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Planes, trains and automobiles

WHEN THE WORLD WAS IN THE THROES of the COVID lock-
downs that happened across the globe, looking at a flight-tracking 
site like Flightradar24 was a study in disappointment. Large swathes 
of the planet had little to no air traffic. Today the situation is markedly 
different as I discovered when I was tracking my son’s flights from 
Asia to Europe and back again on his recent first solo journey as a 
young adult.

Like many people, he was taking some time off during the summer 
months to visit friends and family in Europe. And he did indeed take 
all three forms of transportation —planes, trains and automobiles. He 
flew to France from Cambodia, took cars from Paris to Normandy, 
and the Eurostar train to the UK to visit friends.

But it was on his return trip from Europe to Asia where it became 
obvious the world has turned a page in the 
COVID battle (most of it anyway, not includ-
ing China) and aviation in particular is moving 
on. That’s good for the industry, but as I’ve 
written before, Mother Nature is not finished 
with us yet and we must be on guard for the 
next pandemic she will throw our way.

It’s easy to see why though, the world of 
aviation has gone through a chaotic time in 
the past few months when you check out 
Flightradar24 or some other tracking site. The 
skies in Asia (save for Russia and China) are 
full, and the skies above the US and Europe 
are packed with planes. As I wrote in the last issue, airlines did a bad 
job of planning for the revenge travel taking place, but with voluntary 
caps (and some involuntary caps) on passenger numbers and flights, 
carriers like Qantas are starting to get a handle on things, although 
not before CEO Alan Joyce issued a mea culpa on social media to 
apologise to Qantas customers for the airline’s miscues. Other airlines 
too have felt the ire of unhappy passengers and are responding.

Subhas Menon, the director general of the Association of Asia Pa-
cific Airlines (AAPA) recently told me that indeed air travel is making 
a comeback. “Travel demand has shot back up to about just under 40 
percent of 2019 levels,” he said. “Just to put things in perspective, the 
Americas and the Middle East have recovered to 90 percent of 2019 
levels. Europe is 80/85 percent. It’s still early days when you look 
at the Asia-Pacific numbers, but it’s definitely an indication of how 
open markets have become in a very short space of time. Between 

May and July almost all the markets in the Asia-Pacific region with 
a few notable exceptions, like China and Japan, are completely open 
and very few requirements to travel.”

Menon said challenges do remain, including the fact that differ-
ent countries have different requirements on the documentation 
required to cross the border. I had to remind my son to keep his 
COVID vaccination certificate with him while he travelled. Menon 
said that despite the multiple apps different governments are using, 
things are “going quite well”.

“The prospects are looking good in terms of the other markets 
also opening up (including) China and Japan,” Menon said. “Japan, I 
think before the end of the year, although China will take a bit longer.” 
Menon said airlines are already making some operating profits, but 

added, “I think the biggest challenge is the 
huge mountain of debt that they have accu-
mulated over the last two-and-a-half years.” 
Menon also said costs could be a factor im-
pacting both airlines and passengers. If oil 
remains high, and inflation is not tamed soon, 
potential passengers may take a “wait and 
see approach” before booking that air ticket.

Another factor affecting the aviation recov-
ery is the simple lack of people. Airlines and 
airports gutted their workforces during the 
worst parts of the pandemic and it’s not a 
simple thing to just hire a warm body to han-

dle bags or be a gate agent. Background checks have to be done, 
they have to be trained, etc. And there’s also the fact that people 
who previously worked in aviation have moved on and don’t want to 
return. Workers who migrated to work in aviation, say from Malaysia 
to Singapore, don’t want to risk being separated from family when 
the next pandemic hits. Still, seeing the crowded skies on my tracking 
software and hearing aviation executives realise they can’t just treat 
passengers like cattle gives me hope the industry will recover more 
quickly than previously thought. It may take jumping through a few 
extra hoops to get from point A to point B these days on a plane, but 
we’re getting there.

Matt Driskill EDITOR

matt.driskill@asianaviation.com
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Business Aviation News

VISTA REPORTS  
ROBUST GROWTH

Business aviation group Vista Global Hold-
ing (Vista) reported double digit growth in 
the first half of 2022 despite the challenging 
macro-economic backdrop, driven primarily 
by a 43 percent year-on-year growth across 
its combined subscription member base. 
Sales across VistaJet’s subscription pro-
gram reached all-time highs — a 25 percent 
increase in VistaJet members has driven a 
76 percent growth in gross program hours 
sold during H1 2022 year-on-year and 27 
percent higher than pre-pandemic full year 
2019. The number of XO’s Deposit Members 
also continued increasing 33 percent against 
the same time last year. The recently ac-
quired Jet Edge further expands the group’s 
member base with the addition of a further 
400 unique Deposit Members through the 
brand’s Reserve program. Regionally, North 
America accounted for around half of Vista-
Jet’s program revenue, with sales more than 
doubling in the region — driven by both ex-
isting clients adding hours and new client 
sign-ups. Despite the ongoing geopolitical 
uncertainty and backdrop, Europe was the 
fastest growing region in terms of flight ac-
tivity and revenue, both of which more than 
doubled year-on-year. both quarter-on-quar-
ter and year-on-year. — MATT DRISKILL

ExecuJet expands expands  
services in Australia
ExecuJet MRO Services announced it has invested in additional equipment and further 
training on Dassault aircraft types. ExecuJet maintenance technicians and engineers are 
continuing to be sent from Australia to Dassault Aviation in France and the US for advanced 
technical training on Dassault aircraft types. “We have further consolidated our position as 
a factory-owned Dassault Aviation maintenance, repair and overhaul (MRO) organisation 
by investing in more tooling and training,” says Grant Ingall, vice president ExecuJet MRO 
Services Australia. The Dassault aircraft types that ExecuJet can perform these inspections 
on includes all models of the Falcon 50, Falcon 900, Falcon 2000 and Falcon 7X/8X. Aus-
tralia’s Civil Aviation Safety Authority (CASA), since February 2020, has approved ExecuJet 
MRO Services Australia to do line and heavy maintenance on all in-production types: 
Falcon 7X/8X, Falcon 900LX and Falcon 2000LXS. ExecuJet is also approved by CASA to 
service some of the out-of-production models, namely the: Falcon 50/50EX, Falcon 900/C/
DX/EX/EX EASy and Falcon 2000/EX/LX. Ingall says ExecuJet recently completed heavy 
maintenance C-checks on two Falcon 900EX aircraft. One is an Australian registered aircraft 
used by a mining company and the other is a VIP aircraft operated by Papua New Guinea’s 
national carrier Air Niugini. — MATT DRISKILL

METROJET ENGINEERING CLARK GETS NEW CLIENT

Metrojet Engineering Clark (MEC), the Phil-
ippines-based Maintenance, Repair and 
Overhaul (MRO) station of Hong Kong-
based Metrojet , has welcomed the fifth 
aircraft to park in its new state-of-the-art 
hangar facility since the commencement 
of operations in May 2021. Since the gov-
ernment of the Philippines eased the hotel 
quarantine measures for fully vaccinated 
inbound travellers earlier this year, MEC 
has benefited by receiving multiple mainte-
nance and hangar parking enquiries. “Our 
MEC team of professionals was grateful 
to have a busy working environment un-
der the arduous pandemic times. Under 

the present quarantine-free entry to the 
Philippines for fully vaccinated foreign 
nationals, we believe that flying activities 
will resume, and more private jet users will 
come and experience our excellent parking 
and maintenance services at very competi-
tive pricing,” said Sarith Vaikuntan, General 
Manager of Metrojet Engineering Clark. 
The 7,100 m2 Metrojet Engineering Clark 
hangar has the capacity to accommodate 
up to 10 long-range business jets including 
Boeing Business and Airbus Corporate jets. 
The facility has also obtained several au-
thority approvals from the US (FAA), Phil-
ippines (CAAP), the Cayman Islands (CAA-

