2030 and 100 percent 
by 2050; all business vehicles except special-purpose ones will be 
low-emission by 2030 and all vehicles zero carbon by 2050; aircraft 
taxiing distance will be reduced by 30 percent; and the use of sus-
tainable aviation fuel will be encouraged.

As well reducing its own Scope 1 and 2 emissions, aiming for 
net-zero emissions by 2030 through reducing electricity use and 
switching to 100 percent renewable energy, Sydney Airport is 
targeting Scope 3 emissions which represents those outside the 
airport’s direct operational control, but occur as a result of airport 
activities. Initiatives include offering the airport’s retail and com-
mercial tenants renewable energy and facilitating the uptake of 
SAF. In preparation for the latter, late last year the airport acquired 

on-site jet fuel infrastructure assets in an A$85 million transaction 
to allow the introduction of SAF. The airport says it will also contin-
ue the installation of ground power units and pre-conditioned air, 
allowing parked aircraft to plug into electricity on the ground rather 
than use aircraft fuel to run lights, instruments and air conditioning. 

Sunshine Coast Airport in Australia and India’s Bengaluru Interna-
tional, GMR Hyderabad International and Mumbai International are 
among those that have already achieved carbon neutrality under 
the ACA programme. At Bengaluru, for example, 98 percent of its 
energy requirement is met by renewable sources, both onsite solar 
installations and power purchase agreements from solar and wind 
energy suppliers. The airport has solar installations on building 
rooftops, at the car park and airside, while perimeter lighting and 
airfield lights have been converted to LED lighting.

ACI Asia-Pacific is now trialling an ACA mentorship initiative, 
whereby a mentor airport shares its experience with a candidate 
airport in order to help it reach a desired level in the programme, 
explains Baronci. “Mentoring and voluntary airport action plans will 
play an important role in the near future,” he adds. 

Due to the expected traffic growth in Asia-Pacific, airports in the 
region will need to “go the extra mile” to achieve their targets, even 
though airports operate under different and often challenging con-
ditions, says Baronci. They cannot do this alone, however, but rather 
through close collaboration and partnerships with government 
and industry. “If they are to realise this ambitious target, they must 
work closely with the wider aviation community and count on the 
support of governments and key stakeholders to address, minimise 
and mitigate the environmental impacts of aviation growth,” he says. 
“Airports have the opportunity to be a global leader in this area and 
lead calls for electricity grid decarbonisation which will benefit other 
sectors and industries,” he adds.

Sustainability efforts do not come cheap, however, points out 
Tim Boon, senior aviation analyst and environmental, social and 
governance (ESG) lead at aviation analyst and consultancy IBA, 
which produces a Carbon Emissions Calculator as part of its In-
sightIQ intelligence platform. “Sweeping green airport infrastruc-
ture and servicing change requires significant investment, but as 
a result of the pandemic, debt has a higher cost when compared 
to pre-pandemic levels, with major airport operators worldwide 
downgrading their earnings expectations and most credit agen-
cies having downgraded their long-term debt ratings/outlook to 
negative,” says Boon. 

“There is, however, a silver lining in regards to obtaining green 
finance for this sort of infrastructure change, as the seemingly 
infinitely large ‘vanilla’ loan and bond market begins to dry up, 
green financing has and will continue to take centre stage with 
multitudes of ESG debt issuances having taken place in both 
aviation and the wider finance industry in the last few years,” he 
adds. Boon notes: “Airports wishing to seek funding to serve their 
sustainability targets will find access to debt more attainable if the 
environmental benefits are measurable.” 

▲ Stefano Baronci, director general of ACI Asia-Pacific.
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WITH 2020 GLOBAL PASSENGER NUMBERS PLUMMETING by 
60 percent to 1.8 billion, what has happened to these plans and how 
have airports across Asia-Pacific balanced the financially disastrous 
present with the hope of a brighter aviation future? And how does 
that sit with the Airports Council International June assessment that 
US$2.4 trillion will need to be invested in airports to meet passenger 
demand to 2040? Is it a case of build it and they will come back?

One of the most high-profile expansion projects is the East Changi 
development at Singapore’s Changi International Airport, a US$10 
billion series of works adding a new terminal, third runway, connect-
ing tunnels and other supporting infrastructure, originally scheduled 

for completion by 2030. The new terminal will increase passenger 
capacity by 60 percent and when combined with the upgrading 
of Terminal 2 bring the airport capacity close to 150m, more than 
double the 66.3 million passengers it handled in FY2018/19. 

In June 2020 Singapore Transport Minister Khaw Boon Wan an-
nounced construction of Terminal 5 will be put on hold for at least 
two years as a result of the pandemic to give stakeholders time to 
assess traffic conditions and undertake studies on how the current 
designs could be adapted for potential new safety and regulatory 
requirements.

