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VIEWPOINT

Single-pilot ops: Just say no

RECENTLY WE LEARNED that Cathay Pacific was working with 
Airbus to develop a plan for so-called “reduced crew” long-haul 
flights with a sole pilot in the cockpit much of the time. This has ‘bad 
idea’ written all over it and should be immediately abandoned. As 
Reuters reported, the programme is known within Airbus as “Pro-
ject Connect” and the manufacturer aims to certify its A350 jet for 
single-pilot operations during high-altitude cruise, starting in 2025 
on Cathay passenger flights. In essence, long international flights 
would have two pilots alternating rest breaks instead of the three 
or four currently required to maintain two in the cockpit at any one 
time. Cathay Pacific confirmed its involvement to Reuters but said 
no decision had been made on eventual deployment.

Airlines obviously love the idea because it would allow them to save 
money. Pilots, obviously, hate the idea because they will lose jobs and 
are already suffering from layoffs and furloughs that have occurred 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Airbus 
and the airlines point to the “latest technology” 
in cockpits and the fact that once at cruising 
altitude, pilots basically baby-sit “George”, as the 
autopilot is known, and do little else for much of 
the flight until preparing for landing.

As mentioned above, there are multiple rea-
sons this is a bad idea that should die a quick 
death before any passengers die.

It’s all about the money: Putting a single pilot 
in the cockpit is simply a way for airlines to cut costs. This is a solu-
tion in search of a problem. We all know the pain the airlines have 
gone through since COVID-19 began but cutting seasoned pilots 
to save costs by having only one in the cockpit at a time beggars 
belief. As for Airbus, it’s a selling point. Single-pilot capability would 
add an A350 sales argument, experts say according to the Reuters 
report, and rival Boeing lacks an equivalent model with sufficient au-
tomation. Filippo Tomasello, a former EASA official, said the payroll 
and accommodation savings for long-haul crew would not be lost 
on airlines. “COVID may end up accelerating this evolution because 
it’s putting tremendous economic pressure on aviation,” Tomasello 
predicted. “If EASA certifies this solution, airlines will use it.”

Safety will suffer: Even with the HAL 9000 computer of 2001 film 
fame flying an A350 over the Pacific, relying on technology alone 
for a safe flight is foolish. Me, I want Captain Sully who landed on 
the Hudson River in New York behind the controls. And even though 

“nothing much happens” at 40,000 feet six hours into a long flight, 
flying solo for hours is a “completely different story”, according to 
the Reuters report, which cited the 2009 Air France flight AF447 
disaster as an example of malfunctions occurring in cruise. The Air 
France A330’s co-pilots lost control after its speed sensors failed 
over the Atlantic, while the captain was resting. “Airbus would have 
had to make sure every situation can be handled autonomously 
without any pilot input for 15 minutes,” a source told Reuters. “And 
that couldn’t be guaranteed.”

There’s already too much technology in the cockpit: More than 
a little ink has been spilled about the rise of automation in aviation 
and the decline in the “flying skills” of pilots. A report on the crash 
of Air France AF447 showed automation can limit pilots’ abilities 
to respond to crisis situations as becoming more dependent on 
technology can erode basic cognitive skills.

Sometimes pilots “fail”: Proponents of sin-
gle-pilot operations say “safe deployment” will 
require constant monitoring of the solo pilot’s 
alertness and vital signs by on-board systems. 
If the flight encounters a problem or the pilot 
flying is incapacitated, the resting co-pilot 
can be summoned within minutes so there 
won’t be any unsafe conditions. The problem 
is, when it comes to aviation safety, seconds 
count…not minutes.

Sometimes pilots go bad: Remember Germanwings Flight 9525? 
It crashed when co-pilot Andreas Lubitz — who was alone in the 
cockpit — deliberately flew it into the ground, killing 144 passengers. 
Lubitz had been declared “unfit to work” by his doctor, but he kept the 
information from his employer. And there’s still the “bad pilot” theory 
surrounding the disappearance of Malaysian Airlines Flight MH370. 
We all know 99 percent of pilots are good professionals, but there’s 
always one out there under incredible stress who finally cracks.

In aviation, two heads are better than one, and sometimes even 
two is not enough. To borrow a phrase from former US First Lady 
Nancy Reagan, when it comes to single-pilot operations on com-
mercial aircraft, Just Say No.

Matt Driskill EDITOR

matt.driskill@asianaviation.com

COVID-19 UPDATE
The year started out with high hopes, 
only to fall to the Delta variant.

It’s all about the money: 
Putting a single pilot  

in the cockpit is simply  
a way for airlines  

to cut costs.
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CHINA DOMESTIC OUTLOOK
China’s domestic traffic rebounded and 
then declined with new outbreaks.

SOUTHEST ASIA OUTLOOK
Carriers with small or no domestic 
markets look for ways to stay alive.
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Sino Jet plans Asia expansion
Sino Jet said recently it was going to expand its services in Asia despite the industry downturn 
caused by the global pandemic. Jenny Lau, group president of Sino Jet, discussed the expan-
sion plans recently at the Corporate Jet Investor Global 2021 conference. “With a population 
of over 1.4 billion, demand in air travel in China remains generally high. While the outbreak of 
COVID-19 may have caused a halt to commercial airline services, it has sparked an explosive 
growth in the demand for air charter services," said Lau. Sino Jet is a business jet operator that 
specialises in aircraft management, charter flight services and ground handling services. Lau 
believes that the public expectations for aviation safety and operational efficiency will contin-
ue to grow higher and higher. Many of her clients begin their private aviation experiences in 
chartering flights, it is the unparalleled levels of security, privacy, flexibility, and convenience 
that often lead them to purchasing their first business jets. China is ramping up its vaccination 
production lines to foster a better environment for business aviation growth. Domestic business 
aviation has already recovered close to the pre-pandemic level. Sino Jet has a presence in 
nearly 20 locations in the Asia-Pacific region. — MATT DRISKILL

BYE ANNOUNCES  
NEW DEALS

Bye Aerospace announced that Skye Avia-
tion, an aircraft leasing company headquar-
tered in Denver, Colorado, has completed 
purchase deposits for 15 eFlyer 800 aircraft. 
Bye Aerospace announced the eFlyer 800 
program earlier this year in response to 
growing demands for regional all-electric 
airplanes with significantly reduced oper-
ating costs, plus increased capacity and 
utility. All the company’s current and future 
families of aircraft feature engineering, re-
search and electric aircraft solutions are 
designed to specifically address compel-
ling market needs. Benefits include five-fold 
lower operating costs, no CO2 emissions 
and decreased noise. Bye Aerospace also 
announced Garmin will supply the Garmin 
G500 TXi avionics system on the two-seat 
eFlyer 2. — MATT DRISKILL

DASSAULT OPTS FOR GE 
SYSTEMS ON FALCON 10X

Dassault Aviation has selected GE Avia-
tion to provide the primary and solid-state 
secondary electrical power distribution and 
control system for the recently launched 
Dassault Falcon 10X aircraft. “The primary 
and secondary power distribution system on 
the Falcon 10X system is a next-generation 
design providing significant weight savings 
over conventional architecture with equip-
ment reduction,” said Brad Mottier, president 
of Systems for GE Aviation. The primary and 
secondary electrical power distribution and 
control system for the Falcon 10X will have 
increased flexibility, enabling Dassault ’s 
rapid implementation for customer-specif-
ic configurations. The system architecture 
will allow ease of in-service modification 
and implementation, while improving the 
maintainability of the system. The system is 
supported by a suite of configuration tools, 
providing Dassault the capability to make 
system changes efficiently, creating more 
flexibility within the aircraft cabin configu-
ration. — MATT DRISKILL

METROJET TEAMS UP WITH PORTSIDE

Hong Kong-based Metrojet has recently 
teamed-up with Portside, Inc, a cloud-based 
data platform provider, to offer Metrojet’s 
aircraft management clients a single portal 
to review integrated information, includ-
ing financial, maintenance, crew, and op-
erational status of the aircraft. The digital 
platform combines trip planning, crew and 
staff scheduling, expense management, and 
financial and accounting data for clients’ 
convenience. All data is derived from Metro-
jet’s secure internal systems to ensure prop-
er data security is in place.  Metrojet targets 
to implement Portside on selected man-
agement aircraft in Q3 2021. “At Metrojet, 
we are committed to providing clients with 
relevant real time data at their fingertips. 

Portside is a dynamic and expansive plat-
form that meets all our client requirements.  
This new system will not only enhance client 
visibility of the aircraft operation but will also 
highlight statistics which can be used as a 
business tool to reduce costs and improve 
efficiency,” said Kobus Swart, Director, Flight 
Operations at Metrojet. — MATT DRISKILL
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Malaysia Airports, Skyports, and Volocopter 
study development in Malaysia
Malaysia Airports announced that it has signed a tripartite memorandum of understanding 
(MoU) with Skyports, the world-leading designer and operator of vertiport infrastructure 
for electric air taxis, and Volocopter, the pioneer of urban air mobility (UAM). As a first step, 
the parties will combine their expertise to conduct a feasibility study examining suitable 
vertiport solutions to enable the safe take-off and landing of passenger eVTOL vehicles, 
considering factors such as demand, customer flow, and how to integrate UAM operations. 
The Asia-Pacific region is expected to capture around 45 percent of the advanced air mobility 
(AAM) market by 2035 worth about US$9.5 billion. The collaboration forms part of the five-
year Sultan Abdul Aziz Shah Airport, Subang (LTSAAS) Regeneration plan. It will explore 
the deployment of electric air taxi services at LTSAAS as well as other locations throughout 
Malaysia. “The Southeast Asian Market is one of the largest and most interesting ones for 
UAM due to its geographical layout and dense population. Our feasibility study will help give 
us insights on demand, customer expectations, and airport integration, which we can apply 
to other markets in the region.”, says Christian Bauer, CCO of Volocopter. “Having expert 
partners like Skyports and LTSAAS understanding the local needs, is decisive in bringing 
revolutionary technologies like electric air taxis to new markets.” In partnership with Volo-
copter, Skyports was the first to build a full-scale passenger air taxi vertiport — the take-off 
and landing infrastructure for eVTOL aircraft — which was launched as part of a trial that 
took place in Singapore in 2019. — MATT DRISKILL

EHANG COMPLETES  
TECH EXAM IN CHINA
Autonomous aerial vehicle developer 
EHang announced it has successfully 
completed the technical examination 
of its EH216F AAV firefighting model 
by the China National Fire-Fighting 
Equipment Quality Supervision Testing 
Centre (NFFE). The NFFE is a national 
firefighting equipment quality examination 
agency under the Ministry of Emergency 
Management (MEM) of the People’s 
Republic of China.

KOREAN AIR SIGNS UAM DEAL
Korean Air signed an Urban Air Mobility 
(UAM) R&D cooperation agreement 
with the Incheon International Airport 
Corporation (IIAC) and the Korea 
Aerospace Research Institute (KARI) 
to establish a safe and efficient UAM 
transportation management system. The 
three organisations will conduct joint 
R&D to establish a UAM operations and 
transportation management system and 
develop the UAM industry.