CI), Qatar (QCAA), the Isle of Man (IoM), 
and San Marino (SMAR), to serve aircraft 
with different registrations in the region.  
— MATT DRISKILL
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Rotor/UAV News

PHI Aviation opens new HQ in Perth
PHI Aviation recently opened its new Asia-Pacific headquarters in Perth. PHI Aviation 
Managing Director Keith Mullett said that Perth was chosen as the regional headquarters 
because of its proximity to key customers and strategic growth and diversification opportu-
nities in the region. The headquarters will oversee bases across Australia, New Zealand, and 
the Philippines, expanding PHI Aviation’s global reach. “Our decision to expand in Western 
Australia was primarily driven by a strong focus on customer service, potential growth 
opportunities, and our priority on safety that requires key decision making on-the-ground. 
We see huge potential in the region,” said Mullett. “We are investing in the growth of our 
business, hiring more people, expanding to bigger premises, and bringing more helicopters 
into Australia. We are currently on a significant recruitment drive to fill approximately 50 
vacant roles after having recruited 16 new people over the past eight weeks in Perth, across 
our corporate head office, engineering and pilot staff. We expect to triple the size of our head 
office team in Western Australia over the next 12 months to service growth in Australia and 
across Southeast Asia,” he said. Industry veteran Cory Latiolais, who has over 25 years of 
experience in the industry, has been appointed as chief operating officer (COO) PHI Aviation 
(APAC) and relocated to Perth from the United States to take up his new role. Latiolais said 
that the company sees growth opportunities with oil and gas clients working offshore in 
Australia; in supporting renewable energy investments such as offshore wind; in offering 
advanced helicopter maintenance capabilities; and in air medical and search-and-rescue 
in regional and remote communities. — MATT DRISKILL
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BELL SENDS 2 HELICOPTERS 
TO BANGLADESH

Bell Textron announced that Meghna Avi-
ation Ltd. in Bangladesh has signed a pur-
chase agreement for two Bell helicopters, a 
Bell 505 and a Bell 407GXi. Established in 
2011, Meghna Aviation is a part of Meghna 
Group of Industries, a leading Bangla-
deshi-based corporation, that employs more 
than 35,000 people across its various busi-
nesses. Upon delivery, Meghna’s new Bell 
505 and Bell 407GXi will increase their Bell 
helicopter fleet to four aircraft that support 
the company’s corporate, leisure and utility 
helicopter charter business. “We are hon-
oured by the continued trust that Meghna, a 
leading Bangladeshi aviation company and 
long-time Bell customer, has shown in Bell 
with today’s announcement,” said Jacinto 
Monge, managing director, Asia Pacific at 
Bell. “I am confident Meghna’s new Bell 505 
and Bell 407GXi will provide them the flexi-
bility and reliability to expand their mission 
profiles in Bangladesh.” — MATT DRISKILL

EVE ANNOUNCES  
NEW SIMULATION

Eve Holding announced it will conduct its 
first North American UAM simulation using 
helicopters powered by Blade Air Mobility 
as a substitute for an eVTOLs. The company 
aims to study operations, ground services, 
passenger journeys and eVTOL operator 
needs, creating more accessible and faster 
connections to downtown Chicago. Eve will 
conduct its Chicago UAM simulation over 
three weeks, starting with ground tests on 
12 September and passenger flights on the 
14th. — MATT DRISKILL

NEW ZEALAND DRONE OPERATORS  
GET NEW AIRSPACE TOOL
New Zealand commercial drone operators 
using the FlyFreely drone management plat-
form can now request access to controlled 
airspace, thanks to FlyFreely’s integration 
with AirShare. FlyFreely is the first organisa-
tion to integrate with AirShare, Airways New 
Zealand’s UA traffic management (UTM) sys-
tem which is used as an online hub for New 
Zealand drone users. FlyFreely is using Air-
Share’s public flight request and authorisa-
tion APIs to allow its users to request access 

to controlled airspace as part of its offering. 
Sharon Cooke, CEO of Airways International 
Ltd which has developed AirShare, says this 
integration is an important step in achieving 
Airways’ vision to create the aviation environ-
ment of the future. “By designing AirShare to 
integrate with other systems, we’re creating 
an environment where the drone industry 
can innovate using the services and data 
made available through AirShare,” Cooke 
says. — MATT DRISKILL
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Lufthansa Technik Philippines opens new 
hangar in Philippines
Lufthansa Technik Philippines recently opened a new hangar that supplements the existing 
seven maintenance lines by an additional three lines. The parking spaces of the new hangar 
can be configured according to need to provide room for four narrowbody aircraft, or one 
widebody aircraft and two narrowbody aircraft. Alternatively, an Airbus A380 can also be ac-
commodated. The completion of the 9,000 square metre hangar, which was initially planned 
for September 2020, had been delayed due to the COVID pandemic. “This is a very special 
milestone for Lufthansa Technik Philippines in the 22nd year of our existence. It marks a 
transition from some of the most difficult times we have experienced as a company due to 
the pandemic to the current phase of noticeable recovery. This is concrete, tangible evidence 
that we see clearer skies ahead of us,” says Elmar Lutter, president and chief executive of-
ficer of Lufthansa Technik Philippines. The fourth hangar in total will increase the overhaul 
capacities by up to 20 percent and provide work for at least an additional 275 employees. 
Lufthansa Technik Philippines was founded in 2000 and is a joint venture of Lufthansa 
Technik AG (51 percent share) and MacroAsia Corporation, the largest Philippine aviation 
service provider (49 percent). The company specialises in aircraft overhauls for the Airbus 
A320 family, as well as the Airbus A330, 340, A380 and Boeing 777 types. — MATT DRISKILL

VIRGIN ATLANTIC PARTNERS 
WITH BII.AERO TO MANAGE 
SURPLUS PARTS
Virgin Atlantic has appointed Bii.aero to 
oversee the consignment and storage 
process of its large surplus inventory of 
B747-400, A340-600 and A330-200 assets 
now that the airline no longer operates 
these fleets of aircraft. The material covers 
all ATA chapters and includes engines, 
APUs, and avionics. Virgin Atlantic is the 
latest airline to consign its inventory to 
Bii as the company augments its portfolio 
of new and used serviceable material to 
meet global demand. Martyn Haines, head 
of Supply Chain & Commercial at Virgin 
Atlantic is one of the main contacts for this 
project and said “We were keen to find a 
partner that would prioritise our material 
and be in a position to pro-actively reach 
the market to gain revenue from the stock 
quickly.” The stock will transition across 
90 days from Virgin Atlantic’s Cardiff 
stores to Bii’s ultra-modern warehousing 
facility close to LGW.  After inspection by 
Bii, a small percentage of unserviceable 
material will require re-tagging. This will 
be managed by Bii’s in-house repair 
management team through audited MRO 
shops worldwide.