There is a similar situation at New Zealand’s Auckland Internation-
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Work goes on — differently
Spare a thought for airport owners and planners. In 2019 they were handling 

4.5 billion passengers, 1.67 billion in Asia-Pacific, and planning how they 

would cope with 40 billion by 2040. In Asia grand expansion plans were 

formulated, announced and in some cases even started just as the pandemic 

surfaced. Michael Doran reviews the latest developments.
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al Airport where a majority of infrastructure projects worth around 
US$850 million have been deferred indefinitely, apart from runway 
and airfield resurfacing. In February airport General Manager Infra-
structure Andrè Lovatt said runway resurfacing had been a major 
focus in 2020 and that delivering that project safely, on time and 
without disruption came from strong collaboration with the airport’s 
partners. “Having completed the runway we’re now looking at the 
rest of the airfield, the taxiways and stands,” he said. “COVID-19 has 
meant we’ve experienced a drop of about 45 percent in total aircraft 
traffic so we can bring forward renewal of concrete and asphalt sur-
faces with minimum disruption to aircraft. We’ve had to reduce our 
infrastructure development over the next couple of years but we’re 

making a point of prioritising projects that are focused on essential 
safety and maintenance.”

In Japan, Kansai International Airport is undergoing major renova-
tion to expand and upgrade its Terminal 1 and in May a ground-break-
ing ceremony marked the official start of construction. The focus is 
on increasing the capacity of international flights coming into the 
Kansai region, Japan’s second-largest metropolitan area and to lift 
the quality of the passenger experience. The project was originally 
planned to commence in 2020 but has been delayed due to COV-
ID-19 restrictions, with the main functions of the airport now due to 
be open in time for the Osaka-Kansai Expo in 2025. The full project 
will include a new domestic area, new security screening, shopping 

◀ The new international arrivals hall at Melbourne Airport is ready for 
when travel restrictions are eased.

▲ HKIA, Cathay Pacific and Airport Authority Hong Kong successfully 
trialled entry into the US using a digital health pass.
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outlets and international lounges. When completed the expansion is 
forecast to lift capacity by 36 percent to 40 million passengers per 
year with processing times to benefit from self-service check-in, bag 
drop facility, smart lanes and e-gates and add an extra 60 percent 
retail space in the international departures area.

Tokyo’s Narita Airport saw traffic plunge from 44.3 million pas-
sengers in 2019 to just 10.5 million in 2020. However it ’s taking 
steps to restore passenger confidence in advance of eased travel 
restrictions by becoming Japan’s first airport to be certified under the 
Airports Council International Airport Health Accreditation (AHA) 
programme. The accreditation covers 122 items based on ICAO 
guidelines and recommendations, including cleaning/disinfection, 
mask compliance, social distancing, temperature measurement, 
self-service boarding and other contactless procedures. For pas-
sengers who register their facial image in Face Express, the sys-
tem will allow them to access and proceed through all the airport 
procedures, including boarding, without showing their passport or 
boarding pass and is planned for launch at Narita International and 
Tokyo International airports in July. In June Narita announced it is 
installing 62 UV disinfection modules at security screening lanes 
which will sterilize returning trays and eliminate 99.9 percent of 
bacteria and viruses on both sides of the tray.

Another airport taking steps towards a brighter future is Hong 
Kong International (HKIA), which in March partnered with the Air-
port Authority Hong Kong (AA), Los Angeles International Airport 
(LAX) and Cathay Pacific to successfully trial a digital health pass. 
Cathay air crew took a COVID test at HKIA with the results sent 
as a digital pass, which they presented to HKIA check-in staff and 
then on arrival at LAX to enter the US. “As COVID-19 tests and 
vaccinations are poised to become new essentials for air travellers 
in the future, a digital solution is required to effectively integrate 
this new requirement into the existing digitalised travel process, 
from laboratory to check-in and landing,” said Vivian Cheung, AA 
executive director for airport operations. “We will continue to work 
with industry partners including the Government to make HKIA 
one of the first airports in the world to adopt digital health pass 
solutions.”

The Airport Authority announced in April it is working with the 
Hong Kong Business Aviation Centre in their implementation of 
a HK$400 million (US$51.5 million) expansion of business aircraft 
facilities at HKIA. The expansion will add 50 percent to the size of 
the current site to provide more customer facilities, immigration and 
quarantine facilities and a canopy for passengers at the apron. When 

the project is completed in 2025 it will double the existing capacity 
for business flight movements at HKIA.

With their domestic operations nearing pre-COVID levels, Austral-
ian airports are starting to see some recovery, which must be wel-
come news to the owners of Melbourne Airport following the A$85 
million (US$64 million) refurbishment of its international arrivals hall.

Since March 2020 the airport has completed 64 construction 
projects while in the depths of the COVID hiatus, including upgrades 
to passenger amenities, the international arrivals hall, security infra-
structure, perimeter fencing and a new taxiway that will support the 
operations of a future third runway. “Despite COVID-19’s huge impact 
on travel, we had to remain open, so we focussed our resources on 
a select group of projects that would future-proof our organisation,” 
said Simon Gandy, airport chief of infrastructure. “Our reduced spend 
of A$450 million over this COVID period provides a solid foundation 
on which to recover our business and we will continue to manage 
with a clear focus on ensuring our prioritisation and pace of invest-
ment continues in concert with returning demand.”