GAZPROM, RUSSIAN 
HELICOPTERS SIGNED 
DEAL FOR OFFSHORE 
HELICOPTERS

Vitaly Markelov, deputy chairman of the 
Gazprom Management Committee and An-
drey Boginsky, director general of Russian 
Helicopters signed a strategic cooperation 
agreement for the supply of certified domes-
tic-made Mi-171A3 maritime helicopters. The 
Mi-171A3 is the first domestically produced 
helicopter intended primarily for offshore 
operations (transportation of passengers 
and cargo over the sea). This helicopter was 
designed according to the International As-
sociation of Oil and Gas Producers (IOGP) 
standards. — MATT DRISKILL

NEW AW139 NOW IN QUEENSLAND FOR SAR

A new AW139 helicopter has arrived in 
Central Queensland, bringing enhanced 
capability to the RACQ Capricorn Rescue’s 
aeromedical and search and rescue (SAR) 
services. Babcock Australasia will operate, 
crew and maintain the new AW139 on be-
half of Capricorn Rescue from their Rock-
hampton base in Central Queensland. The 

AW139 will provide an upgraded capability 
from the Bell 412EP helicopter, including 
improved range and speed, custom config-
uration of specialised on-board aeromedical 
equipment, and a bespoke aircraft cabin 
design and fit-out suitable for aeromedical 
and SAR operations. Babcock Australasia’s 
managing director for Aviation & Critical 

Services, Darren Moncrieff, said Babcock 
has been providing aircraft , experienced 
aircrews, and engineers to keep the service 
flying and saving lives since 2013. “Capri-
corn Rescue trust us to deliver life-saving 
services and protect the community 24/7, 
365 days a year, in all weather conditions,” 
Moncrieff said. — MATT DRISKILL
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MRO News

ST Engineering secures engine MRO contracts
ST Engineering announced that the group has secured two CFM56-7B engine Maintenance, 
Repair and Overhaul (MRO) contracts. The first is an exclusive five-year contract from Alaska 
Airlines. Under the agreement, which is an extension of an existing contract that expires at 
the end of this year, ST Engineering will provide engine heavy maintenance to the airline’s 
fleet of 14 Boeing 737-700 and 12 Boeing 737-900 aircraft. These services will be provided 
starting from 2022 at the group’s engine MRO facilities in Singapore. The second contract is 
also for engine heavy maintenance services, which was awarded by an Asian airline. Under 
the agreement, ST Engineering will service CFM56-7B engines that will be redelivered over a 
12-month period from mid-2022 to mid-2023. These services will be provided at the group’s 
engine MRO facilities in Xiamen, China. — MATT DRISKILL

GE AVIATION CELEBRATES 
15TH ANNIVERSARY OF 
CHINA CENTRE

GE Aviation recently celebrated the 15th an-
niversary of its global Fleet Support centre in 
Shanghai, China. GE Aviation’s Fleet Support 
provides aircraft engine operators around-
the-clock service with two global support 
centres—one site in Greater Cincinnati, Ohio, 
and the other site that opened in Shanghai 
in 2006. The teams at both locations work 
together to offer 24/7 customer service and 
product support for an installed base of more 
than 37,000 commercial aircraft engines 
manufactured by GE and its partners. GE 
Aviation established the Fleet Support centre 
in Shanghai to support China’s growing civil 
aviation industry and respond to the demand 
for localised support services for China cus-
tomers. — MATT DRISKILL

TOPCAST ACQUIRES 
SHANGHAI AML AVIATION 
TECHNOLOGIES

Hong Kong-based Topcast Aviation Sup-
plies (TOPCAST) announced that it has 
completed the acquisition of AML Aviation 
Technologies, a Civil Aviation Administra-
tion of China (CAAC) approved aircraft 
components maintenance company located 
in Shanghai. With diverse testing facilities 
and repair capabilities, the core services in-
clude testing, repair, modification and over-
haul of air conditioning, communication, 
battery, cabin, fuel, hydraulic & pneumatic, 
light, water and waste handling systems. 
TOPCAST onshore MRO service centre in 
Shanghai can provide a lower cost, faster 
turnaround time and more environmentally 
friendly service — MATT DRISKILL

HAECO CONVERTS FREIGHTER,  
JV COMPLETES 5K ENGINE INSPECTIONS
HAECO Xiamen, a member of the HAECO 
Group, announced that it has redelivered to 
Aviation Holdings III L.P. its first Boeing 737-
800SF converted freighter with Supplemen-
tal Type Certificate (STC) partner Aeronau-
tical Engineers (AEI). HAECO Xiamen has 
been an authorised AEI Conversion Centre 
since 2020, and this first Boeing 737-800SF 
redelivery marked yet another milestone in 
the continued development of HAECO Xia-
men’s capabilities. To minimise downtime, 
HAECO Xiamen conducts full freighter con-
versions in parallel with heavy maintenance 
checks and other modifications. Its on-site 

quality assurance teams prepare daily re-
ports as part of a comprehensive quality 
control process to ensure that work is con-
ducted to the highest standards. Meanwhile, 
HAESL, a joint venture company between 
Rolls-Royce and the HAECO Group, cele-
brated an important landmark in July 2021, 
having tested 5,000 Rolls-Royce engines 
since the company’s inception in 1997. This 
follows another major milestone achieved 
earlier in the year with HAESL having com-
pleted repair and overhaul work on 150 Trent 
XWB engines since capability was launched 
in 2017. — MATT DRISKILL

ALASKA AIRLINES, AAR TEAM UP TO CREATE FUTURE TECHS

Alaska Airlines is teaming up with AAR to 
create a pipeline for qualified airline main-
tenance technicians. The Flow Through 
Programme is the first of its kind between 
an airline and an aviation services provider 

to focus on education and career train-
ing and recruit new workers from diverse 
backgrounds. 

Applicants complete their training and 
feed into a role at an AAR maintenance 

facility. If the applicant is in good standing 
and has completed three years with AAR as 
an aircraft technician, they qualify to apply 
to a career opening at Alaska and are guar-
anteed an interview. — MATT DRISKILL
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Interiors News

FlightPath3D hits 500 installations
FlightPath3D announced that they achieved over 500 installations in the first half of 2021 
thanks to its availability on any device and any platform. Duncan Jackson, FlightPath3D pres-
ident, said, “Our suite of interactive travel applications, including our route map and smart 
travel guide, is driving the demand, especially with our best in class in-seat installations. 
We’re also seeing the move to a touchless cabin driving demand for our Wi-Fi streaming 
map that’s viewed on passengers’ own devices. Thanks to our any device, any platform ap-
proach, our market-leading map, and travel applications, are available on any IFE architecture 
(seat-back, overhead, and Wi-Fi streaming) and on any OEM platform. We’re proud of the 
integration, certification, and joint sales efforts with all of our OEM partners, which include: 
Anuvu, Astronics, Burrana, Gogo, IDAIR, Immfly, Panasonic, Safran Passenger Solutions, 
and Thales.” — MATT DRISKILL

TEXTRON ADDS NEW INTERIORS FOR KING AIR

Textron Aviation announced it is introduc-
ing new interiors to its Beechcraft King Air 
260 turboprop. Featuring a new look with 
craftsman-built cabinetry and a selection 
of opulent fabrics and colour schemes, the 
luxurious, redesigned cabin interior will be 

available on all new King Air 260 aircraft 
in early 2022. The King Air 260’s cabine-
try offers wood-grain finishes along with 
a modernised refreshment centre that is 
easily accessible for passengers throughout 
their flight. The cabin interior also offers a 
selection of four standard colour palates 
— Alpaca, Buttercream, New Pewter, and 
Latte. The premium interior — Lava Saddle 
— is also available. Throughout the cabin, 
LED lighting provides a warm, inviting at-
mosphere with lit cupholders and pinhole 
lighting along the lower sidewalls. Multi-

ple USB charging ports have been added 
throughout the cabin, making it easier for 
greater productivity on your mobile device 
throughout the flight. Other amenities that 
come standard on the entire King Air lineup 
include pleated pull-down shades, pull-out 
worktables, and a private aft lavatory. The 
King Air 260 cabin, which seats seven pas-
sengers, is configured to maximise passen-
ger comfort. The cabin has been designed 
to create a spacious environment that offers 
ample legroom at every seating station. — 

MATT DRISKILL

QATAR WINS AIRLINE OF THE YEAR WITH QSUITE

Qatar Airways has been named Airline of the 
Year 2021 by AirlineRatings. The airline has 
also clinched the Best Middle East Airline, 
Best Catering, and the Best Business Class 
awards. This marks the third year in a row 

Qatar Airways has achieved the Best Busi-
ness Class accolade, recognising its patent-
ed Qsuite product. Qsuite, a patented Qatar 
Airways product, offers a First Class experi-
ence in the Business Class cabin. Qsuite fea-

tures the industry’s first-ever double bed in 
Business Class, as well as privacy panels that 
stow away, allowing passengers in adjoining 
seats to create their own private room, a first 
of its kind in the industry. — MATT DRISKILL

INTELSAT 2KU AVAILABLE 
AS LINEFIT OPTION ON 
A320S

Intelsat announced that the first facto-
ry-installed Intelsat 2Ku system has been 
delivered on an A321neo aircraft. The 2Ku 
system was installed by Airbus at its facto-
ry in Hamburg, Germany as part of its High 
Bandwidth Connectivity Service (HBCS) 
and delivered to Cathay Pacific. The Intel-
sat 2Ku antenna enables airlines to access 
the global Intelsat network and, in turn, a 
reliable and high-performance inflight en-
tertainment and connectivity (IFEC) expe-
rience for their passengers and crew. The 
ability to offer the factory-installed option 
to airlines means Intelsat ’s services are 
available immediately at the time an airline 
receives its new aircraft. 

As the leading provider of inflight broad-
band connectivity to the commercial avia-
tion industry, Intelsat’s global reach, depth 
of capacity and vertical integration provides 
airlines with unmatched speed, reliability, 
and flexibility. — MATT DRISKILL



10 AsianAviation | Sept-Oct 2021

Aviation People on the Move

The INTERNATIONAL AIR TRANSPORT 
ASSOCIATION (IATA) has made several 
executive changes recently. Conrad Clifford 
will become IATA’s deputy director general 
leading IATA’s global advocacy efforts. He will 
also oversee all regional vice presidents. IATA 
also named Brendan Sullivan as IATA’s global 
head of cargo. Sebastian Mikosz will become 
IATA’s senior vice president for environment 
and sustainability. Nick Careen will become 
IATA’s senior vice president for operations, 
safety and security. Muhammad Albakri will 
become senior vice president for financial 
settlement and distribution services.

AIRBUS has appointed 
Sunny Guglani as head of 
Airbus Helicopters for 
India and South Asia. He 
took charge on 16 August 

2021 and is be based in New Delhi. 

ALTON AVIATION 
CONSULTANCY has 
promoted Adam Guthorn 
to managing director, 
based in New York City.

BAA TRAINING has 
named Marijus Ravoitis as 
a new CEO of the company, 
who will supervise all its 
business operations 

globally. Egle Vaitkeviciute steps away as a 
CEO and progresses her career taking a 
more advanced role as a strategic advisor 
for BAA Training. Ravoitis makes an internal 
move from a chief sales officer’s role.

BOC AVIATION has 
named Stephen Barnes as 
chief risk officer, 
succeeding David Farrell, 
who has resigned due to 

family reasons. Barnes will oversee all risk 
management matters globally, including 
asset, liability, credit and cashflow risk. He 
will be based in the company’s 
headquarters in Singapore and reports to 
Zhang Xiaolu, vice chairman and deputy 
managing director.

LAVINIA LAU PAUL SMITTON LAWRENCE FONG

CATHAY PACIFIC said Lavinia Lau will 
become director for customer travel; Paul 
Smitton will assume the role of director 
customer lifestyle; and Lawrence Fong will 

continue to lead the company’s IT and 
digital functions as director digital and IT.

DNATA has named 
Musdalifa Abdullah as the 
company’s managing 
director for Singapore. 

HAHN AIR appointed 
Christoph Althoff as vice 
president Airline Business. 
Althoff joined the Hahn Air 
team on 1 July and will be 

in charge of an international team of 
experts managing the partnerships with 
Hahn Air’s more than 350 partner airlines 
worldwide. Althoff is taking over from Steve 
Knackstedt who retires at the end of 2021.

HERMES LOGISTICS 
TECHNOLOGIES (HLT) 
has appointed Marcus 
Campbell as its new chief 
technology officer. 

ILS (Inventory Locator 
Service, LLC) has named 
Robert Suhs as its new 
global sales leader, 
responsible for the global 

sales strategy, execution, and revenue 
growth of the company. 

SINGAPORE AIRLINES 
has appointed Yeoh Oon 
Jin to its board as an 
independent non-
executive director. Yeoh is 

the immediate past executive chairman of 
PwC Singapore. He was also a member of 
the PwC executive board for the CaTSH 
firm, which comprises the PwC firms in 
Singapore, China, Hong Kong and Taiwan, 
as well as a member of the PwC Strategy 
Council.

TRAVELPORT announced 
it has appointed Tom 
Kershaw as its new chief 
product and technology 
officer. Kershaw most 

recently held the title of chief technology 
officer at Magnite, which recently acquired 
SpotX, following the merger between 
Telaria and Rubicon Project in 2020.

SEBASTIAN MIKOSZ

MUHAMMAD 
ALBAKRI 

CONRAD CLIFFORD BRENDAN  
SULLIVAN

NICK CAREEN
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The year started on a positive note with 
vaccines making a global dent in the 
COVID-19 pandemic, then came the Delta 
variant. Chinese domestic air traffic was 
at pre-COVID levels and then taken back 
down with new cases in Beijing, Shanghai 
and Wuhan. Australia and New Zealand 
had opened, suspended, reopened, and 
suspended again a travel bubble between 
the two countries. Hong Kong and Sin-
gapore finally decided to cancel further 
talks on a planned travel corridor between 
the two Asian financial centres after Sin-
gapore itself discovered new cases and 
Hong Kong continued to enforce some of 
the harshest quarantine measures in the 
Asia-Pacific region.