HAECO NAMES NEW COO

HAECO has announced the appointment 
of Gerald Steinhoff as Chief Commercial 
Officer effective 1 January 2023. He will suc-
ceed Richard Kendall who will be retiring 
from Swire group, the parent company of 
HAECO, at the end of the year. Steinhoff 
has been the managing director of HÜB-
NER Group since 2020. Prior to that, he 
had extensive experience in the aviation 
industry covering roles in sales, business 
development and finance during his 13-year 
tenure with Lufthansa Technik AG, follow-
ing 11 years in MTU Aero Engines GmbH. 
Steinhoff has worked in Singapore, USA and 
Germany. He graduated in Economics from 
Justus-Liebig-University Giessen. Stein-
hoff will join the HAECO Group Leadership 
team headed by Chief Executive Officer, 

Frank Walschot. He will lead commercial 
strategies, customer relations, market de-
velopment and global sales activities for 
HAECO products and services across the 
group. Meanwhile, HAECO ITM Limited, a 
member of the HAECO Group, announced 
that the company has signed an exclusive 
contract with Silk Way West Airlines to pro-
vide inventory technical management sup-
port to the airline’s Boeing 747-8F fleet. The 
new agreement will run until 2029. Under 
the new agreement, Silk Way West Airlines 
will benefit from gaining access to HAECO 
ITM’s pool of components in Hong Kong 
with guaranteed service levels.  The scope 
of work includes comprehensive compo-
nent repair management and engineering 
services, pool access services including 

AOG support and component logistics and 
transportation. — MATT DRISKILL
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Emirates plans US$2 billion upgrade
Middle East carrier Emirates announced that it was planning to spend more than US$2 
billion to upgrade its fleet and improve cabin services. Tim Clark, president of Emirates, 
said: “While others respond to industry pressures with cost cuts, Emirates is flying against 
the grain and investing to deliver ever better experiences to our customers. Through the 
pandemic we’ve continued to launch new services and initiatives to ensure our customers 
travel with assurance and ease, including digital initiatives to improve customer experiences 
on the ground. Now we’re rolling out a series of intensive programmes to take Emirates’ 
signature inflight experiences to the next level.” Some of Emirates’ latest initiatives include 
new meal choices, a vegan menu, a ‘cinema in the sky’ experience, and cabin interior up-
grades. The most significant investment is an extensive and record-breaking refurbishment 
of the aircraft fleet interiors, where cabins will be retrofitted with new or reupholstered seats, 
new panelling, flooring and other cabin features. Benefitting all Emirates passengers, every 
cabin class will be refreshed and new Premium Economy cabins installed. After the retrofit, 
Emirates will have a total of 120 aircraft offering Premium Economy seats —the only airline 
in the region to offer this cabin class, and enhanced interiors and features across all other 
cabins. With its first aircraft scheduled to roll into the Emirates Engineering Centre for 
retrofitting in November, planning work and trials have begun in earnest. — MATT DRISKILL
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NTELSAT SIGNS DEAL  
FOR INDIAN IFC

Intelsat, operator of one of the world’s larg-
est integrated satellite and terrestrial net-
works and provider of inflight connectivity 
(IFC), announced the beginning of Intelsat’s 
inflight connectivity services in Indian skies 
through an agreement with Nelco, India’s 
leading satellite communication service pro-
vider. This agreement is welcome news for 
Intelsat’s airline partners and flyers as they 
will enjoy end-to-end broadband coverage 
on domestic and international aircraft fly-
ing to or from an Indian airport, as well as 
aircraft flying over the country. “In addition 
to expanding our service coverage area for 
current customer airlines, our agreement 
with Nelco opens the possibility for Intelsat 
to serve India’s domestic airlines,” said Jeff 
Sare, president of Commercial Aviation at 
Intelsat. “This is a fast-growing airline mar-
ket, and there is considerable untapped po-
tential for IFC growth.” Nelco has offered the 
Aero IFC services for more than two years 
with plans to introduce these services to 
more airlines in collaboration with its global 
partners. Nelco will provide these servic-
es using Intelsat’s IS-33e high throughput 
satellite. IS-33e was launched in 2016 that 
provides C and Ku-band connectivity to 
parts of Asia, Europe, Africa, and the Middle 
East. Intelsat’s IS-33e satellite is approved 
by Indian government regulators, paving 
the way for coverage with no interruptions 
or blackout zones. The service is available 
on Intelsat partner airlines and their pas-
sengers on aircraft now. — MATT DRISKILL

RECARO’S SL3710 NOW ON JETSMART A321NEOS

The SL3710 seat from Recaro Aircraft Seat-
ing took flight on JetSMART’s A321neo for 
the first time recently. Servicing short-haul 
passengers, the new Airbus aircraft fea-
tures 240 passengers using Recaro’s Econ-
omy Class seats. In total, 11,000 SL3710 
seats will be installed on JetSMART’s Air-
bus aircraft over the next five years. This 
order is a part of the larger Indigo Partners 
deal that was announced in 2020. “We are 
pleased to see passengers travel on our 
SL3710 for the first time as a part of the 
JetSMART experience,” said Dr. Mark Hiller, 
CEO of Recaro Aircraft Seating and Recaro 

Holding. “By collaborating with the airline 
from the preliminary stages, we made sure 
the end result was a sustainable product 
that met the needs of both JetSMART and 
their passengers.” The modular SL3710 
Economy Class seat weighs approximately 
eight kilograms, which minimises opera-
tional costs for the aircraft and supports 
sustainability goals of the airline. 

Developed specifically for short-haul 
flights, the slim, ergonomic design of the 
seat enhances the passenger living space 
while maintaining a premiere level of com-
fort. — MATT DRISKILL
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AIR NEW ZEALAND POSTS 
LOSS OF NZ$725 MILLION
Air New Zealand announced in late 
August a loss before other significant 
items and taxation of NZ$725 million for 
the 2022 financial year, consistent with 
guidance provided to the market in June. 
The statutory loss before taxation was 
$810 million. Although the financial year 
ended strongly following the phased 
reopening of New Zealand’s borders from 
March, the airline’s operating revenue of 
$2.7 billion was significantly impacted by 
pandemic related travel restrictions. Cargo 
and domestic revenues helped lift overall 
revenue by 9 percent, however high fuel 
prices and reduced flying over much of the 
year resulted in a loss for the period. Air 
New Zealand Chief Executive Officer Greg 
Foran said “For customers, we’ve been 
focused on restoring services, maintaining 
a choice of fares and launching innovations 
to improve their journey with us.” Foran 
said cargo revenue continued to be a major 
contributor to the company’s performance, 
up 32 percent to NZ$1 billion. Additional 
flying under the New Zealand and 
Australian government airfreight schemes 
contributed NZ$403 million of that revenue. 
With borders now largely reopened, the 
Australian scheme has ended, and the New 
Zealand scheme is tapering off and will 
cease by the end of March 2023.

New owner on tap for Mactan Cebu 
International Airport
Aboitiz Group has made a 25 billion peso (US$440 million) takeover offer for one of the 
Philippines’ busiest airports. Under the terms of the deal, Aboitiz Group will buy into GMR 
Megawide Cebu Airport Corp., the developer and operator of Mactan Cebu International 
Airport on the central island of Cebu. Aboitiz InfraCapital will purchase a 33.3 percent stake 
for 9.5 billion pesos in the company owned by Philippine builder Megawide Construction 
and its Indian partner GMR Airports International. It will also acquire exchangeable notes 
worth 15.5 billion pesos, which will be converted into shares in 2024 to take full control of 
the airport. Mactan Cebu airport registered over 2 million passengers from January to June, 
up by 350 percent from a year ago. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the passenger traffic at 
the airport reached 12.7 million in 2019, making it the country’s second busiest after Manila’s 
Ninoy Aquino International Airport. — MATT DRISKILL

QANTAS POSTS MAJOR ANNUAL LOSS OVER A$1 BILLION AS CEO ISSUES MEA CULPA

The Qantas Group has posted its third con-
secutive statutory loss before tax of more 
than A$1 billion, reflecting the Delta and Omi-
cron impacts as well as upfront costs from 
restarting the airline as lockdowns finally 
ended. For the full 2022 financial year, the 
group experienced an underlying loss before 
tax of $1.86 billion and a statutory loss before 
tax of $1.19 billion. The difference between 
these two measures largely reflects the $686 
million net gain on sale of surplus land, which 
helped reduce COVID-related debt. The re-
sults were announced after Qantas CEO 
Alan Joyce issued an apology to all of the 
airline’s customers after the carrier has come 
in for scathing criticism for flight delays, lost 
luggage and a host of other issues. Qantas 
said in late August that it is reaching out to 
millions of its customers to formally apologise 

for recent operational challenges and thank 
them for their patience as the national carrier 
works to get back to its best after COVID. 
“Over the past few months, too many of you 
have had flights delayed, flights cancelled 
and bags misplaced. There are good rea-
sons why, but when it comes to what you 
expect from Qantas, it’s not good enough,” 
Joyce said. “On behalf of the national carrier, 