Melbourne Airport has also continued its commitment to sustain-
ability by establishing a Solar Farm and a PFAS Water treatment 
facility. The 12-megawatt solar farm took just six months to complete 
and generates enough power to support all of the four terminals at the 

airport and Gandy said the airport will continue 
to invest in energy solutions that deliver more 
sustainable outcomes and provide resilience to 
airport operations. “The water treatment facility 
helps us manage PFAS by removing these 
contaminants, which enables us to reuse the 
water elsewhere on our estate and the facility 
is 100 percent-powered by solar,” Gandy added.

Elsewhere in Australia, Perth Airport has gained ACI Airport 
Health Accreditation, been granted federal government approval 
for a second parallel runway costing A$520 million and is planning 
Australia’s first common departure lounge allowing domestic and 
international passengers to mingle in one area. The common depar-
ture lounge will provide a smaller, more economic overall terminal 
footprint and an improved security environment through the intro-
duction of biometrics and be a proving ground of the concept for 
other Australian airports.

In Sydney, construction of the new Western Sydney international 
Airport continues, seemingly unaffected by COVID, towards its 
opening in late 2026, with total costs estimated at up to A$8 billion. 
In June the final design of the passenger terminal was unveiled 
which CEO Simon Hickey says, “will set a new benchmark for what 
Australians will expect when they fly.” The new airport is needed to 
meet the growing demand for air services into the greater Sydney 
area which, prior to the pandemic, had peaked at curfew-con-
strained Sydney Airport. In July a consortium of Australian and US 
asset managers announced a A$22 billion bid for Sydney Airport, 
a 42 percent premium on existing share prices but comparable to 
pre-pandemic value. 

We will continue to work with industry partners including 
the government to make HKIA one of the first airports in 
the world to adopt digital health pass solutions.

VIVIAN CHEUNG, AIRPORT AUTHORITY HONG KONG
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AAV: Last year, Plaza Premium was talking about expanding. When 
did you realise things had to change?
SH: PPG Group had been evolving in terms of our business. Then 
when COVID hit us, I think it mainly hit us somewhere in March 
2020. Then, across our outlets around the world, we suffered a 
drop of about 95 percent of our business. Again, you know that 
our business is very directly impacted by the passenger flow in 
the markets. So, when the traffic flow dropped, I called my senior 
people and we had a meeting and went through all the scenarios. 
At the same time, by April and May, airlines are knocking at our 
door and asking us if there’s anything that we can do to help 
them to consolidate their business and help run their lounges. 
We realized that there is an opportunity in the market where 
the airline went through a big consolidation after the impact for 
the pandemic. Basically, the first thing to do is to cut costs. And 
when they (airlines) cut costs, lounges are a cost centre to them. 
They want to relinquish what were in their hands. There’s a great 
opportunity for us to repurpose their lounges and commercialise 
them so that we reduce their costs. At the same time, maybe 
they could gain something from it and maybe they can get some 
revenue out from it. So this is exactly what we are doing, and we 
can see this is a great opportunity for us.

Changing  
course
Airlines and airports are not the only ones  

who have suffered from the pandemic  

and had to change their ways.  

Asia’s top airport lounge company,  

Plaza Premium Group, is adapting  

and looking to new partners for future  

success. AAV Editor Matt Driskill  

recently spoke to founder and  

CEO Song Hoi-see.
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AAV: Let’s talk about areas where business is good or business is 
bad. China’s domestic market is coming back. You’ve got operations 
in China. The US is starting to come back domestically and you’ve 
got an operation at Dallas-Fort Worth. What about other locations in 
Asia and perhaps in Europe as well?
SH: Like you said, China has reached the pre-COVID level, the 
peak in terms of passenger flow. And in fact, before India got hit 
by the last wave, they were very, very good. In fact, our business 
was robust in India until the latest wave hit them. And what does 
it mean? It means domestic markets will come back first, then our 
projection will be regional. What we will do in China is to try to 
expand our business but unfortunately for Plaza Premium Group, 
20 percent of our business is domestic, and 80 percent is inter-
national. So, we’ll change our strategy and try to concentrate in 
domestic. That’s the reason we will expand in China. And not only 
the lounges. We’ll also go into the high-speed trains.

AAV: You talked a lot about this just a minute ago but is your transfor-
mation strategy doing more with airlines by taking over their lounge 
business. Is that reassessing the value proposition?
SH: I think it’s the evolution of the business itself. I have been in the 
business since 1998, about 23 years already, and we’ve previously 
just provided lounge services. But in these 23 years, you can see 
the changes in the market where the airport, even the function of 
the airport, is more than a transportation infrastructure. People want 
to experience travelling and experience the facility…look at all the 
best airports in the world like Changi and Hong Kong…they spent 
a lot of effort to enhance their services so that people would use 
them as the hub of travelling so we also play a very important role 
in this aspect because you can see travellers are more discerning. 