As a result, airlines like Qantas, Rex and 
Virgin Australia announced new employee 
furloughs, although Qantas suffered a court 
defeat that said a previous outsourcing of 
ground handlers was illegal. Air New Zea-
land said it was anticipating a larger loss 
for the 2022 financial year because of the 
suspension of the trans-Tasman air bubble 
with Australia due to ongoing COVID-19 
infections. The airline said it currently ex-
pects losses before other significant items 
and taxation will not exceed NZ$530 million 

For the latest industry news, go to  
www.asianaviation.com

for the 2022 financial year, assuming a fuel 
price of US$78 per barrel and an NZD/USD 
foreign exchange rate of 0.70. The company 
previously stated on 18 June 2021 that it ex-
pected losses before other significant items 
and taxation to be comparable to the 2021 
financial year, being a loss not exceeding 
NZ$450 million. The airline also said it has 
deferred its plans to raise additional capital 
until 2022, after the government said it was 
unable to support the equity raise in the cur-
rent economic environment. The flag carrier 
had initially planned to tap shareholders for 
a cash injection in June but deferred that to 
September.

And the International Air Transport As-
sociation (IATA) said in August what the 
industry knew already that 2020 was the 
worst year on record for the aviation indus-
try because of the COVID-19 crisis. IATA 
data showed: 1.8 billion passengers flew 
in 2020, a decrease of 60.2 percent com-
pared to the 4.5 billion who flew in 2019; 
Industry-wide air travel demand (measured 
in revenue passenger-kilometres, or RPKs) 
dropped by 65.9 percent year-on-year; In-
ternational passenger demand (RPKs) de-
creased by 75.6 percent compared to the 
year prior; Domestic air passenger demand 

(RPKs) dropped by 48.8 percent compared 
to 2019; Air connectivity declined by more 
than half in 2020 with the number of routes 
connecting airports falling dramatically at 
the outset of the crisis and was down more 
than 60 percent year-on-year in April 2020; 
Total industry passenger revenues fell by 69 
percent to US$189 billion in 2020, and net 
losses were US$126.4 billion in total; The 
decline in air passengers transported in 
2020 was the largest recorded since global 
RPKs started being tracked around 1950.

IATA’s director general, Willie Walsh, said 
“2020 was a year that we’d all like to forget. 
But analysing the performance statistics for 
the year reveals an amazing story of perse-
verance. At the depth of the crisis in April 
2020, 66 percent of the world’s commercial 
air transport fleet was grounded as gov-
ernments closed borders or imposed strict 
quarantines. A million jobs disappeared. 
And industry losses for the year totalled 
US$126 billion. Many governments recog-
nised aviation’s critical contributions and 
provided financial lifelines and other forms 
of support. But it was the rapid actions by 
airlines and the commitment of our people 
that saw the airline industry through the 
most difficult year in its history.”

Air freight was the one bright spot in air 
transport for 2020, IATA said, as the market 
adapted to keep goods moving. IATA said 
industry-wide available cargo tonne-kilo-
metres (ACTKs) fell 21.4 percent year-on-
year in 2020; This led to a capacity crunch, 
with the industry-wide cargo load factor up 
7 percentage points to 53.8 percent. This is 
the highest value in the IATA series start-
ed in 1990; At the end of the year, indus-
try-wide cargo tonne-kilometres (CTKs) had 
returned close to pre-crisis values. However, 
the yearly decline in cargo demand (CTKs) 
was still the largest since the Global Finan-
cial Crisis in 2009, at a sizeable 9.7 percent 
year-on-year in 2020. — MATT DRISKILL

Aviation industry: One step forward,  
two steps back

SH
U

TT
ER

ST
O

C
K

https://asianaviation.com/category/industry-news/


Untitled-1   1Untitled-1   1 18 Aug 2021   18:39:2818 Aug 2021   18:39:28



14 AsianAviation | Sept-Oct 2021

ADVERTORIAL

THE MI-171A2 HELICOPTER is certified by the Federal Air Trans-
port Agency of the Russian Federation as per AP-29 Aviation Rules. 
This is the first convertible certified helicopter of the Mi-8/17 type.

Depending on the needs of the operator, the Mi-171А2 is capable 
to perform various tasks. The helicopter cabin can be converted into 
a cargo or search and rescue (SAR) or passenger configuration in a 
short time. When installing the appropriate optional equipment, the 
Mi-171A2 helicopter can be used to transport up to 24 passengers 
on energy-attenuating seats or up to 13 passengers in the corporate 
configuration. It can also transport cargo up to 4,000 kg inside the 
cargo cabin or up to 5,000 kg on an external sling. The helicopter 
can also perform medical evacuation of up to two people on medical 
modules and can also perform firefighting, patrolling and territorial 
monitoring operations.

The Mi-171A2 helicopter is designed to operate in a variety of 
environments — whether it is hot or cold, rain or snow, mountains 
or desert, sea or land. The helicopter can stand even the most se-
vere and extreme operating conditions. When other helicopters are 
grounded - the Mi-171A2 operates.

The Mi-171A2 glass cockpit with an on-board digital equipment 
suite allows for two-crewman operations. The state-of-the-art design 

of the Mi-171A2 helicopter is aimed at decreasing operating costs. 
In this regard, the helicopter has a flight and navigation equipment 
suite with built-in diagnostic systems, which is superior in many 
functions to similar helicopter suites in the class.

The Mi-171A2 is equipped with more powerful engines, as well as 
new composite main rotor blades and an X-shaped tail rotor, which, 
combined with a reinforced transmission and an upgraded fuselage, 
allowed for an increase in the maximum speed of the helicopter to 
280 km/h.

As a result of the joint work of Russian Helicopters Holding 
Company, Rostec State Corporation and the Federal Air Transport 
Agency (Rosaviatsiya), the validation of the Mi-171A2 helicopter 
type certificate has been successfully completed in Kazakhstan, 
Colombia, India and the Republic of Korea.

Customers are attracted by the high reliability and constant per-
fection of the helicopter to meet the increasing requirements for 
comfort and safety.

Mi-171A2 maintenance is based on airframe flight time in hours 
and, with timely and high-quality performance of the prescribed 
works, ensures the specified 100 percent level of helicopter service-
ability and flight readiness. 

Mi-171A2: A new standard for safety and comfort
The Mi-171A2 helicopter is a culminating milestone of multi-year development of the Mi-8/17 
helicopter family. It embeds the supreme level of reliability, safety, and comfort. The helicopter’s 
high performance, along with reduced operating costs, allow it to perform a wide range of tasks, 
depending on the needs of the operator.
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Boeing names new SE Asia president
The Boeing Company announced the appointment of Alexander Feldman as the new pres-
ident of the company’s Southeast Asia business, effective 27 August 2021. Feldman will be 
based in Singapore and oversee the company’s strategy and operations as Boeing expands 
its regional presence. Feldman will also become director and chairman of Boeing Singapore 
Pte. Ltd. and president director of PT. Boeing Indonesia. He succeeds Ralph ‘Skip’ Boyce, 
who is retiring after more than 13 years at Boeing in Singapore.

Previously, Feldman was president and CEO of the US-ASEAN Business Council (US-ABC) 
for over 12 years and also served as its chairman in 2020-2021, helping steer the Council 
through the COVID-19 pandemic. At the US-ABC, Feldman represented 170 of the largest 
US businesses, including Boeing, and managed seven offices in Southeast Asia. He regu-
larly consulted with the presidents, prime ministers and cabinets of the 10 ASEAN nations 
as well as with senior US government officials across three presidential administrations.

Boeing’s presence in Indonesia and Vietnam will support the company’s growth ob-
jectives across its commercial airplanes, defence and services businesses. Earlier this 
month, Boeing made a US$500,000 donation from the Boeing Charitable Trust to CARE 
in support of COVID-19 relief efforts in Indonesia. Feldman drew upon his extensive ex-
perience to help assemble a government and industry coalition to provide financial and 
medical support for Indonesia and the broader region in order to address the surge in 
coronavirus cases. — MATT DRISKILL

SIA GROUP NARROWS Q1 
LOSS TO S$409 MILLION

Singapore Airlines Group (SIA) reported a 
net loss of S$409 million for the first quar-
ter of its financial year, an improvement of 
S$714 million (+63.6 percent) against last 
year. This was primarily driven by better 
operating performance and the absence of 
non-cash impairment charges relating to 
the liquidation of NokScoot. As a result, the 
SIA Group recorded a first quarter operat-
ing loss of S$274 million, an improvement 
of S$763 million (+73.6 percent) from the 
S$1.03 billion operating loss recorded last 
year. Border controls and travel restrictions 
remained largely in place during the first 
quarter of FY2021/22, despite the growing 
pace of COVID-19 vaccinations in Singa-
pore and in key markets for the SIA Group 
around the world. The Group’s passenger 
traffic (measured in revenue passenger-kilo-
metres) grew year-on-year on the back of 
a calibrated increase in passenger capaci-
ty (measured in available seat-kilometres), 
which rose to 28 percent of pre-COVID-19 
levels by the end of the quarter in June 2021. 
The passenger load factor (PLF) for the first 
quarter increased 4.6 percentage points 
year-on-year to 14.8 percent. Three new 
Airbus A350s entered into service with SIA 
during the quarter, while two Airbus A330s 
were removed from the operating fleet for 
lease return checks. As at quarter end, Sin-
gapore Airlines’ operating fleet comprised 
115 passenger aircraft and seven freighters. 
Scoot added its first three Airbus A321neo 
aircraft into its operating fleet, while one Air-
bus A320ceo was removed for lease return 
checks.  — MATT DRISKILL

BRISBANE AIRPORT WINS AWARD FOR TOP STAFF

Brisbane Airport (BNE) claimed the title of 
Best Airport Staff in Australia/Pacific in the 
global Skytrax World Airport Awards 2021. 
Gert-Jan de Graaff, BAC chief executive of-
ficer, said the award is testament to BNE’s 
commitment to not only meeting customers’ 
expectations, but exceeding them. “There 

has been a lot of uncertainty throughout 
the COVID-19 pandemic, but our front-line 
staff have consistently faced all of the chal-
lenges presented with a level of courage 
and care that is truly extraordinary,” said de 
Graaff. “Customer experience is at the heart 
of everything we do at BNE, so the award 

for Best Airport Staff is a tribute to these 
front-line staff, from airline and ground han-
dling staff, to volunteers, cleaners, security, 
customs, immigration, retail, and mainte-
nance staff, and everyone in between, who 
strive to provide the best possible services 
and facilities to travellers.” — MATT DRISKILL
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MUCH HAS BEEN SAID, WRITTEN AND RESEARCHED on the 
issue of gender parity in the global aerospace industry in recent 
years, as it should. While females have made great strides in climb-
ing the ranks and reaching the top of the major global aerospace 
manufacturers — including former Lockheed Martin CEO and now 
a strategic adviser to the CEO, Marillyn Hewson; General Dynamics 
CEO Phebe Novakovic; and Northrop Grumman CEO Kathy Warden 
— the world’s airlines are lagging behind.

Female executives frequently head up airline human resources 
or corporate communications departments, but few have reached 
the CEO suite. While recent female CEO appointments, including at 
Aer Lingus and TAP Air Portugal, are positive signs, change is still 
painfully slow. Recent research by, shows just 4 percent of the top 
100 airlines are led by women.

Progress in the Asia-Pacific region, however, appears to be some-
what faster, with female executives in the top job at a number of 
carriers. Perhaps not surprisingly considering their trailblazing 
reputation, these airlines are all low-cost carriers (LCCs) or started 
out life as LCCs.

Take HK Express for example, which appointed Mandy Ng as its 
CEO in 2019 following its acquisition by Cathay Pacific. Ng joined HK 
Express after 17 years of rising through the ranks of Cathay Pacific. 
Starting out as a management trainee in 1999, Ng has held various 
positions in planning, revenue and sales in Hong Kong, Thailand, and 
Malaysia, getting to know all aspects of the airline business. Stints as 
manager airline planning, for example, saw her responsible for the 
group’s network planning, scheduling, slots acquisition and aircraft 
deployment, directly responsible for the profit optimisation for a fleet 
of more than 200 aircraft. Her roles also included manager of cargo 
sales and marketing where she was responsible for the group’s cargo 
business, as well as positions in passenger sales.