I want to apologise and assure you that we’re 
working hard to get back to our best. We’re 
already seeing a sustained improvement in 
baggage handling and on-time performance, 
and while factors out of our control like 
weather can have an impact on our sched-
ule, we expect things to keep improving each 
week. As well as saying sorry, we also want 
to say thank you.” — MATT DRISKILL
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Industry News

Korean Air gets OK from Australia 
on merger with Asiana
The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) has announced its decision 
to clear Korean Air’s acquisition of Asiana Airlines after conducting market consultation on 
the Korean Air-Asiana Airlines merger with interested parties. The ACCC has expressed 
that while Korean Air and Asiana are currently the only providers of direct flights between 
Sydney and Seoul, Qantas and Jetstar will shortly commence services on this route, allowing 
for effective competition. “We consider that the Qantas Group offering flights on the Sydney 
to Seoul route with both its full-service and low-cost carriers means that there is likely to be 
effective competition,” the ACCC said. Korean Air expects the Australian competition author-
ity’s clearance to facilitate and expedite the remaining approval processes. Since the airline 
submitted business combination reports to the nine countries that require reporting, Korean 
Air has received approval from Korea, Turkey, Taiwan and Vietnam. The Thailand Competition 
Commission announced that submission of a business combination report was not necessary. 
Korean Air has also received clearance from Singapore and Malaysia. The Philippines has 
confirmed that the business combination report was not necessary. — MATT DRISKILL

NZ’S AEROPATH PARTNERS WITH METSERVICE

Aeropath, a subsidiary of Airways Interna-
tional, and MetService have joined forces 
to develop a one-stop platform to better 
support the needs of pilots throughout New 
Zealand. Launched in September, PreFlight 
has been developed by Aeropath, and is 
the culmination of more than 18 months of 
work from both organisations in conjunction 
with stakeholders across the aviation sec-
tor. PreFlight is one of the tangible outputs 
from the Concept of Operations (ConOps) 
for future aeronautical information that was 
developed as part of the New Southern Sky 
initiative.  This initiative is focussed on in-

troducing new technologies and changes to 
help create a safer, more efficient aviation 
system. The PreFlight platform will provide 
commercial and recreational pilots with 
safety-critical weather and aeronautical 
information in a more modern, interactive 
format and on a mobile-friendly interface. 
The information provided comes from the 
MetService (Part 174) and Aeropath (Part 
175) organisations. A premium version of 
PreFlight will also launch in September. The 
paid subscription service includes an array 
of additional features, including VNC charts, 
advanced briefing features, interactive map 

overlays of SIGMET and SIGWX phenome-
na, and webcam data. In the coming months 
MetService and Aeropath will support the 
aviation sector to ensure pilots understand 
how to operate and utilise the new features 
of PreFlight. PreFlight will eventually replace 
both the MetFlight GA and MetFlight com-
mercial products delivered by MetService, 
and the briefing component of the IFIS site 
provided by Airways. MetJet will continue 
to be available to customers requiring high 
level meteorological information, custom 
products, packaging and scheduling func-
tionality. — MATT DRISKILL

CHINA AIRLINES TO BUY  
16 DREAMLINERS FOR  
POST-PANDEMIC BOOM

China Airlines, the Taiwan-based carrier, 
announced the purchase of 16 Boeing 787-
9 passenger aircraft fitted with the General 
Electric GEnx engine. Deliveries are expect-
ed to commence in 2025 and the next-gen-
eration aircraft will become the mainstay of 
the medium-capacity widebody fleet. Chi-
na Airlines had previously introduced the 
777-300ER, A350-900 and A321neo. The 
new fleets have been dispatched on long-
haul, medium-haul and regional routes as 
part of the overall network strategy. The 
next-generation fleets will make the carrier 
for an anticipated post-pandemic boom. 
China Airlines embarked on its widebody 
passenger aircraft replacement programme 
in 2018 but evaluations were pushed back 
in 2020 due to COVID-19. With the pan-
demic easing and the revival of the global 
passenger market, the evaluation and in-
troduction process resumed in September 
2021. China Airlines currently operates 86 
passenger and cargo aircraft including the 
A350-900, 777-300ER, A330-300, 737-800, 
and A321neo. These include 65 passenger 
aircraft as well as 21 747-400F/777F cargo 
aircraft. The A330-300 passenger aircraft 
will be phased out with the introduction 
of the new 787-9 aircraft. — MATT DRISKILL
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The global business travel industry con-
tinues its progress towards full recovery 
to 2019 pre-pandemic spending levels of 
US$1.4 trillion, but the recovery has hit 
some headwinds, according to a report 
from the Global Business Travel Associa-
tion (GBTA). Just as many COVID-related 
recovery conditions have improved, many 
macroeconomic conditions deteriorated 
rapidly in early 2022. These new develop-
ments are impacting the timing, trajecto-
ry and pace of business travel’s recovery, 
both globally and by region, pushing the 
forecast for full recovery into 2026 instead 
of 2024 as previously forecasted. This is a 
central finding from the latest 2022 GBTA 
Business Travel Index Outlook —Annual 
Global Report and Forecast published by 
GBTA in association with Mastercard. The 
previous BTI released in November 2021 
predicted a surge in global business travel 
spending in 2022, reaching full recovery 
to the $1.4 trillion pre-pandemic mark by 
2024. The 2022 BTI also reveals insights 

from GBTA’s recent surveys of global fi-
nance executives and business travelers. 
Additionally, it explores new and transform-
ative factors in global business travel in the 
areas of sustainability, workforce dynamics 
(including remote work and blended travel 
or “bleisure”), and technology adoption. 
Highlights from the latest BTI Outlook (in 
US dollars):

Total spending on global business travel 
reached $697 billion in 2021, 5.5 percent 
above the pandemic-era low of 2020. Last 
year was nearly as challenging as 2020 for 
the global business travel industry, as it 
sought to carve out a “normal following” 
the Covid-19 pandemic. The industry gained 
back roughly $36 billion of the $770 billion 
lost in 2020.

Recovery was short-circuited by the 
Omicron variant and spike in global Covid 
cases in late 2021 and early 2022. As case 
numbers began to retreat, business travel 
surged. Global business travel spending 
in 2022 is expected to advance 34 percent 

over 2021 levels to $933 billion, recovering 
to 65 percent of pre-pandemic levels.

Recovery in 2022 was dependent upon 
and has been largely driven by improvement 
in the four factors of global business travel 
recovery —the global vaccination effort , 
national travel policies, business traveler 
sentiment, and travel management policy 
—where conditions have improved signifi-
cantly in the last six months.

Deteriorating economic conditions and 
shifting secular trends in 2022, however, 
have slowed global recovery. Hence, global 
business travel will almost reach pre-pan-
demic levels in 2025, reaching $1.39 trillion.

Global spending is not expected to make 
it fully back to the $1.4 trillion dollar mark 
until mid-2026, when it is forecast to reach 
$1.47 trillion dollars. This adds an estimated 
18 months to the industry’s recovery than 
was forecast in the previous GBTA Business 
Travel Index released in November 2021.

The 2022 BTI finds the biggest obsta-
cles to more accelerated recovery in global 
business travel are persistent inflation, high 
energy prices, severe supply chain challeng-
es and labour shortages, a significant eco-
nomic slowdown and lockdowns in China, 
and major regional impacts due to the war 
in Ukraine as well as emerging sustainability 
considerations.

In all, global business travel spending is 
expected to gain 33.8 percent in 2022, how-
ever, differences are anticipated across the 
world’s top business travel markets. The 
timing and pace of the recovery will contin-
ue to vary significantly from one region of 
the world to the next, as evidenced in 2021.