They want something better than just a place for them to take off 
or land. They want the experience. That’s why we keep on adding 
services so we can cover them, as I say, from the curb to the gate. It’s 
a series of services that provide a good experience for travellers. That’s 
the reason after over 20 years in the business, we see the transforma-
tion, and we have to move faster than client passenger expectations.

AAV: Let’s go back to a question that I had earlier about partnerships. 
I think you announced earlier, and I’m not sure if I’ve got this right, YQ 
Now, and then marhaba and you’re working with financial institutions. 
You said you had some news coming out on partnerships. Anything 
you can tell us today?
SH: Okay, I think I can share a little bit more with you on this, but 

firstly, what is basically the reason we have this transformation. The 
most basic thing is that, look, we have been in the business for 23 
years. And like I said, the traveller is becoming more discerning, more 
demanding. Very demanding on both the demand and supply side. A 
majority of our customers are financial institutions, premium airlines, 
corporations, and also travel agents. They are more discerning be-
cause their passengers, their customers are more discerning about 
what they want so we have to work with that. For example, financial 
institutions. Just providing them lounge services is not good enough. 

That’s the reason we provide what you call end-to-end services 
like meet-and-greet. We can also do concierge services for them and 
we can do fast track for them as well. Big corporations are not the 
only ones to provide these end-to-end services, but they want to be 
seen that they are providing them. Obviously, they put in the money 
and they want their customers to recognise their brand as well. 
So we do a lot of core branding with this customer so that we can 
provide these kinds of services. In order to do that we can’t just put 
in our own lounges or the basic services…that’s not good enough. 
We go into more detail, do strategic partnerships with marhaba, for 
example, or YQ, so that we can understand the customer require-
ments and provide the services they want rather than just solely a 
lounge or solely meet-and-greet services. We try to provide them 
holistic services from end to end. This is a major transformation in 
the aviation industry, especially in the airports hospitality services. 
After 23 years, you can see the changes.

AAV: Let’s talk about your Smart Traveller programme. It’s online. It’s 
an app. You’ve also got something called the Lounge Pass. Tell us a 
little bit about those digital offerings.
SH: Actually, Smart Traveller is the first integrated digital loyalty pro-

gramme. It can appear in the app and be web-based 
to provide and connect to all the Plaza Premium 
Group hospitality services within the travel industry. 
This is the first of its kind in the world to have it be-
cause this not only can combine all the group, but all 
the services as well. We also connect to third-party 
services. This is the first of its kind in the world that 
we are pushing out in the markets. We were sup-

posed to launch in 2020 but because of this pandemic, we slowed 
down. We pulled back because there’s no more travelling. There’s 
no point in pushing something, which is interesting, but nobody can 
experience it. So when travel opens, we will push out this product, 
which we think is something that will be welcomed by travellers.

AAV: Going back to the airport experience. Actually, the only reason 
I was out at an airport recently was just to take photographs for the 
magazine and the website. You’ve got hotel properties as well at the 
airports. Do you think that side of your business is going to benefit? Are 
people going to be spending more time at the airport and they’ll say, 
“Okay, I’ll book five hours at the hotel and take a shower and have a 
nap and whatever.” Are people going to spend more time at the airport?

There’s no point in pushing something, which is 
interesting, but nobody can experience it. So when 
travel opens, we will push out this product, which we 
think is something that will be welcomed by travellers.
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SH: I think in the future, my own personal prediction is that if you’re 
travelling, you will need more time than before because of the 
process that you go through and the testing procedure that you’re 
required to do so you’ll need to come to the airport a bit earlier than 
before. If that’s the case, after you go through all those procedures 
of testing or being more careful in terms of checking your belong-
ings, then you want to spend more time in the airport. So definitely 
lounges and also our hotel services would definitely benefit. We are 
very, very positive on these services that we are providing. That’s the 
reason we keep on expanding our hotel services in our networks.

AAV: I remember your business development director mentioned that 
you actually started the company because you had a bad experience 
flying to the US in your previous life?
SH: To bring you back to the morning 23 years ago when I was 
working for a bank as a senior vice president…I had all the perks…

travelled Business Class, had access to the lounges. But when I 
started my own business, I took Economy Class because every 
cent had to come from my own pocket. So when I travelled Econ-
omy Class I didn’t have access to the services like sending a fax 
and I didn’t want to do that in the big public areas. That’s how my 
business concept came up. 

Actually, this business concept came from my own frustration…
and now at Plaza Premium, we have 180 outlets in 49 international 
airports and we are growing. In fact, our team’s first move in this 
pandemic was a plan in the next 12 months. We want to increase to 
50 international airports and expand again in the next four years to 
about 500 out in the world. 