Immediately prior to her appointment as HK Express CEO, Ng 
had worked closely on the acquisition of the airline and during 
the transitional role as general manager business development at 
parent Swire Pacific.

A business graduate of the Chinese University of Hong Kong, Ng 
has built upon her academic credentials throughout her career, with 
an executive MBA as well as management and leadership qualifica-
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Rising to the top
The global airline industry is a long way from reaching its gender parity goals, 

but Asia-Pacific low-cost carriers (LCCs) appear to be leading the way with a 

number of female CEOs in charge. Emma Kelly reports.
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tions from globally renowned business schools INSEAD and IESE.
Ng joins Jayne Hrdlicka in the CEO club in the Asia-Pacific region, 

with Hrdlicka heading not just one airline in the region, but now on her 
second as CEO and managing director of Virgin Australia. Although 
no longer identified as an LCC, Virgin Australia started out life as one 
and Hrdlicka’s previous airline top job was at Qantas LCC Jetstar.

Hrdlicka took over as CEO and MD of Virgin Australia in Novem-
ber 2020 following the acquisition of the Australian carrier by US 
private investment firm Bain Capital. Hrdlicka was a senior advisor 
to Bain during 2020, advising on the acquisition and participating 
in the due diligence process.

Before Virgin, however, Hrdlicka was firmly in the Qantas camp, 
having joined the airline in 2010 as group executive strategy and 
technology and subsequently appointed CEO of the airline’s Jetstar 
LCC group in 2012, a position in which she remained for five years. 
Hrdlicka then took on the job of heading Qantas’s Loyalty and Digital 
Ventures as its CEO before venturing out of the airline industry for 
a two-year stint as CEO and MD of the A2 Milk Company. Prior to 
this, Hrdlicka had various stints with US management consultancy 
firm Bain & Company in the US and Australia.

“I’m happy I was prepared to take some risks along the journey in 
taking jobs that stretched me and took me out of my comfort zone 
and really pushed me to challenge myself,” Hrdlicka recently told. 
“When I step back and look at it, every new experience that came 
along for me was an opportunity for me to learn more, grow more 
and build out a platform of knowledge that has served me well later 
in my career,” Hrdlicka adds. 

While achieving her own success, Hrdlicka has also championed 
other women to follow. At Bain & Company, she helped launch, in 
conjunction with Australian advocacy group Chief Executive Women, 
research studies on gender parity, as well as a toolkit to empower 
women in leadership.

AirAsia has a number of top female executives, including Veranita 
Yosephine, who heads up AirAsia Indonesia as CEO and Aireen 
Omar, who is AirAsia Group president (AirAsia Digital).

Yosephine, who is Indonesia’s first and only female airline CEO, is 
also chairwoman of the Indonesia National Air Carrier Association. 
Yosephine joined AirAsia in 2019 from the Kraft Heinz Company 
where she was sales director and before that another food com-
pany Danone where she was sales development director and prior 
to that sales manager with British American Tobacco Indonesia. 
She has an engineering degree, as well as an MBA from INSEAD.

Yosephine led AirAsia Indonesia to double-digit growth by the 

◀ Prior to her appointment as HK Express CEO, Ng worked on the 
acquisition of the airline at parent Swire Pacific.



20 AsianAviation | Sept-Oct 2021

WOMEN IN AVIATION

end of 2019 and has successfully steered the airline through the 
pandemic.

Yosephine is passionate about “developing women leaders across 
the pipeline” and works with local universities to support young 
talent, as well as being the founder of the Indonesian branch of the 
Girls for President which is a global movement aimed at building 
effective leadership skills in girls. “Girls for President is a mentorship 
programme where I share my experiences and knowledge about the 
right way to be a leader,” Yosephine says. “I teach things like how 
to appear confident, take opportunities and how to support each 
other. This is what I want to continue to do to support women to 
move forward and not limit themselves,” Yosephine adds. Her work in 
gender equality and female empowerment resulted in her receiving 
an award from UN Women in 2016.

Meanwhile, Omar leads one of AirAsia’s shining star operations, 
AirAsia Digital, and as such is responsible for AirAsia’s digital strat-
egy, promoting innovation and collaboration throughout the group. 
Omar has been with AirAsia for more than 15 years, originally joining 
the group as director of corporate finance, responsible also for fuel 
procurement and investor relations. Prior to joining AirAsia, Omar 
worked in banking, and has an economics degree and a Masters. 

Yosephine says there is a real shift occurring in Asia-Pacific for 
female leadership. “Asia-Pacific may no longer be a strange land 
for female leaders to emerge and shine,” she says. Yosephine adds: 
“We now see powerful female ministers or political leaders in ASE-
AN countries and also some chairwomen in several of the largest 

and most influential companies and you can see how we equally 
presented our agility and compassion to push things forward, even 
during the toughest times, like now.”

AirAsia itself has always been a pioneer when it comes to sup-
porting diversity and inclusion, Yosephine adds, pointing to the fact 
it has one of the highest ratios of female pilots and engineers in the 
region — nearly one in 20 pilots and nearly one in 15 engineers — 
having become the first Asean airline to welcome female pilots in 
2009. The group now employs over 200 female pilots and more than 
230 female engineers in what has historically been a male-domi-
nated industry. “Since 2019, AirAsia Group has also increased the 
percentage of women in management positions from 15 percent to 
24 percent in 2021,” Yosephine adds.

Yosephine says that she is fortunate at AirAsia Indonesia as 
although senior executives in flights, operations, engineering, and 
safety are all men, they are open-minded. “They believed in my 
ability to bring new insights, new energy and new perspectives. 
Diversity and inclusion in the workplace should be encouraged in 
order to strengthen business decision making, increase innovation 
and creativity, balance the organisation and make it more purposeful 
for every individual,” Yosephine says.

Female executives are not only leading airlines in Asia-Pacific, 
they have also been responsible for pioneering the LCC concept 
in the region. In China, for example, the very existence of the LCC 
sector is thanks to Zhang Xiuzhi, former CEO of Chinese LCC 
Spring Airlines. Spring Airlines was formed in 2004 during the 
liberalisation of the Chinese airline market. While many new air-
lines launched in this period failed to prosper long-term or were 
taken over by China’s big three airlines, Spring Airlines flourished 
thanks to Zhang’s fervent belief in the LCC business model. Zhang 
co-founded Spring and was its CEO from 2004 through to 2016. 
Under her leadership, Spring launched a completely new LCC 
sector in the country, grew substantially and created a whole new 
generation of flyers. The airline underwent a successful initial pub-
lic offering in 2015 and even expanded overseas with the Spring 
Japan joint venture. 

Then there is Nguyen Thi Phoung Thao, CEO and president of 
Vietnamese LCC Vietjet Air and the country’s first female self-made 
billionaire. Thao started out her career as a financial trader following 
a finance degree and a PhD. Thao saw a huge gap in Vietnam’s travel 
market and, believing that the country was on the brink of enormous 
travel growth, launched Vietjet in 2011, taking the airline public in 
2017. “I have always aimed big and done big deals. I have never done 
anything on a small scale. When people were trading one container 
of goods, I was already trading hundreds of containers,” she told.

At times controversial — bikini-clad flight attendants, for example 
— Vietjet has been innovative and contributed significantly to traffic 
growth to and from Vietnam. Vietjet was one of few airlines to make 
it through 2020 with a profit, albeit a small one, thanks largely to 
a major expansion of its cargo activities and cargo partnerships 
around the world. 

▲ AirAsia has a number of top female executives, including Veranita 
Yosephine, who heads up AirAsia Indonesia as CEO. 
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The MRO business  
for business jets
The Asia-Pacific business jet fleet numbered 1,232 aircraft at the end of 

2020, according to Asian Sky Group data, with large and long-range jets 

the most popular at 54 percent of the fleet. Keeping these aircraft flying are 

around 100 maintenance, repair, and overhaul (MRO) providers of varying 

sizes and capabilities offering business jet services across the region.  

Michael Doran takes a look.



AsianAviation | Sept-Oct 2021 23 

MRO

• Free of virus and bacteria in less than 10 minutes
• For laminates, metals, leather, fabric, etc. 
• Easy to apply
• VOC/Smell Reduction permanently
• No UV light required – it works with usual cabin light

bEYoND HorIZonS

PERMANENT ANTIMICROBIAL COATING

LEARN MORE »
facc.com/pure-cabin

*against covered/uncovered virus types, gram-positive/-negative bacteria & fungi

   AT LEAST 

1 YEAR 
EFFECTIVENESS FOR 

AFTERMARKET 
APPLICATION 

   AT LEAST 

5 YEARS 
EFECTIVENESS  
FOR LINE-FIT  
APPLICATION 

99,99*%
PERMANENT

SAFETY

Pure Cabin Anzeige_RZ.indd   1Pure Cabin Anzeige_RZ.indd   1 19.08.21   16:2319.08.21   16:23

With more aircraft starting to return to service how are some of 
the main players in the MRO space faring during the pandemic 
and are they ready to support Asia-Pacific operators when travel 
restrictions are eased? For a major OEM like Dassault Aviation, 
having a well-established line and base maintenance network is 
crucial to the ongoing success of their Falcon series of business 
jets. Dassault has a network of 60 service centres spread globally, 
34 of which are company owned and in Asia-Pacific operate under 
the ExecuJet MRO Services brand.

In 2021 Dassault unified the sales activities of its Europe and Mid-
dle East and Asia-Pacific factory owned overhaul 
operations to create a single point of contact for 
customers in Europe, Africa, Asia-Pacific and the 
Middle East.

Dassault Senior Vice President for Worldwide 
Service Network Geoff Chick tells Asian Aviation 
it means an aircraft operator only needs to con-
tact one point to have visibility to all locations, 
whether it ’s Kuala Lumpur, Sydney, Dubai, Paris, Geneva or the 
US. “If they want to stay within region or if they’re having a trip to 
Europe or the US this single point of contact has what they need 
to get them a response on a location and specific type informa-
tion,” he explains. “If they have to make a location change one call 
or email to their single point of contact will set all the wheels in 
motion to make that happen.”

In effect this is bringing together the sales operations of the three 
service affiliates, Dassault Falcon Service, TAG Maintenance Servic-
es and ExecuJet MRO Services so customers can easily access any 
centre capable of accommodating their aircraft and workscope with 

one call. With the all-new Falcon 6X due to enter service in 2022 
followed by the Falcon 10X in 2025, Chick says that from an MRO 
perspective, preparations for the new aircraft are well underway in 
all locations. “For the 6X we’re in the middle of entry into service 
preparations, such as providing training, tooling and making sure 
there are parts in the region, and we’ll repeat that for the 10X. We do 
have a lot of good interest and demand for both models so when we 
start delivering we can increase the capacity of the locations where 
it’s most needed,” Chick said.

Looking at private jet usage, ExecuJet MRO Services Vice Pres-
ident Asia Ivan Lim tells Asian Aviation that usage is certainly no-
where near pre-COVID levels and although there were some positive 
signs in late-2020 the arrival of the Delta variant quickly changed 

that. “Private aircraft usage is impacted mostly by lockdowns and 
border closures imposed by various countries in Asia that became 
stricter with the spread of the new Delta variant,” he says. “For MROs 
this means less line maintenance due to reduced flying although 
base maintenance is less affected as it’s mostly driven by calendar 
base maintenance program.”

While the whole MRO sector is seeing reduced demand, Lim says 
that those countries with a domestic market, like China and Malay-
sia, are faring better than the likes of Singapore and Hong Kong. 
“What we’ve noticed is that owners can’t fly to another country for 
holidays so they tend to make do with what they have within their 

◀ ExecuJet is planning to build a new MRO facility at Subang Airport 
Malaysia.

If they have to make a location change one call or email 
to their single point of contact will set all the wheels in 

motion to make that happen.

GEOFF CHICK, DASSAULT
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own domestic market, like in Malaysia when interstate borders 
were reopened in Q4 2020, all the island states such as Penang and 
Langkawi were booming.”

A rare positive from the pandemic is that Lim is seeing cases 
where an owner previously combined holidays in Europe or the US 
with heavy maintenance but now due to border restrictions that work 
is being done within the region. “Surprisingly for us in Malaysia we’ve 
seen an uptake in base maintenance work during the pandemic so 
we have kept busy on all the products that we service across Falcon, 
Bombardier and Gulfstream aircraft,” he explains. 

Increased demand has also come from owners who have their 
aircraft grounded and decide to have maintenance done early so 
that the aircraft is clear to return to flying as soon as borders reopen. 
Asia is projected to see positive growth in private aircraft ownership 
which Lim says will increase MRO demand and when the anticipated 
reopening of all the economies and travel happens “we all expect 
to see a sharp increase and growth.” Lim said.