Asia Pacific helped lead the industry in 
terms of recovery of spend in 2021– par-
ticularly in China. This reversed in 2022, 
as China’s Zero-Covid policy led to wide-
scale lockdowns and other countries in the 
region only slowly opened up. For 2022, a 
solid increase of 16.5 percent (or $407.1 bil-
lion) in spending is expected in APAC (held 
back by China at 5.6 percent, or $286.9 
billion), with the region recovering to 66 
percent of pre-pandemic levels by the end 
of 2022. — MATT DRISKILL

Global business travel recovering,  
but headwinds ahead
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DHL EXPRESS, SINGAPORE AIRLINES PARTNERSHIP WELCOMES NEW FREIGHTER

SINGAPORE TO RESTART WORK ON CHANGI T5

DHL Express has welcomed the arrival of 
its new Boeing 777 freighter at Singapore 
Changi Airport. The freighter, which sports a 
dual DHL-Singapore Airlines (SIA) livery, has 
a maximum capacity of 102 tonnes. SIA will 
operate it on routes to the United States of 
America via South Korea thrice weekly from 

Singapore announced it will restart work 
on Terminal 5 at Changi Airport with an 
upgraded design that allows it to adjust 
capacity during a pandemic. Singapore 
Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong detailed 
the plans in his National Day Rally address. 
“In the longer term, air travel will keep 
growing because of the fast expanding 
middle-class in our region,” Lee said. “We 
redesigned T5 to be more resilient, in par-

August 2022. In March 2022, DHL Express 
and SIA signed a crew and maintenance 
agreement to deploy five Boeing 777 freight-
ers. These freighters will be operated by SIA 
pilots, with the maintenance overseen by 
SIA. The second Boeing 777 freighter is slat-
ed to enter into service in November 2022, 

ticular to operate more safely and flexibly 
during a pandemic, to scale operations up 
and down more easily…It ’s huge. In fact, 
we’re building one more new Changi air-
port.” The terminal, expected to be com-
pleted in the middle of next decade, may 
serve as a model for other airports globally 
in preparing for events that are out of their 
control after the pandemic decimated the 
travel industry. Terminal 5 will be one of 

following which both freighters will operate 
the Singapore-Incheon-Los Angeles-Hono-
lulu-Singapore route six times weekly. The 
remaining three freighters are planned for 
delivery throughout 2023. Following this, all 
five freighters will operate on routes between 
the US and Singapore. — MATT DRISKILL

the largest and most automated passenger 
terminals in the world with new technology 
and automation. The design of the termi-
nal will allow Changi to operate smaller 
sub-terminals when needed, following les-
sons from the pandemic, with space that 
could be converted for uses like testing or 
segregation of high-risk passengers, the 
Ministry of Transport said in a statement. 
— MATT DRISKILL
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AS PASSENGERS RETURN TO THE SKIES in a post-COVID or 
living with COVID world, their in-flight comfort and wellbeing is 
taking centre stage.

More than ever before, airline passengers are seeking an in-
flight experience that delivers comfortable seats, in-flight catering 
that is more akin to what they choose to eat on the ground and 
an in-flight ambience that appeals to their senses of sight, sound, 
and smell, all ensuring the journey is as enjoyable and relaxing 
as possible.

Airlines are aiming to satisfy passengers’ wellbeing requirements 
with new seats, seating configurations, increased catering options, 
improved lighting and relaxation solutions. With new ultra-long-haul 
services on the horizon, delivering in-flight wellbeing and comfort 
will be more important than ever before.

All about  
the experience
Airlines are appealing to all passenger senses to ensure the onboard 

experience is a satisfying one. Emma Kelly looks at some of the comfort and 

wellbeing initiatives being used by airlines and others in development.
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▲ The AirLounge seat features a fixed ergonomically shaped 
surrounding shell and provides a large bed surface without any 
reclining mechanisms.
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PASSENGER EXPERIENCE

Air New Zealand, for example, has responded to passenger feed-
back on the importance of sleep and the need for more comfort and 
space on its flights with the launch of a new Business Premier Luxe 
suite, a new Business Premier seat and Skynest sleep pods. The 
developments for all three cabins will enter service on the airline’s 
new Boeing 787-9 Dreamliners in 2024 and retrofitted on the current 
787-9 fleet. The new in-flight product is aimed at helping passengers 
get “the best sleep in the sky”, says the airline.

Feedback from extensive customer research over five years has 
highlighted the importance for a good night’s sleep and the need for 
more space and comfort, so the new experience is designed around 
creating a home away from home that leaves customers refreshed 
and raring to go at their destination, says the airline.

“New Zealand’s location puts us in a unique position to lead on 
the ultra-long-haul travel experience,” says Greg Foran, CEO. “We 
have zoned in on sleep, comfort and wellness because we know 
how important it is for our customers to arrive well-rested,” he says.

At the front of the aircraft, Air New Zealand believes Business 
Premier Luxe will offer the best sleep in the sky. It will feature all the 
aspects of Business Premier, but with a fully closing door and space 
for two to dine. Business Premier is “a comfortable and private nest 
for a blissful journey and tranquil sleep”. If travelling with a compan-

ion, the middle row allows the passenger to open the nest and share 
the experience. Premium Economy passengers will benefit from a 
new seat with more privacy and protected space where you can 
recline at leisure without impact the passenger behind.

In the back of the aircraft, passengers will be able to select a 
Skynest sleeping pod, which provides a lie-flat option for Economy 
Class, with six Skynests to be installed on each aircraft. The airline 
also has its Skycouch, which allows you to sit, spread out or lie 
down, while Economy Stretch seats will provide more space to rest 
and stretch your legs than the standard economy seat. The standard 
economy seat itself will be enhanced with more storage, comfort 
and space, as well as an in-flight entertainment screen that is 50 
percent bigger than previously.

Across the Tasman, Qantas has comfort and wellbeing at the heart 
of its interior design for the new Airbus A350-1000s that will operate 
Project Sunrise non-stop, ultra-long-haul flights between Australia’s 
east coast and New York and London from late 2025. The Australian 
carrier is promising luxurious First Class suites with a separate bed, 
recliner lounge chair and personal wardrobe; a next-generation 

Business suite; a new Premium Economy seat that is pitched at 40 
inches; a new Economy seat pitched at 33 inches; and a dedicated 
‘Wellbeing Zone’. Details on the latter are scarce at this stage, but 
Qantas says it will allow passenger movement, stretching and hy-
dration, with lean-to cushioned panelling, a self-serve snack station 
and exercise and stretching programming.

The cabin interior and service on the new services has been 
designed based on medical and scientific research conducted on 
three Project Sunrise research flights from New York and London 
to Sydney in 2019, as well as work by the University of Sydney’s 
Charles Perkins Centre incorporating best practices in nutrition, 
sleep, physical activity and the cabin environment.

Airlines are well aware that passenger comfort is not just about 
the seat you sit on. Air New Zealand says everything onboard its 
Dreamliners will be designed to create a sense of calm — from the 
lighting and sleep ritual, including sleepy teas and balms to healthier 
food choices and breathable fabrics. In addition, meditative content, 
Zentertainment, on the airline’s IFE system will help passengers 
unwind and rest. Passengers in Economy and Premium Economy 

▲ Air New Zealand is offering its Skynest sleeping pod, which 
provides a lie-flat option for Economy Class passengers.
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New Zealand’s location puts us in a unique 
position to lead on the ultra-long-haul travel 
experience. We have zoned in on sleep, 
comfort and wellness because we know 
how important it is for our customers to 
arrive well-rested.

GREG FORAN, AIR NEW ZEALAND
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will also be able to access a Sky Pantry, allowing them to stretch 
their legs, select something to eat and hydrate through their journey.

Emirates recently announced a US$2 billion-plus programme 
designed to enhance the customer experience, with the retrofit of 
more than 120 aircraft with its latest interiors, as well as a range 
of service improvements. “We’re rolling out a series of intensive 
programmes to take Emirates’ signature in-flight experience to the 
next level,” says Sir Tim Clark, president.

Aircraft cabins will be upgraded with new or reupholstered seats, 

new panelling, flooring and other features. Every class will be re-
freshed, with the airline’s new Premium Economy cabin installed. 
The work will start in November.