This Q&A has been edited and condensed. Watch the full interview at: 
asianaviation.com/aav-in-conversation-with-song-hoi-see-founder-
and-ceo-of-plaza-premium-group/

▲ COVID-19 safety measures are in place at all Plaza Premium lounges.
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A RECENT CHECK OF THE TRAVELCENTRE ONLINE MAP show-
ing international border restrictions and published by the Interna-
tional Air Transport Association (IATA) shows every country in the 
entire world has some kind of border controls due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Click on China and the map shows entry by foreign na-
tionals is restricted with some exceptions. Click on Australia and it 
says passengers are not allowed to enter, although a so-called travel 
bubble with New Zealand is an exception, although that exception 
has been shut down off and on due to flare-ups of the virus in both 
countries. Click on Indonesia, Singapore, or Cambodia, same story, 
with minor differences.

And in places where you can travel, there are huge differences in 
the rules. Most require a negative PCR test taken 72 hours or less 

before you board the plane. Some locales require another test on 
arrival while still others are now requiring travellers to be fully vac-
cinated. Some countries require paper documents with QR codes 
confirming a person’s vaccination status while still others are requir-
ing travellers to use any one of a number of “digital health passports” 
like the IATA Travel Pass or the Commons Project CommonsPass.

No wonder international aviation is starving to death.
If and when international traffic does pick up, the situation for 

passengers will only get worse if things don’t change. IATA warned 
in a report published in May that with the current use of paper vac-
cination/testing documents, passenger processing times at airports 
could reach up to eight hours per passenger to clear check-in, 
security, border control, and customs. Pre-pandemic the average 
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Chaos and confusion
While domestic traffic in places like China and the US closes in on pre-

pandemic levels, international traffic remains stuck. When global borders 

do reopen, passengers will face a bewildering array of rules, apps and 

technology as AAV Editor Matt Driskill reports.
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was one and a half hours. IATA said its data showed it could take 
five and a half hours when traffic reaches 75 percent, and eight 
hours when traffic recovers to 100 percent of pre-COVID levels. 
The association said there could be “potential airport chaos unless 
governments move quickly to adopt digital processes to manage 
travel health credentials”.

Conrad Clifford, IATA’s new deputy director general, told Asian 
Aviation that “we’re continuing to push for governments to follow the 
WHO smart certificate guidelines and ICAO guidelines and come 
up with digital standards that are harmonised globally. The long-
term solution is mass vaccination but digital travel passes become 
important so that governments can assure themselves of the health 
credentials” passengers are presenting and governments can know 
those digital documents are valid. Clifford said if governments don’t 
agree on digital pass standards, not only will it take longer to pro-
cess passengers but it will be an added danger to those passengers 
because of the long queues that will naturally form of people waiting 
to check in or go through customs, increasing the possibility of the 
virus spreading. “The more you can digitise the more contract-less 
you are and the safer you are,” Clifford said.

Taking the digital path to heart are airports and the companies 
that serve them like SITA, Elenium Automation and Thales among 
others. SITA recently said the pandemic is forcing airlines and 
airports to refocus their IT spending priorities. The solutions rec-
ommended by SITA address new health requirements at the border 
through digitalisation and then to the automation of the passenger 
journey to make it touchless and mobile-enabled. Sébastien Fabre, 
CEO of SITA for Aircraft, said: “Investing in the right technologies 
now will deliver short, medium, and long term benefits for our in-
dustry. Digitalisation is a necessity.”

Australia’s Elenium Automation announced recently it was 
launching a A$200 million (US$149 million) programme to help 
airports and airlines upgrade their technology to make travel seam-
less, touchless, and ready for a post-COVID recovery. The new 
programme, named VYGR (short for Voyager) will allow airlines 
and airports to access the latest automation technologies without 
capital investment. The purpose of the A$200 million programme is 
to eliminate the financial risk of deploying such technology during 
an uncertain time with a consumption-based model, paying only on 
a per use basis. Elenium Automation builds self-service systems in 
Victoria, Australia, making the airport experience effortless. Using 
biometrics, telepresence and touchless technologies, Elenium 
enables the passenger to walk into the terminal, drop off their 
bag, and continue to the lounge or boarding gate without having 
to touch a boarding pass, bag tag or screen.

Aaron Hornlimann, CEO of Elenium, said “The aviation industry 

can use VYGR to implement new technologies without worrying 
about the upfront cost and managing the risk of operational dis-
ruptions from pandemics to bad weather. They only pay for it when 
they use it. We need to upgrade our airports now so the industry 
recovery can be supported with efficient, touchless and confi-
dence-building automation. VYGR removes a hurdle by dealing with 
capital constraints.”

Thales too is jumping into the digital game for airports and airlines. 
The company says its technology creates a temporary digital token 
for each passenger when they check in, from any location and well 
before they arrive at the airport, and is then used to authenticate the 
individual in less than a second, with or without a mask, at different 
points in the airport (check-in, bag drop-off, security, passport con-
trol and boarding). The company claims its technology can reduce 
passport control and boarding times by an average of 30 percent, 
easing congestion while improving airport security and enhancing 
the passenger experience.