Backing up that confidence is the decision by ExecuJet MRO and 
parent company Dassault Aviation to build a new MRO facility at 
the existing Subang Airport site in Malaysia. “We’re in the planning 
stage and at the moment we’re liaising with the airport authority 
regarding the plan so we hope to be able to commission the new 
hangar by around Q4, 2023. The new facility is being planned with 
sustainability in mind, incorporating features such as solar panels 
and rainwater harvesting,” Lim said.

Hong Kong-based Metrojet Limited can trace its origins back 
to the 1930s when the country’s first air routes were opened and 
it had its terminal at the luxurious Peninsula Hotel. Today Metrojet 
provides business aviation clients with services including aircraft 
management, charter and sales, aircraft advisory and maintenance. 
MRO services are available in Hong Kong and at the newly estab-
lished Clark facility in the Philippines. While services differ slightly at 
each location, across the two there are MRO capabilities in line and 
heavy maintenance, avionics, spare parts, airworthiness, engines, 
modifications, wheels and tyres and aircraft-on-ground response.

Hong Kong is an authorised service facility for engines from Pratt 
& Whitney, Rolls-Royce, and GE and the Honeywell APU, while 
both locations hold aircraft ratings for Gulfstream and Bombardier 
aircraft types.

The Philippines facility had a ‘soft’ opening in May, bringing more 
than 7,100 m² hangar floor space that can accommodate up to 10 
long-range business jets, including Boeing Business and Airbus Cor-
porate Jets and adding much needed parking space to the region. 
There is also a 2,500 m² annex with space for a Fixed-Base Operator 
facility and a further 11,000 m² of apron area with a private taxiway.

On the engine front, Pratt & Whitney (P&W) has a number of 
in-service engines to support in the region, including the PW800 
on the Gulfstream G500/600, the PW307 on the Dassault Falcon 
7X/8X and the new PW812D to power the all-new Dassault Falcon 
6X, due to enter service in 2022.

P&W GM International Customer Programs Asia-Pacific Frank 
Shum says that although business jet traffic has returned to 
pre-COVID levels worldwide the Asia-Pacific region is currently lag-
ging, mainly due to closure of international borders and quarantine 
requirements in the region. “However, we have seen a rising trend 
of business jet flying hours in the region since the second quarter 
in 2020,” he tells Asian Aviation. “We anticipate that flying hours in 
Asia-Pacific will continue to see a steady recovery and this would 
naturally translate into an increasing demand for line maintenance 
and planned engine shop maintenance.” 

To support operators in the region P&W has parts distribution 
▲ Dassault’s Geoff Chick says “We’re in the middle of EIS 
preparations for the 6X.”
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centres in Singapore and Australia serving multiple engine models, 
including business jets and offers rental engine assets. “This com-
plements our Mobile Repair Team in the region which can be sent 
to support our customers’ needs where and when needed and the 
team augments our network of maintenance support for business 
jets through authorised service centres managed by Jet Aviation for 
APAC or Taj Air for India. We are also working with an increasing 
number of trusted fixed-base operators to expand our customer 
reach and provide them with the necessary services, including line 
maintenance,” Shum adds. 

Offering the widest spread of MRO locations in the region, Jet Avi-
ation has facilities in Shanghai, Hong Kong, Manilla, Kuala Lumpur, 
Singapore, Australia and New Zealand, as well as the support of the 
worldwide Jet Aviation network. In Asia-Pacific it carries approvals 
from 24 aviation authorities and OEM authorisations from Airbus, 
Boeing, Bombardier, Dassault, Embraer, Gulfstream, Beechcraft 
Hawker and Cessna. 

Jet Aviation is a subsidiary of global aerospace and defence giant 
General Dynamics and is a sister company to Gulfstream Aerospace 
Corporation. The company started from one location in Basel, Swit-
zerland in 1967, growing to more than 50 locations worldwide and 
around 4,000 employees focussed on aircraft management, sales, 
charter, FBO and maintenance. 

MRO

▲ “In Malaysia we’ve seen an uptake in base maintenance work 
during the pandemic," says Ivan Lim.
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AH: Yes, it ’s been quite a storm because as you mentioned we’re 
the market leader for ground handling and aviation catering as 
well across Asia. More than 80 percent of our revenue is coming 
from serving airlines, and so it’s been a big hit to our revenue line. 
What we’ve done, along with everyone else in the industry, is re-
shape. We’ve weathered the crisis, and also pursuing new growth 
opportunities…but the key thing was early on we took decisive 
action to reshape the cost space at the start of 2020, when the 
pandemic was really in its infancy. We’ve got operations in China 
and saw very early the impact it could have on the business so 
we reduced those contract services. We’ve actually redeployed 
thousands of people to support the more resilient businesses such 
as cargo, as well as the growth of new business opportunities in 
food solutions outside of aviation. Our total head count in the group 
was about 17,000 and it’s now running at about 11,000. You can see 
there’s been a major reshaping, which has obviously been very 
difficult and a very serious undertaking for us. As a result, the total 
operating expenses dropped by 43 percent over the year before. 
But at the same time, we’ve managed to maintain our investment 
in innovation with new products and services to help airlines to 
operate more safely in this pandemic.

AAV: Cargo as you mentioned, seems to be one of the bright spots. 
SATS has actually been growing in that area, is that correct?
AH: We’re a big cargo handler across the region in a lot of the major 
hubs. We run the cargo terminal operations from Beijing all the way 

Weathering 
the storm
Airlines are not the only companies suffering from 

COVID-19. Ground handlers like SATS in Singapore 

have also had to adapt. AAV Editor Matt Driskill 

recently caught up with Alex Hungate, the CEO of 

SATS, who talked about how the company was 

dealing with the changing aviation industry.

SA
TS

AAV: We hear a lot 
about airlines , air-
ports , pilots , flight 

c r e w s ,  a n d  h o w 
they’ve been affected by 

the pandemic. I don’t really 
think that the average person 
who flies thinks very much 
about the ground handlers like 
your organisation SATS. Give 
us an idea of what you’ve been 

doing to help weather the storm.
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across to Mumbai. and it ’s been the 
most resilient part of our business. In 
fact, SATS cargo volumes were down 
about 35 percent year on year, which 
is relatively much better of course, than 
the passenger volumes, which have been down more like 90 per-
cent year on year. Fourth quarter was down only 12 percent, so you 
can see an improving picture during the year, every quarter slightly 
better than the last. Right now, IATA estimated that Asia-Pacific air 
cargo is at about the same volume as it was pre-COVID and that’s 
roughly what we’re seeing too, across our different cargo terminal 
operations. Over the last year, we have been investing in cargo 
facilities, in particular targeting two opportunities. One is the cold 
chain, so temperature sensitive cargos like vaccines of course, which 
is now very much topical and lifesaving. We feel good about being 
able to move the vaccines around Asia and then also to support 
e-commerce, because e-commerce has grown a lot during the 
pandemic. A lot of consumers are sitting at home not able to enjoy 
services, and they’re using their disposable income to buy product 
so e-commerce has been through a boom and we’ve been investing 
in the digitalization of our facilities to try to help the eCommerce 
companies provide that track and trace information that they need 
to give back to the consumer.

AAV: Food is a huge thing for SATS. You recently acquired majority 
control of a Thai frozen food company. And I’m interested in this 
because I see we’ve got AirAsia, for example, that has expanded into 
other areas. Food is a big one there, and forgive me for saying this, 
unless you’re in First Class or at least Business Class, airline food 
is not exactly known for being a culinary treasure. But tell us about 
more of your food operations and what you do. And you do a lot of 
non-aviation catering as well, correct?
AH: Yeah, we do. I think it’s always a challenge serving food in a 
small cabin up in the air with limited facilities, but I think some 
airlines are known for their food and that does create an advantage 
for them. We like to think that some of those airlines that are best 
known are our customers. But we’ve continued to expand our culi-
nary capabilities to target non-aviation catering opportunities during 
this pandemic. It’s something we started before the pandemic, but 
we believe that with the urbanisation of Asia, increasing numbers 
of people living in cities, a busy lifestyle, small apartments, they do 
want more ready to eat meals and they are going to eat out more 

We feel good about being able to move the vaccines 
around Asia and then also to support e-commerce, because 

e-commerce has grown a lot during the pandemic. 
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though the restaurant chains in Asia are relatively small compared 
to the chaining that’s happened in the west. As that chaining trend 
comes into places like China and India, Indonesia, and other parts 
of Southeast Asia, SATS is one of the companies that’s providing the 
commissary kitchen services to these chains to help them to create 
the products that Asians want to eat. As you probably are aware they 
don’t really have kitchens in those restaurants. The cooking is done 
centrally and then it’s assembled in those restaurants for the most 
part. That part of the business has been expanding quite a bit, along 
with the ready to eat meals which are now not just purchased in the 
retail supermarkets and consumed, but also consumed through food 
delivery as well. We’ve been working with a lot of those companies.

AAV: I’m curious. And this is just kind of a silly question to a certain 
extent, but do you go out and look for a lot of people like Julia Child, 

to staff the kitchen, or are you looking for a lot of creative people to 
come in and help you design the food for example, to come up with 
new recipes and things like that? Or do you employ a lot of different 
chefs who can develop new recipes and stuff? Or is it just okay, we’re 
going to serve chicken and that’s it.
AH: Innovation is key in the food market so it’s a really good question 
to ask. We generate innovation in two different ways. Firstly, we run a 
design thinking process with our customers to try and work from the 
customer insights backwards to work out which products are going 
to tap into the new food trends in the market. We collaborate with 
our customers to come up with those products, whether that’s Yum 
or whether it’s some of the retail outlets that I mentioned earlier. And 
then the other source of innovation is we work with SMEs. They will 
have their own proprietary recipes, maybe recipes handed down over 
the generations from the family members or the founders. We will 
work with them to help reproduce those recipes at large scale and 
then distribute into retail or into food delivery at volume. Sometimes 
in the same country but quite often we move into export mode and 
help them penetrate export markets, which is something they could 
never do. We’re taking the IP that they come up with and the creativity 
that they have as a small company, as an entrepreneurial company, 

▲ Hungate says SATS is moving to “reshape the cost space” of 
servicing airlines.

◀ SATS recently opened a huge kitchen complex in India to service 
aviation and non-aviation clients there.
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and we’re helping them to scale it up using the expertise of our chefs, 
and the expertise of our chefs are very much in helping to ramp up 
consistency and authenticity into much larger volumes.

AAV: Still on the topic of food…what about plant-based food?
AH: Well actually, Asia is expected to be the fastest-growing region 
in plant-based proteins. I think the estimates I saw in the most recent 
report was a compound annual growth rate of around 10 percent 
every year until 2028. The quality of what’s coming out of these 
innovative alternative protein companies is actually very good and 
getting better all the time. SATS does believe that Asia will be one of 
the fastest-growing regions and therefore we’re positioning ourselves 
as a distributor for these new technologies coming into the market 
through our subsidiary Country Foods. Country Foods is already the 
market leader in distribution of conventional proteins. We have an 
existing set of channels through to restaurants, hotels, wholesalers, 
et cetera, so we’re actually putting the alternative protein distribution 
through that existing channel working with these food tech start-ups.

AAV: Shifting gears a bit…your company is going green. I think you 
came out the other day and talked about sustainable food packaging. 
Tell us what the plan is for SATS to go green?
AH: It is a big topic because I think all the airlines right now are 

grappling with new technologies like SAF and hydrogen that might 
help them reduce their carbon footprint in the longer term. But one 
of the things that they need and can do in the shorter term is look at 
issues like sustainability in the cabin. Packaging waste for example, 
which is very visible to the passengers as they fly, and food waste 
is another example, right? We are working with ailines on how to 
minimise the food and packaging waste, or at least create a full 
life cycle packaging opportunity for them. So they can show the 
passenger that although they can’t solve the aviation fuel issue in 
the short term, at least they can deal with the things that are very 
visible and which are also important to the passenger. So last year, 
SATS acquired this company called Monty’s Bakehouse, which is 
based in the UK. They’re a leader in sustainably packaged SATS 
snacks for aviation and travel. We’re now working with Monty’s to 
create sustainable, low touch packaging as I mentioned earlier. It 
minimises the potential of cross infection between passenger and 
aircrew. I think that will be reassuring for passengers as well. But 
it’s sustainable packaging and we’re also pioneering food waste to 
energy concepts as well. 