The enhancements also include elevated meal choices, a new 
vegan menu, a cinema in the sky experience and “little choices 
that make travel memorable”, according to the Dubai-based carrier. 
From August, Emirates started to roll-out new menus, with the 
best fine dining in the sky promised in First Class, and Business 
and Economy to follow in September. Developments include a 

PASSENGER EXPERIENCE

▲ Emirates is offering a Champagne and Caviar Experience in First Class that features unlimited caviar paired with Dom Perignon vintage 
Champagne.
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PASSENGER EXPERIENCE

new vegan menu in response to the growing number of customers 
adopting a vegan lifestyle. The airline’s Champagne and Caviar 
Experience in First Class, meanwhile, features unlimited portions 
of Persian caviar paired with Dom Perignon vintage Champagne, 
with Emirates being the only airline to offer the luxury brand 
onboard. First Class passengers are also able to order cinema 
snacks while they watch entertainment from the 5,000 channels 
on Emirates’ ice IFE. 

Ice itself features extensive wellbeing offerings, including more 
than 100 episodes of Happiness and Wellbeing TV, which include 
relaxation and meditation techniques, while the Storytelling with 
Giant powers series features powerful and uplifting stories to pro-
mote mental health awareness, according to the airline. The Slow 
TV channel features relaxing scenes of nature, while programming 
from Mindvalley offers personal growth, education and wellness.

Airlines have long partnered exercise and relaxation experts to 
deliver in-flight exercises and meditation in-flight to their passen-
gers. Qatar Airways, for example, offers in-flight exercises, yoga 
and meditation in conjunction with Deepak Chopra and the Chopra 
Centre for Wellbeing, while Cathay Pacific offers in-flight yoga videos 

in conjunction with Pure Yoga. 
Yoga and movement specialist Charlotte Dodson has partnered 

many airlines around the world, including Cathay Pacific, Etihad, 
Fiji Airways, Qatar and Saudia, offering her Flywell in-flight well-
ness programme. Interest in such programmes has grown since the 
pandemic as airlines focus on passenger wellbeing, says Dodson. 
“The airline industry sees the great importance as passengers are 
choosing wellness solutions especially during long-haul travel. Our 
seated and reclined onboard exercises are the best remedy for 
calm and relaxation, mental health, stimulating digestion, enhanc-
ing circulation, improving mobilisation and reducing the impact of 
jet lag,” Dodson explains.

Airlines are also seeking to deliver in-flight comfort and a far more 
pleasant experience than in years gone by through a passenger’s 
sense of taste. Airlines and their in-flight catering providers have 
become far more imaginative in their catering options, providing 
passengers with a taste of home, a taste of their final destination and 
following food trends from the ground, such as healthy and wellness 
food choices, with the aim of improving the passenger experience 
and retaining customers.

This movement has prompted airlines partnering wellness special-
ists. Singapore Airlines, for example, works with US health and well-
ness retreat Golden Door to develop healthy meals, exercise, stretch-
ing and wellbeing solutions for its ultra-long-haul Singapore-US 
flights. The airline also works with Singapore-based wellness brand 
COMO Shambhala, resulting in healthy and wellness-based food 
and beverage options on its long-haul flights. 

“Wellness is an area that our customers, even before COVID-19, 
expressed was of importance for them, in particular being mindful of 
their diet and the types of ingredients that go into their meals,” says 
SIA. The airline adds it will continue to invest in this area to ensure 
its passengers leave the aircraft rested and refreshed.

In-flight catering is “an emotional and memorable part of the pas-
senger journey”, thus contributing significantly to the experience, as 
well as being an important factor in an airline’s identity, says Sunbul 
Dubuni, director of customer insights at LSG Group. “Considering 
the right selection of food — for example, according to the time of the 
day, the length of the flight, as well as the handling of the food — is 
decisive to meet passengers’ needs and therefore has an impact on 
customers’ satisfaction,” explains Dubuni.

Passengers no longer 
expect any difference in 
airline food and that served 
on the ground. “They want 
healthy meals and snacks 
that contain high-quality 
ingredients, they want to 
know where their food 
comes from and they have 
an increasing interest in 
sustainably-sourced in-

gredients,” says Hiranjan Aloysius, CEO of dnata Catering Australia.
Solutions aimed at improving the passenger experience, includ-

ing comfort and wellbeing, were prevalent in this year ’s Crystal 
Cabin Awards, which honours excellence and ingenuity in aircraft 
interiors. Finalists in the Cabin Concepts category included the 
AirLounge Business Class seat from Collins Aerospace, Finnair, 
PriestmanGoode and Tangerine. The seat was originally designed 
by PriestmanGoode and further developed by Collins, with the final 
design and implementation by Tangerine and Finnair.

AirLounge is designed to bring the comfort of home to the skies. 
Unlike traditional seat design, it features a fixed ergonomically 
shaped surrounding shell and provides a large bed surface without 
any reclining mechanisms. “The supportive soft inner shape provides 
comfort, noise reduction, privacy and a personal cocoon-like home 
environment,” says Collins. “The seat brings the comfort of home 
and the ability to relax in a variety of flexible positions not found on 
traditional aircraft seats,” it adds. 

ZIM Aircraft Seating was a finalist in the Passenger Comfort 
category with its ZIMprivacy premium economy seat. The design 
features an innovative fixed backrest shell that shields the passenger 

The airline industry sees the great importance as passengers are 
choosing wellness solutions especially during long-haul travel.  
Our seated and reclined onboard exercises are the best remedy for 
calm and relaxation, mental health, stimulating digestion, enhancing 
circulation, improving mobilisation and reducing the impact of jet lag. 

CHARLOTTE DODSON, YOGA AND MOVEMENT SPECIALIST
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and ensures that a reclining passenger in front does not encroach 
on your personal space, while a new ultra-slim centre console in-
creases the available living space for each passenger. The seat also 
features the patented kinematic Z-CLINE mechanical system that 
means when you lean backwards the rear part of the seat lowers 
while the front part rises. ZIM says this allows healthier and more 
physiological appropriate sitting positions that support improved 
breathing and blood circulation during travel.

Teague and Nordan’s Elevate is aimed at the premium single-aisle 
cabin. Elevate, which won the Cabin Concepts Award, uses Nor-
dam’s Nbrace interiors attachment system to suspend suite furniture 
from sidewalls and aisles rather than traditional floor-mounted seat 
tracks. The result is that passengers benefit from more space, pri-
vacy and comfort in a “home-like cabin”, according to Teague. The 
design delivers “an immersive passenger experience equivalent to 
a widebody cabin”, it adds.

In-flight comfort and relaxation are the aim with JAMCO and NTT 
Sonority’s Personalised Sound Zone (PST), which is described as a 
next-generation speaker system where audio sound is confined in 
a spherical sound zone to the ultimate level. The system comprises 
a pair of speakers built into the headrest, creating a spherical sound 

zone around the headrest. The advanced sound technology is de-
signed to cancel each other out outside of the zone. “Enjoy audio 
without cumbersome headsets during your flight without disturbing 
others around you,” says the partners. 

Other entries focused on different senses. Collins’ Hypergamut 
Light, entered for the Health & Safety Award, for example, is the 
latest development in harnessing lighting to improve passenger 
wellbeing and the overall experience. The Hypergamut Light is 
attuned to human circadian rhythms, creating a “true” circadian 
lighting environment through doubling the number of coloured 
LEDs to produce cabin light, according to Collins. The manufac-
turer says that the expanded colour palette can add and remove 
specific blue wavelength light in order to influence the release of 
a passenger’s melatonin, thus promoting healthy sleep and rest-
fulness and at the same time reducing the effects of jetlag. The 
system allows passengers to relax while the lights are on and fall 
asleep faster, while blue light can be added prior to the flight’s 
arrival in order to help passengers arrive alert.