Thales says that during boarding, passengers are instantly iden-
tified by face recognition, without needing to remove their masks 
or show their boarding passes. In some cases, ground staff may be 
required to ask a passenger to show their health pass, which can be 
stored in a digital ID wallet on their smartphone, to prove their vacci-
nation status, PCR test results, etc. This mobile ID wallet protects the 
passengers’ personal data and certifies the authenticity, validity and 
integrity of the health data. Health passes can also be authenticated 
when passengers check in before arriving at the airport.

Whatever the technology airports and airlines use, if governments 
and organisations like WHO, ICAO and IATA can’t agree on stand-
ards for things like digital health passports and vaccination records 
and get rid of excessive quarantine requirements, international 
aviation will remain mostly grounded for a long time. 

◀ Governments must agree soon on digital health passport 
standards for international aviation to resume.

▶ Airports are employing touch-less technology to tame COVID 
spread in their facilities.
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AAV: Tell us about F-Drones. I think you guys started this in 2019 
and you’re not delivering pizzas or coffee or Amazon packages or 
anything. What’s interesting to me is you’ve carved out a real niche 
targeting the marine sector, ship-to-shore deliveries. Give us the quick 
tour of the company.
NA: Sure. I met my co-founder Yeshwanth Reddy in 2019 through 
this programme called Entrepreneur First. He’s been building drones 
for more than six years and I’ve actually been working for the Sin-
gapore government bringing foreign investments into Singapore 

across several sectors, including aerospace and marine offshore. 
It’s been almost two years now since we’ve started F-Drones. Our 
vision is a world where maritime logistics are more efficient and 
sustainable with the large-scale drones we are developing, which 
would ultimately deliver a 100-kilogram payload over 100 kilometres. 
As a very young and lean start-up, I’m proud that we have made sev-
eral achievements including being the first company in the world to 
provide 24-hour commercial beyond-visual-line-of-sight deliveries. 
And our focus right now is in enabling drone deliveries to ships, and 
offshore platforms because the traditional means of using boats and 
helicopters are really expensive, inefficient and carbon-intensive.

AAV: Again, I’m interested in the sector because I have my doubts. 
I’ve talked to people like Honeywell and others. Honeywell just set 
up a new drone division, a UAV division, I guess. I have my doubts 
about pizza deliveries and things like that because that is going 
to require a whole new infrastructure to be developed. Let’s talk 
about COVID-19 a little bit. The drone sector’s hot. It’s one part of 
the aerospace industry that seems to have survived the pandemic 
better than most. Has COVID affected you guys? Has it slowed down 
development at all?
NA: I would say it has slowed down a little bit. But at the same 
time, it has also supported us in several ways. When COVID first 
hit it severely disrupted our fundraising, prototyping and test-flight 
activities. We are now still in a way playing catch-up to make back 
some of the months that we’ve lost. On the other hand, COVID has 
also shown the world how useful drones can be in a pandemic like 
this. Drones have been put to uses like monitoring of lockdown, 
deliveries of vaccines and essential supplies and so on. With many 
borders still closed or tightly controlled, drones have also become 
an attractive tool to send items between ships and the ports they 
call on. Back in June last year, when Singapore had a lockdown, 
we also helped the Singapore Maritime and Port Authority to 
contactlessly deliver essential items to cruise passengers stuck 
on-board vessels.

AAV: That’s interesting. You mentioned you’re fundraising and things 
like that. Back in February, you announced the company was suc-
cessful in raising seed capital from some pretty serious players in the 
industry along with some angel investors here in Singapore. Let’s talk 
about your investors, and also for the drone industry in general, at 
least on the commercial side of things. I mean, is there a lot of cash 
around and is there a lot of investor interest?
NA: There’s a lot of cash around (for drones). I think it’s been really 
after much perseverance and persistence that we’ve now closed with 
market players like Eastern Pacific shipping, which is a world-leading 
ship management company, committed to green and technology-driv-
en growth…In general, I would say that investors have become a lot 
more stringent, given that the pandemic has tightened cash flows and 

Send in  
the drones
The rotor industry once was all about 

helicopters. Urban taxis and drones 

are now taking over. AAV Editor  

Matt Driskill caught up with  

Nicholas Ang, CEO of Singapore’s 

F-Drones, about his company’s 

special niche in the industry.

◀ Nicholas Ang, co-founder and CEO of F-Drones



AsianAviation | July-August 2021 27 

ROTOR/UAV

September 20-24, 2021

V I R TUAL

Learn more at: mroasia.aviationweek.com #MROAP  |

MRO Asia-Pacific – Exploring the Road Ahead
• NEW Platform • NEW Opportunities • FRESH Topics • HOT Technology
Learn more about attending, sponsoring and joining the region’s #1 MRO event!

  Free Delegate Registration!

increased market volatility across most sectors, but investors are still 
on the lookout for opportunities and companies and start-ups which 
have proven themselves to be robust can survive the pandemic, and 
could potentially emerge much stronger. So we happened to sit on 
the right side of the equation, and we’re very happy to have close out 
around that, with more money than we had actually intended.