Editor’s Note: This Q&A has been edited for content and space. 
To view the original interview, go to: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=gshti9shg8E&t=981s.
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AT FIRST GLANCE, “pipe dream” may seem to the casual reader a 
bit harsh when applied in the aviation context. And it’s certainly laud-
able that the industry wants to improve its environmental credentials. 
But using hydrogen-fuelled engines for long-haul flights where the 
most aviation emissions happen, will not become a reality by 2050 
or even years after that. The time and huge expense in changing 
the aviation world’s entire engine and fuel ecosystem, airport infra-
structure and regulatory framework guarantee that.

And while Airbus announced in 2020 with great fanfare and 
glamourous photo images of potential hydrogen-powered planes, 
hydrogen-fuelled engines are not new. The world has already flown 
such a plane way back in the 1980s. Developed in the former Soviet 

Union, the Tupolev Tu-155 was a modified Tupolev Tu-154 that was 
used as an alternative fuel testbed and was the world’s first ex-
perimental aircraft to use hydrogen as a fuel. No follow-up models 
were developed due to the downfall of the Soviet Union. And even 
before then, the aviation world flew the Hindenburg, which relied 
on hydrogen for its buoyancy, but we all know how that turned out 
in 1937 in a field in New Jersey.

But still the industry persists in issuing press release after press re-
lease about the latest research and development on hydrogen-pow-
ered planes. Just this past July the United Engine Corporation in 
Russia announced it had started developing hydrogen-powered 
aircraft engines and ground-based power units. The company is 
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Hydrogen (pipe) dreams
The majority of the aviation world has committed to becoming carbon-neutral 

by 2050 and is banking on sustainable fuels, more efficient aircraft and a 

host of smaller ways to hit that target. The dream of using engines that burn 

hydrogen will remain just that, a dream, as AAV Editor Matt Driskill reports.
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working on direct hydrogen fuel combustion in modified gas turbines 
and the fuel’s electrochemical transformation into electric power 
using fuel cells, the company said.

As already mentioned, Airbus said in 2020 that it was developing 
“zero-emission” aircraft and even went so far as to claim they could 
enter service by 2035. “This is a historic moment for the commercial 
aviation sector as a whole and we intend to play a leading role in the 
most important transition this industry has ever seen. The concepts 
we unveil today offer the world a glimpse of our ambition to drive 
a bold vision for the future of zero-emission flight,” said Guillaume 
Faury, Airbus CEO. “I strongly believe that the use of hydrogen 
— both in synthetic fuels and as a primary power source for 
commercial aircraft — has the potential to significantly reduce 
aviation’s climate impact.”

Airbus also said at the time that in order to tackle these 
challenges, airports will require significant hydrogen transport 
and refuelling infrastructure to meet the needs of day-to-day 
operations. Support from governments will be key to meet these 
ambitious objectives with increased funding for research and 
technology, digitalisation, and mechanisms that encourage the 
use of sustainable fuels and the renewal of aircraft fleets to al-
low airlines to retire older, less environmentally friendly aircraft 
earlier. All these changes will require hundreds of billions of 
dollars that frankly, the aviation industry just does not have as 
we head toward the end of another year of near total shutdown 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

The problem with planes
Both Boeing and Airbus have recently talked about their shared 
desire to cut carbon emissions. The entire aviation industry 
caught a break, if one can call it that, when the COVID-19 pan-
demic allowed the industry to use 2019 levels of CO2 emissions 
as the base line for their CORSIA carbon emission limits. Boeing 
in July released its Sustainability Report, saying that commercial 
planes delivered in 2020, some of its most fuel efficient, will 
contribute emissions equivalent to 1 million tonnes of carbon 
dioxide each over their more than 20-year lifespans. Together, 
the world’s two largest plane makers last year delivered jets 
estimated to be responsible for total emissions equivalent to 600 
million tonnes of CO2 over their lifetimes, a figure dampened by 
lower deliveries during the pandemic. Boeing’s leaders said they 
plan for their planes on 100 percent sustainable aviation fuels 
by 2030. And while that is commendable, sustainable aviation 
fuel itself can contribute to the climate crisis depending upon 
its constituent parts. Some sustainable fuels use vegetable oils 
that chemically are not all that different from petroleum-based 
fuels. Blending a mix of up to 50 percent biofuel into an aircraft’s 
tanks doesn’t really require any change in the basic technology.

Since everyone knows sustainable will help curtail emissions, why 
doesn’t everyone use it? Money is the simple answer. Such fuels cost 
four to five times what conventional fuel costs and fuel makes up 
about 25 percent of a typical airline’s overall costs. There’s also the 
fact that creating sustainable fuel from palm oil or corn often creates 
a worse carbon impact than if an airline did nothing. And under the 
industry’s standard for sustainable fuels, a product only needs to 
offer a 10 percent improvement in emissions relative to petroleum 
for it to count as sustainable. There are other ways to get to that 
level of savings with more efficient aircraft.

◀ Airbus has said it hopes to have a flying zero-emission plane  
by 2035.

I strongly believe that the use of hydrogen — 
both in synthetic fuels and as a primary power 

source for commercial aircraft —  
has the potential to significantly reduce 

aviation’s climate impact.

GUILLAUME FAURY, AIRBUS

https://www.magellangroup.net/aav


32 AsianAviation | Sept-Oct 2021

ENGINES & HYDROGEN

Where hydrogen could work
As mentioned above, hydrogen and aviation have a long history 
and there is a place in the current scheme of things for hydrogen 
to play a role, just not on long-haul flights where emissions are 
greatest. Urban air mobility (UAM) companies like Volocopter and 
EHang and drone companies like F-Drones in Singapore could 
use hydrogen in the form of fuel cells, a technology that has been 
around since the 1960s as anyone who has seen the movie Apollo 
13 will remember. “These are technologies that businesses have 
been waiting for,” said Stéphane Fymat, vice president and general 
manager of Honeywell’s Unmanned Aerial Systems and Urban Air 
Mobility business unit. “They will help make drones profitable for a 
world of new applications.”

Hydrogen propulsion is best suited for commuter, regional, short-
range, and medium-range aircraft, according to a 2020 McKinsey 
report. For commuter and regional aircraft, fuel cell-powered pro-
pulsion emerges as the most energy-efficient, climate-friendly, and 
economic option, the report said. Compared to conventional aircraft, 
operational costs increase by as little as US$5-$10 per passenger, 

▲ Eviation expects to deliver the Alice electric aircraft to DHL Express 
in 2024 for cargo routes of up to 815 kilometres (440 nautical miles).

▶ Dr Michael Winter, a senior fellow for advanced technology at Pratt 
& Whitney.
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about 10 percent per passenger. This is even before carbon costs and 
considering all direct infrastructure and capital expenditure costs, but 
not indirect infrastructure costs like potential changes to airport layout 
that remain highly uncertain. Entry into service could happen within 
the next eight to 15 years. For short-range aircraft, a hybrid propulsion 
approach using hydrogen combustion and fuel cells could be best 
suited, increasing costs per passenger by 20-30 percent.

A recent example where this could work was illustrated when DHL 
Express and Eviation, the Seattle-area based global manufacturer 
of all-electric aircraft, announced that DHL ordered 12 fully electric 
Alice eCargo planes from Eviation. DHL aims to set up an electric 
Express network as part of its sustainability efforts. Eviation’s Alice 
enables airlines — both cargo and passenger — to operate a ze-
ro-emission fleet. Eviation expects to deliver the Alice electric aircraft 
to DHL Express in 2024. Alice can be flown by a single pilot and 
will carry 1,200 kilograms (2,600 lbs). It will require 30 minutes 
or less to charge per flight hour and have a maximum range of 
up to 815 kilometres (440 nautical miles). “We firmly believe in 
a future with zero-emission logistics,” said John Pearson, CEO 
of DHL Express. “Therefore, our investments always follow the 
objective of improving our carbon footprint. On our way to clean 
logistics operations, the electrification of every transport mode 
plays a crucial role and will significantly contribute to our over-
all sustainability goal of zero emissions. Founded in 1969, DHL 
Express has been known as a pioneer in the aviation industry 
for decades. We have found the perfect partner with Eviation 
as they share our purpose, and together we will take off into a 
new era of sustainable aviation.”

And finally
Pratt & Whitney, as part of its recent public relations outreach on 
going green, held a media conference recently with Dr Michael 
Winter, a senior fellow for advanced technology at the com-
pany. Winter is an expert on fuel cells, lasers, combustion, and 
propulsion systems, and is the author of more than 40 patents 
and more than 50 technical articles. When asked how much 
electricity it would take to produce X amount of hydrogen and 
how much hydrogen exists today that could, in theory, power 
the aviation industry, Winter said:

"Taking the world’s entire production of hydrogen in 2019, 90 
percent of that would only power 10 percent of the commercial 
fleet. This means that we have to increase the production of 
hydrogen pretty dramatically.

 —  Creating enough ‘green hydrogen’ to meet the needs of 
the aviation industry — as well as the power needs of other 
industries — will be another challenge.
 —  For hydrogen to be truly ‘green energy’. It needs to be produced, 
not using methane, but using electricity generated from low-
cost, sustainable energy sources such as wind and solar.
 —  The commercial aircraft fleet burned just shy of 100 billion 
gallons of fuel in 2019. In terms of the electricity scale, it is little 
more than 600 gigawatts. In the solar industry, a 100- megawatt 
farm is considered a very large solar farm. Wind turbines can 
generate larger quantities of electricity than solar, but even 
still the required investment in solar and wind farms will be in 
trillions of dollars.
 —  Electrolysing water with a membrane produces ‘green 
hydrogen’ but it takes 600 gigawatts, which is approximately 
10 — 15 percent of the world’s electric grid to make that amount 
of hydrogen."
Those three words — trillions of dollars — about required invest-

ment to create green hydrogen should bring home the fact that we 
are a long way from ever seeing hydrogen-fuelled engines as a real 
alternative for anything other than short flights or urban air taxis. 

ENGINES & HYDROGEN

We firmly believe in a future with  
zero-emission logistics. Therefore, our 
investments always follow the objective of 
improving our carbon footprint. 

JOHN PEARSON, DHL EXPRESS
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In April Volocopter and China’s Geely Technology Group, an in-
vestor in Volocopter, agreed to enter a joint venture to make UAM 
services in China a reality and also announced the VoloCity as their 
future launch aircraft. The VoloCity will have an increased speed 
of 110 km/h with 35 minutes flight duration and is currently under 
certification with EASA.

Volocopter followed that move in July by announcing a tripartite 
memorandum of understanding with Malaysia Airports and Sky-
ports to conduct a feasibility study on suitable vertiport solutions 
for passenger eVTOL vehicles. 
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Asia remains a drone  
hot spot
While commercial aviation has seen thousands of planes sitting idly on the 

ground, worlds of urban air mobility, electric vertical takeoff and landing 

aircraft (EVTOL) and drones have continued their path to recognition, with 

Asia at the forefront for many of the developments. Michael Doran reports.

IN 2019 VOLOCOPTER UNVEILED ITS AIR-TAXI AIRCRAFT and 
VoloPort in Singapore’s Marina Bay and followed up in 2020 with a 
commitment to work alongside the Economic Development Board 
of Singapore and the Civil Aviation Authority of Singapore to launch 
air taxi services in Singapore by 2023. 

In July Volocopter gained EASA Production Organisation Approval 
to add to its Design Organisation Approval, making it the only eVTOL 
company certified to design and produce aircraft in-house. Certifying 
the aircraft for commercial use is an ongoing process with concurrent 
approval likely from European, US and Singapore regulators.
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There is also interest from Japan where Volocopter has a coop-
eration agreement with Japan Airlines to bring electric air-taxis 
and cargo drones to the market. This was backed up by a 2020 
investment in VoloCopter by the Japan Airlines Innovation Fund 
to jointly explore business opportunities for eVTOL mobility air 
services in japan.

“The Southeast Asian market is one of the largest and most in-
teresting ones for UAM due to its geographical layout and dense 
population,” says Christian Bauer, Volocopter Chief Commercial 
Officer. “Our feasibility study will help give us insights on demand, 
customer expectations and airport integration which we can apply 
to other markets in the region.”

China’s EHang and Austria’s FACC collaborated to bring the 
EHang 216 autonomous aerial vehicle (AAV) to the market, which 
in December 2020 was granted an experimental flight permit by the 
Austrian aviation regulator following successful test flights.

FACC CEO Robert Machtlinger said: “The successful completion 
of the test flight of our AAV in Austrian airspace marks the start 

◀ The Volocopter was first seen in Singapore’s Marina Bay in 2019.