The Hypergamut Light is the result of many years of research and 
development by Collins. The patent for the system was originally 
filed in 2016, since when development has continued. The light is 
scheduled to enter service with an unnamed customer in early 
2024, according to Collins. “One of our imperatives is to closely col-
laborate with our customers to develop the solutions that advance 
the air travel experience — exactly what Hypergamut provides,” 
says Eric Johannessen, technical fellow. “Not only does the lighting 
system align with circadian rhythm cycles, positively influencing 
how the body relaxes and wakes, but the expanded colour range 
and saturation improves the visual appearance throughout the 
cabin. The ageing effects of fixtures, fabrics and materials are not 
as noticeable and appear newer, helping passengers settle into a 
more visually pleasing environment,” he says.

Another Crystal Cabin entry, AirShield by Pexco Aerospace, 
focuses on the air we breathe onboard — an area that has been a 
passenger concern since the emergence of COVID-19. AirShield was 
originally designed by Teague and then acquired by Pexco, which 
has developed the design into an aerospace product.

Airshield is installed over the top of existing passenger air vents 
and works with existing HEPA filtration systems to personalise 
passenger airflow, redirect purified air around and in-between each 
passenger to create protective air barriers, says Pexco. It creates 
a uniform airflow throughout the cabin, minimising the sharing of 
exhaled air and increasing the rate at which spent air is removed. 

Pexco has adapted the design for commercial use, developing a 
three-piece clip-together assembly that can be mass-manufactured 
and easily installed during overnight aircraft maintenance, as well 
as using an anti-microbial additive, capable of destroying 99.99% 
of bacteria on contact.

Pexco worked closely with airlines, including American Airlines, 
Southwest Airlines and Alaska Airlines for testing. The system will 
be ready for installations early next year.  

PASSENGER EXPERIENCE

▲ In-flight comfort and relaxation are the aim with JAMCO and NTT 
Sonority’s Personalised Sound Zone (PST), which is described as a 
next-generation speaker system where audio sound is confined in a 
spherical sound zone to the ultimate level. 
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China’s lockdowns 
eased, but air  
cargo braces for 
more turbulence
A potential global economic slowdown could impact air cargo more so than 

China's COVID lockdowns as Cindy Sui reports.
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CHINA’S OMICRON-RELATED LOCKDOWNS in major cities and 
supply chain hubs earlier this year disrupted the international air 
cargo market, with the amount of cargo flown dropping by as much 
as 12 percent year-on-year in April, but just as the impact from the 
restrictions have started to ease, the industry is now warily eyeing 
a potentially bigger problem — a global economic downturn. 

Subhas Menon, the director general of the Association of Asia Pacif-
ic Airlines, says high inflation, rising interest rates and more cautious 
consumer spending could dampen prospects for a recovery, despite 
recently improved cargo shipments. “It’s not only inflation; it’s also the 
slowing down of the economy that is a big worry for everyone,” Menon 
said, pointing to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) recently revis-
ing down its forecast for economic growth in Asia’s emerging market 
and developing economies this year from 5.3 percent to 4.6 percent.

In its World Economic Outlook update in July, the IMF also revised 
down its forecast for growth in the global economy this year by 0.4 
percentage point, to 3.2 percent, which is much slower than the 
6.1 percent seen last year. It cited the United States’ lower growth 
earlier this year, reduced household purchasing power, and tighter 
monetary policy, China’s further COVID-19 lockdowns, deepening 
real estate crisis and economic slowdown; as well as spillovers from 
the war in Ukraine and tighter monetary policy in Europe.

At the same time, the IMF revised up global inflation due to higher 
food and energy prices as well as lingering supply-demand imbalanc-
es, forecasting it will reach 6.6 percent in advanced economies and 
9.5 percent in emerging markets and developing economies this year. 

“It’s a witch’s brew. You have inflation and interest rate hikes. All 
this will affect GDP and that will affect spending … This is bound to 
have an impact on air travel and cargo,” Menon said. 

The air cargo industry had been struggling to return to profitability 

and was just starting to see reduced losses caused by the COVID 
19 pandemic. After losing net post-tax profits close to US$138 billion 
in 2020, its loss this year is likely to be limited to just under US$10 
billion, according to the International Air Transport Association 
(IATA). This would represent an EBIT (earnings before interest and 
taxes) margin of -1.9 percent this year, versus -29 percent in 2020 
—“a rather remarkable performance, all things considered”, accord-
ing to the industry group. 

The cargo industry is still reeling from the two-month long lockdown 
of China’s major aviation hub Shanghai in April and May and the on-
going Ukraine-Russia war, both of which have caused supply chain 
and capacity problems that have limited the movement of air cargo.

“The highways were closed, seaports were closed and airports 
were operating at minimum capacity. Everyone was trying to find a 
slot to ship things out,” Eric Lin, an aviation analyst with UBS Secu-
rities, said regarding the China lockdowns.

Francis Antony, head of commercial cargo for Teleport, the logis-
tics arm of Capital A, which operates AirAsia, the Malaysia-based 
airline, said China’s lockdowns have affected the aviation industry 
and its stakeholders “quite tremendously, “as well as major export 
markets which suffered from insufficient supplies of raw materials 
and semi-finished goods, which has a knock-on effect on the inter-
national manufacturing market. Teleport is not excluded as most of 
our passenger flights (with cargo belly space) from China have yet 
to fully reinstate back to pre-COVID days,” said Antony. “Air freight 
provides a form of certainty that your cargo can reach its destination 
at a faster rate. With China being the world’s largest manufacturing 
country, the lockdowns the country imposes pushes back the re-
covery of the industry as restricted access in China causes a string 
of logistical problems.”

Exporters in countries like Malaysia and Indonesia have had to 
pay higher fees for air freight to reroute through Thailand to export 
their seafood products and fruits into China, he said. Fortunately, 
it was not peak export season. Nonetheless, in April, freight flown 

AAPA TRAFFIC UPDATE —PRELIMINARY
INTERNATIONAL SCHEDULED SERVICES OF ASIA PACIFIC AIRLINES 

INTERNATIONAL JUL-22 JUL-21 % CHANGE JAN-JUL 2022 JAN-JUL 2021 % CHANGE

Passengers (Thousand) 11,347 1,510 + 651.5% 42,842 8,778 + 388.1%

RPK (Million) 42,153 6,518 + 546.7% 169,436 37,126 + 356.4%

ASK (Million) 52,702 20,482 + 157.3% 259,057 129,311 + 100.3%

Passenger Load Factor 80.0% 31.8% + 48.2 pp 65.4% 28.7% + 36.7 pp

FTK (Million) 5,493 6,213 - 11.6% 39,107 40,688 - 3.9%

FATK (Million) 8,106 8,136 - 0.4% 56,659 54,905 + 3.2%

Freight Load Factor 67.8% 76.4% - 8.6 pp 69.0% 74.1% - 5.1 pp

Effective January 2020, the dataset comprises aggregated traffic data from the following 40 Asia Pacific based carriers: 3K, 5J, 6E, 7C, 9C, 9W, AI, AK, BI, BR, CA, CI, CK,  
CX, CZ, D7, GA, HO, HU, IX, JL, JQ, KA, KC, KE, KZ, MH, MU, NH, NZ, OZ, PG, PR, QF, SG, SQ, TG, TR, VA and VN.

• Previous year data adjusted for comparison purposes
• RPK = revenue passenger kilometres • ASK = available seat kilometres • FTK = freight tonne kilometres • FATK = available freight tonne kilometres
• All figures, including estimates for missing data, are provisional
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◀ China’s lockdowns are pushing back the recovery of the aviation 
industry as restricted access in China causes a string of logistical 
problems.
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out of Shanghai’s Pudong International Airport, where most export 
air cargo is transported from, fell by 80 percent year-on-year, Lin 
said. In May, it was down 50 percent. June is expected to be better, 
but the real impact is still to be seen, he said. 