AAV: How long would that carry you? Are you going to be looking 
to do a Series B or another fundraising round in a couple of years 
or a year or so?
NA: Yeah. This was a seed round, it would last us 18 to 24 months 
and we will certainly be looking to raise a Series A round when the 
time comes.

AAV: And hopefully take the company public and make a gazillion 
dollars.
NA: Hopefully, hopefully, in a couple of years.

AAV: Let’s talk about the market overall. Singapore is interesting. There 
seems to be a lot of activity with UAVs, drones, whatever acronym you 
want to use. China also is pretty big. How big a market are you looking 
at? I mean you’re in a special niche, but how big is that niche?
NA: Well, the global market for drones is estimated to be worth 
over US$20 billion by 2027. And while China is home to exciting 
drone companies like DJI, I would say that the opportunities and 
investor interest is a lot more global now, not just China, not just 
in the US. And we’ve already seen quite a bit of action in this 
year, with Wingcopter starting in January, raising US$22 million 
and German air taxi start-up Lilium, looking at a potential US$3.3 
billion SPAC listing.

AAV: I’m interested in the industry here in Singapore and sort of the 
environment. Volocopter a while ago did a big test here. Is there some-
thing about Singapore that makes the city drone-friendly? I mean, is 
the government drone-friendly in terms of regulations?

…the global market for drones is estimated to be worth over US$20 billion by 2027. 
And while China is home to exciting drone companies like DJI, I would say that the 

opportunities and investor interest is a lot more global now…
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NA: They are in a way drone-friendly, but at the same time, also 
very stringent and conservative in terms of the regulatory environ-
ment. I think what’s interesting is that our unique and challenging 
environment could mean that any drone solution that could work 
here in Singapore would also have a good likelihood of succeeding 
elsewhere. Think about a highly urbanised city with 50 smaller is-
lands and five airfields squeezed into 700 square kilometres. Drones 
are still fairly, relatively new to many governments, and likewise 
in Singapore. Of course, as a start-up, you would want regulatory 
environments to evolve more quickly, but we also recognise that it 
would take time. So I think Singapore is moving in the right direction 
at a decent pace and specific law focus area. I’m not actually aware 
if anywhere else in the world has a maritime sandbox for doing 
activities like in Singapore. And that was actually where we started 
some of our test flights back in 2019.

AAV: I’m curious because Singapore and Hong Kong have this 
competition all the time I’ve lived in both cities. I lived in Hong Kong 
for 10 years. I’ve lived in Singapore now for about 10 years. Would 
something like what you’re developing, obviously Singapore has got 
a big port, Hong Kong also has got a big port. You’ve got places like 
Jakarta, you’ve got Manila…Is this something that you’re looking to 
export or use in other areas?
NA: Definitely, definitely. Singapore is just one of the first location 
that we are starting out. Our target market is really the world’s 
busiest ports, including Hong Kong, Shenzhen and probably places 

like Rotterdam and Panama. Our focus is very much on port areas, 
which are increasingly more congested with the use of boats for 
supplies between the shore and the ships that come into ports. It 
is also a focus for us because we want to fly over nothing as much 
as possible, over water. And that is, in a way to answer your first 
question, why we think that we would commercialise and operate 
in more locations faster compared to pizza deliveries.

AAV: Let’s talk a little bit about technology. Your drones operate be-
yond-line-of-sight. So you’ve got GPS involved. Which is interesting 
to me, because if you’ve ever driven with GPS, it doesn’t always go 
right, if you’re following all the directions. How does that work in a 
maritime environment?
NA: GPS is only one of the many sensors that we use for drone 
navigation. GPS, like you said, only gives us some rough directions 
of where a particular system is…on average an off-the-shelf drone 
would usually also make use of systems like magnetometers and 
live video feeds to help pilots navigate. The maritime environment 
is different. The most challenging part for us is in developing our 
drones, which are able to land autonomously on vessels which may 
not be stationary even when anchored. So to enable that we use 
a combination of other sensors, including computer vision, light 
systems and our secret sauce, which is the control algorithms and 
machine learning to enable that.

AAV: Tell us about the trials you have done?
NA: We have been using an off-the-shelf drone that can only deliver 
five kilos over about five kilometres and we were the first in that 
world to complete a night-time commercial beyond-visual-line-of-
sight drone delivery back in November. Since then, we’ve actually 
been doing 24/7 commercial drone deliveries. So far, it’s only an 
off-the-shelf drone, five kilograms over five kilometres. But we 
have now completed more than 100 autonomous test flights with 
Hyperlaunch, our proprietary drone that can deliver five kilograms 
over 50 kilometres, which is 10 times more than a typical drone. We 
are now in the middle of building our third-generation Hyperlaunch, 
and we will be bringing this to market in the middle of this year. In 
two months’ time we hope to see it flying to ships in Singapore. 