▶ Volocopter CCO Christian Bauer says Southeast Asia is one of the 
largest and most interesting markets for urban air mobility.
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of a comprehensive test programme of the EHang 216, laying the 
foundation for the approval of an innovative, highly flexible and 
sustainable traffic and transport solution.”

EHang has also received the world’s first commercial operation 
approval for logistics purposes from the Civil Aviation Administra-
tion of China (CAAC) in 2020, coming after thousands of manned 
flight hours in China. The EHang 216, which can carry two passen-
gers, is powered by 16 electric motors mounted on eight double 
rotor arms, has a 40 km range, cargo capacity of 220 kgs and a 
cruising speed of 130 km/h.

In July EHang commenced production at its new facility in Yunfu, 
China, a 24,000 m² production facility to handle the total process 

▲ The Joby aircraft has a 150-mile range at 200 mph with a pilot and 
4 passengers.

▶ Joby founder JoeBen Bevirt has just seen his company listed on the 
New York Stock exchange.

▶ In 2021 EHang tested a model for use in firefighting.
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agreement that lays out the specific requirements that need to be 
met by Joby’s aircraft in order for it to certified. 

The S-4 aircraft is powered by six electrically driven propellers 
which Joby say can carry the pilot and four passengers 150 miles at 
a speed of 200 miles per hour on a single battery charge. 

Joby’s vision is to certify the S-4 as an airplane with vertical 
take-off and landing capability, flown by trained and certified pilots 
within today’s air traffic control system between traditional aviation 
infrastructure including airports and heliports.

Joby is planning to launch in 2024 using its aircraft as a fast, 
quiet, and convenient air taxi service with passenger fares com-
parable to UberX and does not intend to sell the aircraft to other 
commercial operators. 

It purchased Uber’s Elevate program as part of a US$75 million 
investment by Uber, on top of US$50 million already invested, that 
involves integrating their services into each other’s apps, bringing 
seamless ground and air connectivity.

Joby Founder JoeBen Bevirt has put together a team of investors, 
such as major partner Toyota, who has invested US$394 million 
and will share its engineering and manufacturing expertise. It also 
has partnerships with REEF, a major US carpark operator with 
more than 5,000 sites, composite materials manufacturer Toray for 
the aircraft structures and Garmin for the provision of the G3000 
integrated flight deck.

On 11 August Joby became the first eVTOL aircraft company to 
be publicly listed on the New York Stock Exchange following its 
business merger acquisition with Reinvent Technology Partners, 
valuing the business at US$4.5 billion. 

Singapore is pushing ahead in using drones, with both the Singa-
pore Land Authority (SLA) and the national water agency PUB de-
ploying the technology in 2021. The SLA previously spent around four 
to five days a week doing physical inspections of the Southern Islands, 
but this has been cut to just one to two days by utilising the drones.

In May PUB announced it was deploying drones to inspect six 
reservoirs across Singapore, with each drone equipped with remote 
sensing systems and a camera for real-time video analysis of water 
quality and to monitor water activities. PUB says it spends around 
7,000 man-hours a year on these tasks, but it expects to save about 
5,000 man-hours by utilising the drones.

On the commercial front Singapore’s start-up F-drones, is the first 
company in the world to provide 24/7 commercial beyond-vision-
line-of-sight drone deliveries to ships. Its first commercial delivery 
was in April 2020, taking a 2kg parcel of vitamins 2.7km out to a 
ship in just seven minutes. 

Founded by Nicolas Ang and Yeshwanth Redd, F-Drones is con-
ducting test-flights on its Hyperlaunch drone, capable of delivering 
5kg loads over 50 km, to be followed by the Hyperlaunch Heavy, a 
fully electric and autonomous drone capable of delivering 100kg over 
100km. The development of F-Drones has been supported by various 
government agencies, including the Maritime and Port Authority and 
the Civil Aviation Authority of Singapore. 
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from components manufacturing to aircraft assembly with a re-
search and training centre included.

In August it used an EHang216F in a UAV firefighting rescue drill 
replicating a high-rise fire scenario on a construction site in Qingdao, 
China. The aircraft successfully performed operations including fire 
detection, aerial broadcasting, breaking windows to extinguish fires 
and rescuing trapped people, proving the capability of the AAV in 
supporting ground-based firefighters.

In 2020 EHang partnered with global courier DHL to unveil China’s 
first AAV drone delivery service for a customer based in Guangzhou. 
The eight-kilometre trip previously took around 40 minutes by road 
but the EHang Falcon drone makes the delivery in just eight minutes, 
reducing transport costs by up to 80 percent. 

In December 2020 Joby Aviation was awarded the USAF’s first ever 
eVTOL airworthiness certification, allowing the aircraft to fly a range 
of missions to assess its utility and generate performance data in sup-
port of its full FAA certification, which Joby anticipates will be in 2023.

Joby is now well on the way towards FAA certification, having 
commenced the programme in 2018 and in 2020 it became the 
first eVTOL manufacturer to achieve FAA G-1 certification basis, an 
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The ever-changing  
satellite scene
As the global airline industry increasingly relies on broadband connectivity, 

satellite system operators are planning new systems and new capabilities to 

meet the growing demand. Emma Kelly reports.
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SATELLITES

SATELLITE SYSTEMS ARE BEING USED MORE AND MORE by 
commercial airlines, for everything from improving the passenger 
experience to operational data and air traffic management.

As airlines’ speed, capability and functionality wish lists increase, 
satellite system operators are busy designing and launching new 
systems and new satellites to provide additional capability for an 
ever-hungry customer. New hybrid systems are emerging, com-
bining geosynchronous (GEO) and low Earth orbit (LEO) satellites 
with terrestrial networks, while coverage has become truly global.

Global satellite system operator Inmarsat, for example, recently 
announced plans for its communication network of the future, Or-
chestra. Orchestra is one of the new breeds of hybrid systems, bring-
ing together Inmarsat’s existing GEO (Global Express and L-band) 
satellites with a new, targeted LEO satellite network comprising 
150-175 satellites, and the terrestrial 5G network into an integrated, 
high-performance solution, says the London-based company. 

Orchestra brings together the benefits of multiple technologies to 
create a cohesive solution to deliver high-performance connectivity 
everywhere, says Inmarsat. The system will eliminate congested net-
work hot spots and support a range of new services for aeronautical, 
maritime and ground-based users. Inmarsat points, for example, 
to direct-to-cloud connections for airlines, as well as extending 
connectivity to new segments of the industry, including urban air 
mobility where it will support complete command and control and 
secure air traffic management capabilities.

“By combining the distinct qualities of GEO, LEO and 5G into a 
single network, we will deliver a service that is far greater than the 
sum of its parts,” says Rajeev Suri, CEO. “Our customers will benefit 
from dramatically expanded high throughput services around the 
world,” he adds.

Initial implementation is expected from late 2022, with Inmarsat 
reporting that early tests of the new technologies are progressing 
positively.  

Anuvu, formerly Global Eagle, also sees a hybrid future. The 
company emerged from Chapter 11 restructuring earlier this year 
under new owners and with a new name and purpose. In July, 
the high-speed connectivity and entertainment service provider 
announced plans for a new MicroGEO satellite constellation in 
conjunction with satellite manufacturer Astranis. Launch of the 
first two MicroGEO High Throughput Satellite (HTS) is scheduled 
for early 2023, with six more to follow. The first two satellites will 
be dedicated to Anuvu’s aeronautical and maritime customers, 

providing high-performance connectivity over North America and 
the Caribbean.

The Astranis satellites, measuring one metre cubed and weighing 
in under 400kg, can be built in months as opposed to years.

“We aim to expand our connectivity network in a way that is 
scalable and agile,” says Josh Marks, CEO, Anuvu. “Astranis and its 
MicroGEO satellites will offer Anuvu customers freedom from dec-
ades-long contracts or outdated legacy systems. Most significantly, 
they are quick to market, have a mission life of seven to ten years, 

and can be controlled and updated from the ground, en-
abling our mobility clients to pivot their business model 
as new technology is introduced.”

The new Anuvu Constellation will complement the 
service provider ’s existing connectivity infrastructure, 
providing a hybrid network across orbits and designed to 
deliver optimised connectivity solutions to customers, it 
says. “The Anuvu Constellation continues the expansion 
of our layered capacity model and lays the groundwork for 

a global hybrid network that will include GEO, LEO, and MicroGEO 
capacity,” explains Marks. “The satellite world needs to move faster, 
and our fully managed, vertically integrated and rapidly scalable 
solution gives our clients the connectivity they need today, and in 
the years to come,” he adds.

One type of asset in a network does not suit all users, so third-par-
ty LEO providers and the new Astranis satellites will complement 
its GEO strategy and plug any limitations of a GEO-only network. 
“On weekdays, passengers at sea and in the air increasingly focus 

▲ Satellite system operators are busy designing and launching new 
systems and new satellites to provide additional capability for an 
ever-hungry customer.
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The satellite world needs to move faster, and our 
fully managed, vertically integrated and rapidly 
scalable solution gives our clients the connectivity 
they need today, and in the years to come.

JOSH MARKS, ANUV
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on remote work, joining video calls and collaborating in the Cloud, 
where low-latency LEO is the best answer. Yet at night and over the 
weekends, passengers watch live sporting events, or stream movies, 
which is often — or in the past has been — most cost-effective on 
GEO,” he explains. The strategy is designed to address passengers’ 

◀ New-generation satellite technology set for launch in the next few 
years will allow capacity to be instantaneously reconfigured and 
repositioned in response to customer demand.

▶ Honeywell’s JetWave is the exclusive hardware that enables air 
transport and regional aircraft to connect to Inmarsat’s Global Xpress 
Ka-band service GX Aviation. 

▼ OneWeb has already launched 254 of its planned 648-strong 
constellation of LEO satellites.
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The way forward … is to rely on multi-orbit 
constellations. Only an aeronautical solution 
that has the proven ability to track and 
operate with both GEO and LEO satellites 
will enable airlines to leverage these 
opportunities,.

DAVID BIJUR, INTELSAT

O
N

EW
EB



AsianAviation | Sept-Oct 2021 41 

need for speed and latency, as well as meet economic and future 
compatibility demands.

Likewise, it is all about integrating the right mix and flexibility for 
satellite operator Intelsat, which purchased Gogo’s Commercial 
Aviation division at the end of last year and with it nine airline cus-
tomers and more than 3,000 connected commercial aircraft. “The 
way forward, to respond to the growing demand and take advantage 
of augmentation opportunities, is to rely on multi-orbit constellations. 
Only an aeronautical solution that has the proven ability to track 
and operate with both GEO and LEO satellites will enable airlines to 
leverage these opportunities,” says David Bijur, senior vice-president 
of Intelsat’s Commercial Aviation business in a recent blog post.

In addition, new generation satellite technology set for launch in 
the next few years will allow capacity to be instantaneously recon-
figured and repositioned in response to customer demand, he says. 
Furthermore, innovation including in-orbit servicing technology and 

Mission Extension Vehicles (MEV) are providing cost-effective tools 
to repair and extend the life of otherwise healthy, high-performing 
satellites, says Bijur. MEV-1, for example, has already allowed Intelsat 
901 to return to service, while Intelsat 10-02 will soon get an extra 
five years of life thanks to MEV-2.

Meanwhile, ViaSat is readying for the launch of its first of three 
new-generation GEO ViaSat-3 high-powered satellites in early 2022. 
ViaSat-3 will serve the Americas and surrounding ocean regions. 
The ViaSat-3 is among the highest-power commercial satellites ever 
built and just three will cover nearly the entire globe, delivering over 
3,000Gbps of capacity for 15 years or more — eight times more ca-
pacity than Viasat’s current fleet combined, says Viasat. The ViaSat-3s 
will support faster, more reliable, high-quality, global ka-band in-flight 
broadband, supporting new passenger and operational services. 

In the meantime, Viasat has secured additional capacity over the 
Middle East and Western Europe through a Ka-band capacity lease 
agreement with Avanti Communications Group to support new 
mobility customers in the region, including aviation.

Panasonic Avionics is also supplementing its capacity and expand-
ing its global reach. The company recently activated extreme high 
throughput (XTS) satellite coverage over China and the Asia-Pacific 
region with the APSTAR 6D satellite going live, providing airlines in the 
region with enhanced satellite capacity. The satellite provides multiple 
gigahertz of new Ku-band capacity over China and high-density air 
traffic routes across East Asia using XTS spot beams. 