This Q&A has been edited for space. The full interview can been 
seen at: asianaviation.com/aav-in-conversation-with-nicolas-ang-
co-founder-and-ceo-of-f-drones-in-singapore/

▲ Nicholas Ang and his co-founder Yeshwanth Reddy.
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Our target market is really the world’s 
busiest ports, including Hong Kong, 

Shenzhen and probably places  
like Rotterdam and Panama. Our focus 

is very much on port areas, which are 
increasingly more congested…
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EVER SINCE UDAN, India’s regional connectivity scheme, was 
announced in 2016 with much fanfare and catchy slogans like “Ha-
wai Chappal to Hawai Safar” (Hawai Chappal is an euphemism for 
cheap everyday footwear ordinary Indians wear while walking, and 
Hawai Safar means air travel or making air travel within the reach 
of ordinary Indians), developing regional connectivity has remained 
a vocal and focal area for the Modi government unlike many other 
high-decibel programmes that saw a slow death or were quietly put 
on the backburner.

There are two main components of UDAN. Infrastructure devel-
opment of underserved and unserved airports, numbering around 
100, which will enable new routes to be operationalised and financial 
incentives or subsidies by means of viability gap funding (VGF) 
to operators to encourage operations to hitherto unconnected or 
under-connected destinations.

With these ingredients, the central government had aimed to 
catalyse regional air connectivity in the country and making air 
travel affordable for average Indians. The government has been 
encouraged to launch this scheme with much gusto as India has 

a burgeoning middle-class and many unconnected or under-con-
nected Tier II and Tier III towns with large populations. These are 
the places with latent demand for cheap air transport. It may also 
be noted that due to lop-sided regional development in India and 
limited employment opportunities in many states, there is a huge 
migratory population that needs to travel long distances to other 
states and yet remain connected with their mother towns. But until 
air connectivity improved, the only mode for long distance travel 
was train, which often took very long and getting a confirmed seat 
specially during holidays rush was a matter of luck.

So, where does India stands five years down the line since UDAN 
was launched? As far as revamping and building of airports is con-
cerned, the government has done a mixed job. The problem is that 
the Modi government likes to make big announcements, grab head-
lines but then things do not really roll out the way they would like 
the world to believe. And any promises made or accomplishments 
claimed by Modi have to be taken with a pinch of salt. For example, 
when Modi inaugurated northeastern state Sikkim’s first airport three 
years ago, he proudly announced to the world that India had built 
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The rough regional ride
COVID-19 disruption notwithstanding, the Indian government remains 

ebullient about developing regional connectivity. Commercial viability of most 

new routes, despite subsidies, poses a big challenge for the operators as 

Shelley Vishwajeet reports.
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100 new airports during the last four years of his tenure. The data 
shows the reality is quite different with only nine new airports built 
under his regime at the time.

In the latest budget, the country’s finance minister announced India 
will build 100 new airports by 2024 and that India would spend close 
to US$3.5 billion in air infrastructure development during this span. 
Budgetary allocations were also announced though not in very clear 
terms. Now it turns out that the government doesn’t really have the 
money and it has asked Airport Authority of India, the nodal agency 
for UDAN, to find ways to finance new airports. One doorway they 
found was to monetise some lucrative airports in Tier I & Tier II cities 
(mostly state capitals with large populations) by privatising them. But 
the receipts are hardly enough to finance new airports. So, now it 
plans to borrow nearly US$300 million. Also, privatisation of airports 
means higher airport charges for air operators, somethings that will 
make new financially stretched start-ups even more worried about 
their commercial feasibility.

As for the new routes, the Civil Aviation ministry had recently 
proudly announced opening up of the 1,000th new route. For readers 
unfamiliar with the Indian system of new routes, a pair of towns or 
cities is counted as two routes but at the same time, one city can 
have multiple type of routes connecting different destinations. So, 
one route X to Y could be a normal domestic route while X to Z could 
be a regional route. Operators flying regional routes are entitled to 
financial incentives. But again, announcing routes is the easiest part 

in the entire scheme of things and many existing viable domestic 
routes such as Jabalpur to Indore were designated regional routes. 
So, routes like these become attractive for larger operators as it 
enables them to avail themselves of UDAN concessions on already 
profitable routes. And that’s why we have seen larger operators 
like SpiceJet, IndiGo bidding enthusiastically for such routes. But 
in truly new regional routes — the leftovers — which went in the 
kitty of new starts-ups, operators have been struggling to attain 
commercially viability. 

Thus, in a hurry to announce new routes, the government seemed 
to overlook the commercial aspect, with or without subsidies. And 
what happens once when subsidies dry up? As of now, the entire 
regional edifice appears to be built on the sand of subsidy grants 
while somewhere down the line, the subsidy scheme itself has be-
come complicated. A bigger problem now awaits regional operators. 
A financially stressed government wants to bring down the VGF 
component by 50 percent. If this happens, the regional operators 
will be in bigger trouble.

Little wonder Mark Martin, CEO of Martin Consulting, points out 
that UDAN from the very outset has been flawed as it rests on the 
fragile shoulder of subsidies. “With the scheme residing on subsidies 
and its functioning linked to dependencies from the central and state 
government, it’s working has become far too complicated and in for 
some regions, biased — especially when both the centre and state 
government are of the same political affiliation.” 
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