Panasonic says the satellite is part of its third-generation com-
munications network of high speed, high bandwidth Ku-band sat-
ellites that covers over 99 per cent of all routes, providing capacity 
where it is most needed. Further capacity enhancement is under 
way, including increased coverage over Russia with the SES NSS-
12 satellite and over the Middle East with the SES12 HTS satellite, 
while the Eutelsat 10B will launch next year and enter service in 2023 
providing enhanced connectivity over Europe and the Middle East.

New players continue to enter the market. OneWeb, for example, 
has already launched 254 of its planned 648-strong constellation of 
LEO satellites, having emerged from Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection 
last November. OneWeb is aiming to launch global services, including 
for aeronautical customers in 2022. Earlier this year, OneWeb an-
nounced an agreement with SatixFy UK for the development of a new 
In-Flight Connectivity (IFC) terminal that will work over the OneWeb 
network as well as GEO satellite networks. SatixFy UK has formed 
a joint venture — JetTalk — with Singapore Technology Engineering 
to commercialise the IFC terminal for commercial aviation markets.

Regional developments are also under way, including Skykraft in 
Australia, which is developing a space-based air traffic management 
constellation designed to improve the safety and efficiency of global 
air travel with its Smallsat constellation, while in Canada, Telesat 
Lightspeed is planning a new LEO satellite network of 298 satellites 
with next generation technologies to provide multiple Gbps speeds 
and fibre-like connectivity everywhere in Canada and across the 
globe, including aeronautical customers. 
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The view from Japan:  
Still not good
Although some domestic aviation markets were doing well in the second 

quarter of the year, Japan was not one of them. AAV Editor Matt Driskill 

caught up with self-confessed “avgeek” Keishi Nukina, producer of the 

KNaviation.net industry blog and a contributor to Asian Aviation.
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AAV: First things first, tell us a little bit about yourself, our audience 
is interested to know how you caught the aviation bug. I think you 
started KN aviation.net back in 2015, is that right?
KN: Yeah, I figured it was 2015 and just to give you a bit of back-
ground about myself. I was born in Slovakia in Europe. I grew up 
there, went to high school there, but my dad’s Japanese, so every 
summer I would come to Japan to visit my grandparents and I guess 
there’s only two things that happen right… you either hate flying 
because you have to fly for 12 hours every year, or you’ll love flying, 
and in my case, it was the latter. Essentially, I would just research the 
aircraft types that we would be flying on and I’d be looking forward 
to the flights as much as to the vacation itself. And then from there, 
I kind of found websites I like and just started seeing pictures of 
aircraft on the internet. Got a camera for my 15th birthday, went to 
the airport and I guess the rest is history.

AAV: So, you’re definitely an ‘avgeek’ as they call it.
KN: No doubt about that. And again, I think before I even started 
writing about aircraft, or before I even started taking photos, I was 
always fascinated by aircraft and by aviation and it kind of gradually 
progressed from there.

AAV: Let’s talk about Japan. Because of COVID-19 international flying 
basically shut down. People don’t want to do two weeks in quaran-
tine. We’ve seen domestic traffic come back 
in places like China, and in the US. What’s the 
situation in Japan?
KN: I think that’s a great question. As you 
mentioned, international travel is still pretty 
much closed, but traditionally Japan has a 
very strong domestic tourism industry and a 
lot of domestic business travel. I think Osaka 
to Tokyo, and Tokyo to Sapporo, are some of 
the busiest routes in the world, but unfortu-
nately traffic is still nowhere near where it was pre-pandemic. I think 
right now, it’s at about 25 percent to 30 percent of what it used to 
be back in 2019. At one point after the first wave of COVID here and 
after the first state of emergency, it recovered all the way back to 
about 60 percent of pre-COVID levels. Again, for example, Japan 
Airlines had its lowest point in May 2020, at which point it was just 
8 percent of the previous year’s traffic. 

Then last November, as I mentioned, grew up to 61 percent, but 
then of course we had the second wave and the third wave, so right 
now it kind of grows and goes down as the state of emergency 
rolls in. We’re in the fourth one right now and the government kind 
of discourages travel, or interestingly, I think actually one of the 
reasons that travel was back all the way up to 61 percent, back 
in November last year is that at some point, the government was 
super optimistic about how the situation is going to evolve over the 
next few months. Then they introduced a campaign called Go-To 
Travel. I think every other government in the world would perhaps 

not even attempt to do so, but the government here essentially 
provided a 50 percent subsidy for domestic vacations. I myself took 
advantage of the campaign a few times but, as I said, it started in 
July, 2020, lasted for a few months and was cut short in December 
because the situation started to get worse again and we were 
about to enter a state of emergency. All in all to summarize, there 
has been a sign of hope I guess last November but at the same 
time we were almost back at the starting line in terms of being 
around 40 percent off.

AAV: I want to go back to what I was asking too about rail versus 
say, low-cost carriers, or the legacy carriers as well. Is rail traffic still 
holding up, but the aviation traffic is way down?
KN: That’s a good question. I think we have to kind of think of rail in 
two parts here and one is the the short,sharp distance where people 
just go to work, taking a train in Tokyo during the traditional rush 
hour. Perhaps the trains are not as packed as they used to be but 
there’s still a lot of people going to offices, going to work and going 
to business meetings and whatnot. I think when you look at the 
longer distance bullet transports which Japan is famous for, those 
are nowhere near to pre-pandemic levels. I took one just a couple 
of days ago on the Hokkaido line, which is from Tokyo to Osaka and 
it’s the busiest train line, or the business bullet train line in Japan, 
and the train was half empty.

AAV: Okay. Let’s get back to the carriers. We’re talking about legacy 
carriers a minute ago and LCCs. With what little traffic there is now, 
who’s holding it together better?
KN: That’s a good question. I don’t think there is a winner at this 
point because, again, the LCCs of course have the advantage of 
lower overhead, a simple structure, limited international networ, 
which is the thing that was hit the hardest over the last year or 
so, and smaller planes, which are better in times where not many 
people are flying. But again, the bigger airlines have the financial 
backing to survive and government support at the end of the day, 
if it comes to the worst. So I’d say at this point, it ’s still really hard 
to tell who’s the winner because, again, we were pretty much at 
the rock bottom, and I would like to think that it can only go up 
from here, although I don’t want to jinx it of course. Just because 
we’re at the bottom, I think the more interesting thing to watch 
will be how will these two types of airlines recover going forward? 
Because they will both be badly hurt and I think it will depend on 

The Japanese government recently started issuing 
vaccine passports, but this being Japan of course they 

were paper-based They have no QR codes, there’s 
nothing digital. We’re talking about a country that still 

uses faxes on a very wide basis here. 
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things like how the Japanese people will be doing economically, 
and how well the low-cost carriers will be able to meet their needs 
as well as their ability to recover for domestic and international 
travel. So, it ’s pretty much as we could see last November, easy 
for the domestic travel to recover. I think it’s going to be a much 
longer journey for international travel until we were back to where 
we were pre-pandemic.

AAV: A lot of organisations have come up with vaccine passports, or 
digital health certificates. Do you think the average Japanese traveller, 
if Japan implemented something like that, would they be willing to 
use a digital health passport?
KN: We’ll have to see. The Japanese government recently started 
issuing vaccine passports, but this being Japan of course they 
were paper based. They have no QR codes, there’s nothing digital. 
We’re talking about a country that still uses faxes on a very wide 
basis here. The fax is like the joke here. We’ll have to see how 
those will work, but then again those are one-way. They get you 
into the country where you’re going…but then coming back into 
Japan, you’re still faced with the same restrictions as if you were 
unvaccinated.

AAV: Let’s shift gears for a minute. Around mid-June, there was 
a whole host of announcements from engine makers. People like 
Airbus and others, everybody was proclaiming their intention to go 
green, be carbon neutral by 2050, use sustainable aviation fuels. 
Japan has pledged to be carbon neutral by 2050. Give us an idea 
of what Japanese airlines and other aviation companies are doing 
to go green.
KN: This is something that I’ve been looking at a lot these days and 
as you say, they’ve pledged carbon neutrality by 2050. Whether 
they’ll get there or not, remains a question of what kind of energies, 
on the power side, will be used. You have the question of whether 
there will be nuclear and how much renewables can they build 
and put into the grid and things like that. And with aviation, you 
can’t just plug an aircraft into a power outlet. You actually have to 
fuel it with something so the best option is to use fuels we’ve been 
using. Both ANA and JAL pledged to be carbon neutral by 2050, 
but how they will achieve it or whether they will achieve it is a big 
question mark. We can use sustainable aviation fuels, which both 
ANA and JAL had been doing as a kind of pilot project…we can 
improve the efficiency of operations with single-engine taxiing or 
smoother descents or trying to reduce weight by having lighter 

▶ Nukina believes Japanese airlines will not recover until  
at least late 2022.

▼ Airports like Japan's Haneda are also suffering from 
COVID slowdowns.
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containers or things like that. But again, these things only get you 
so far and especially in the next 10 to 15 years. There is the cheat 
code, as I said, which is the carbon credit trading. Emit fewer 
emissions by buying the right to emit. That’s part of their strategy 
to reach carbon neutrality. Just carbon offsets.

AAV: And that’s basically just a license to pollute.
KN: Yeah, you could call it that. 

AAV: Also, I see a lot of people talking about hydrogen power. Air-
bus is talking about having a demonstrator model flying by 2036. 
I really have my doubts about hydrogen, for example, because of 
some figures that came out from Pratt & Whitney the other day. 
If you took all the hydrogen in the world available today, it would 
only power 10 percent of the airplanes that are flying. A, there’s not 
enough hydrogen. B, to create the hydrogen that we would need, 
you’d have to use fossil fuels. It’s very difficult to create so-called 
green hydrogen.
KN: Absolutely. Again, I think there’s two parts of the issue. One 
part of the issue is just as you said, where do you get the hydro-
gen? Japan as part of its energy strategy is betting strongly on 

hydrogen. It sees its future in hydrogen to an extent but it ’s still 
far from being at scale. Japan announced a green fund, a govern-
ment investment fund, subsidizing projects related to this. There 
are some pilot projects producing clean hydrogen in Fukushima. 
There’s a solar to hydrogen project going on there. I think there 
are some attempts at bringing liquified hydrogen from Australia 
on clean vessels. But again, the logistics of just procuring enough 
fuel are just tremendously difficult and whether we will be able to 
achieve them in 10, 20, 30 years, who knows? I think it’s something 
that’s very difficult to bet on. 

And then you have the technology side. It is difficult enough to 
produce, transport and store hydrogen from wherever it ’s made 
to where it’s used and turn it into power or into a fuel-cell vehicle 
let’s say, and then add to that you need to make a flying hydrogen 
tank essentially. An aircraft that will be powered by hydrogen that 
will be able to start on hydrogen, and be able to burn the hydrogen 
now multiplied by the fact that you need to have this infrastructure 
in all the places that the aircraft flies. You can’t just have it in Tokyo 
and store your fuel for a round trip to wherever, to Sydney, or to 
New York. You have to have this exact infrastructure in Sydney and 
New York as well as Tokyo and so on if you want to apply this to a 
long-haul model. I think the question for the foreseeable future, for 
the shorter sectors, for some commuter hops around the country, 
you could say hydrogen is potentially the future. You could also 
say the same about electric planes for 20 or 30 minute flights. But 
when it comes to one and a half or two hour flights which are most 
domestic routes here in Japan and also pretty much anywhere else 
in the world, I think that it’s still too far away to be able to count on 
in terms of reducing the emissions in a short enough time.

AAV: Keishi, we’re running a little bit short on time. I want you to get 
out your crystal ball or your tarot cards or whatever you use to predict 
the future. Give us an idea of what the industry looks like in Japan for 
the next, say two quarters into early next year for Japanese carriers, 
and the industry in general?
KN: Predictions are difficult enough in normal times and even more 
so in difficult times. As I mentioned, Japan is currently in its first state 
of emergency. I think it’s meant to last until around August 22nd and I 
doubt we’ll start seeing any sort of recovery until then. I mean, we’ve 
had a bit of a bump in international traffic from the Olympics, just 
like we were expecting although the scale is completely different 
this time around. But yeah, with the state of emergency expiring in 
August, it will be interesting to see what the government will do, 
and again, it will depend on the coronavirus situation at that point 
in time. Personally, I don’t think any significant recovery will happen 
until at least the second or third quarter of next year. 

Editor’s Note: This interview has been edited and condensed for 
space. To view the original interview, go to: https://asianaviation.com/
aav-in-conversation-with-keishi-nukina-on-japanese-aviation-cov-
id-19-sustainability/
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