Asia-Pacific-based airlines were especially impacted by the low-
er trade and manufacturing activity due to the lockdowns, which 
caused available capacity in the region to fall 19.4 percent and air 
cargo volumes to decrease by 15.8 percent in April compared to the 
same month in 2021, the largest drops of all regions, according to 
IATA data. The situation has eased after Shanghai’s lockdown was 
lifted in early June.

Internationally, the decline in air cargo shipments, measured in 
cargo tonne-kilometers (CTK), has slowed from 10.6 percent in April 
to a lesser -8.1 percent in May and even less severe -6.6 percent in 
June, according IATA statistics. 

In July, however, air cargo volume in the Asia-Pacific region fell 
by 11.6 percent year-on-year, according to the latest AAPA data, 
reflecting the gloomy outlook Menon fears. 

The association blamed the weakened cargo market on falling 
export orders alongside worsening business and consumer confi-
dence levels. As a result, the average international freight load factor 
declined by 8.6 percentage points to 67.8 percent for the region’s 
airlines during the month, according to AAPA.

Compared to pre-pandemic levels, however, air cargo shipments 
remain strong, according to IATA. It says cargo revenues are ex-
pected to account for US$191 billion of industry revenues, down 
slightly from the US$204 billion recorded in 2021, but nearly double 
the US$100 billion achieved in 2019. The industry is expected to 
carry over 68 million tonnes of cargo in 2022, a record high, it says.

As the trading environment softens slightly, cargo yields — the 
average fare paid by customers to transport one tonne of freight 
and mail on one cargo revenue kilometre — are expected to fall 10.4 
percent compared with 2021. Still, that only partially reverses the 
yield increases of 52.5 percent seen in 2020 and 24.2 percent in 2021. 

Airlines had been able to make up for a sharp drop in earnings 
from passenger traffic caused by COVID 19-related border closures 
and travel restrictions by pivoting towards cargo transport. That 
helped reduce their losses.

According to IATA’s Global Outlook for Air Transport released in 
June, net post-tax profit went from a loss of US$137.7 billion in 2020 
to US$42.1 billion in 2021 to an even lesser US$9.7 billion forecast 
for this year. IATA called it “Exiting the worst crisis in the history of 

commercial aviation.” That’s largely due to cargo making up for the 
losses in passenger transport, but that windfall in cargo earnings 
back in 2020 and 2021 may not be easily duplicated now that the 
global situation has changed.

During the pandemic and the consequential lockdowns, air carri-
ers removed the seats from airplanes, so that critical PPE could be 
transported, and following PPEs, these same airplanes were used 
to transport all types of cargo, including laptops and other tech 
products that were snapped up by consumers as they switched to 
working, learning and playing at home.

“This served to achieve the following goals: Airlines were able to 
keep their pilots flying which kept their certifications intact. Airlines 
were able to generate much needed revenue to offset the massive 
losses that came with not having passenger revenues which gave 
the carriers a lifeline,” said Shawn Richard, senior vice president of 
global air freight at freight forwarder SEKO Logistics.

But while the consumer buying continued in 2021, it has eased 
off this year as people returned to working in offices and learning 

in schools. And while many believe the worst may be over 
for airlines, what’s on the horizon doesn’t appear to be 
clear skies.

Besides high inflation and rising interest rates and their 
impact on consumer spending, global trade and economic 
growth, China, the biggest manufacturing base in the world, 
hasn’t abandoned its zero-COVID policy, so lockdowns, 
although perhaps not on the grand scale of restricting 
movement in a city the size of Shanghai with its 25 mil-

lion people — are still possible and smaller scale lockdowns have 
continued.

“Logistic hurdles still remain as China continues its lockdowns 
which pushes back the delivery of cargo across the region,” Antony 
said. “However, freight forwarders and cargo players still have room 
to move around and still make deliveries happen through various 
open routes.”

That includes falling back on sea freight options as the sea car-
riers have managed to reduce their backlog and congestion while 
resolving the movements for sea freight containers, he said.

“God forbid we have more lockdowns. We don’t want any more 
lockdowns,” Menon said. “Most places are going ahead with living 
with COVID strategies — ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations), India. Greater China, Japan and South Korea are exceptions.”

He pointed out that Japan, which has been limiting the number of 
arrivals to 20,000 a day, will likely open up once the case numbers 
are down and South Korea which still requires post-arrival testing, 
may also do away with strict requirements eventually.

“But we still have to wait for China to open up,” Menon said.
China doesn’t seem to be in a hurry to do so. Its domestic air 

cargo sector still grew despite a drop in international air freight 
flights, according to Lin. “I don’t think the Chinese government 
officials I talk to are too worried about air cargo and air traffic. The 
domestic e-commerce and air cargo market is huge, which is more 

Logistic hurdles still remain as China continues 
its lockdowns which pushes back the delivery of 
cargo across the region.

FRANCIS ANTONY, TELEPORT
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than enough to offset the impact on its global market; 90 percent of 
China cargo market (land, air, sea) is domestic,” Lin said. 

Cushioning China’s domestic cargo transport, Lin said, is the fact 
that its land transport was still operating, albeit on a smaller scale, and 
a lot of Chinese manufacturing companies are not based in Shanghai, 
but in inland areas, which were not under lockdowns. “If it’s for export-
ing, they go through Shanghai, but products that are manufactured 
for the domestic market, they do it in the hinterlands,” Lin said. 

There has been a lot of talk in the United States about decoupling 
from China given difficult US-China trade relations and worries about 
being over-dependent on the Chinese supply chain and market, but 
the Shanghai lockdowns may have provided a glimpse of China being 
the one actually decoupling, whether intentionally or unintentionally. 

Menon argued that it benefits China to reconnect with the rest 
of the world. “Absolutely, China is a huge market on its own. They 
might be able to pull through with just the domestic market,” Menon 
said. “But if you talk about connectivity with the rest of the world, 
and what we’ve done to advance globalization, there are so many 
more opportunities they can capitalize on if they get back on the 
international bandwagon.” 

Menon made an appeal to the Chinese government to ease border 
restrictions and not impose any more lockdowns. “Passenger air 
travel in North America, Latin America, Europe and Africa are already 
at 70 percent to 90 percent of pre-pandemic 2019 levels, but in Asia 
Pacific, it’s still below 40 percent of 2019. A lot of it is because of 
China; it’s such a big market,” Menon said. 

If China implements more lockdowns, it could feed into inflation 
because a shortage in the supply of goods will drive up prices, Me-
non pointed out. “Every government has its priorities. At the moment, 
the Chinese government’s priority is to keep the people safe. You 
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For the next six months and the rest of the 
year, it looks positive. The recovery in  

air traffic will continue. We see it in the 
month-by-month figures. We just have to 

keep our fingers crossed.

SUBHAS MENON, ASSOCIATION OF ASIA PACIFIC AIRLINES
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◀ Exporters in countries like Malaysia and Indonesia have had to pay 
higher fees for air freight.

▼ If China implements more lockdowns, it could feed into inflation 
because a shortage in the supply of goods will drive up prices.

CARGO

can’t argue with that,” Menon said. But he added: “China is such an 
important air commodities market for everyone all over the world 
inbound and outbound and also for the Chinese economy. It’s grown 
so well because it’s been well-connected. That’s all been stopped. 
Let’s start connecting again and moving towards the globalization 
goal we set together.” 

Richard sounded a note of optimism. He believes that the Chinese 
government’s recent announcement reducing the quarantine peri-
ods when re-entering China is a strong sign that things are starting 
to ease and that China may reopen in November. That would be 
after President Xi Jinping successfully obtains an unprecedented 
third term in office.

Some manufacturers with operations in China, however, may have 
been spooked by the lockdowns, and there are signs more may be 
considering shifting production out of China, especially to other 
countries in the region such as Vietnam, Thailand and Indonesia.

During the lockdowns, the manufacturers suffered the most, Lin 
said. They were unable to produce in their factories or transport 
already produced products overseas, with some even chartering 
flights and ships in a desperate attempt to get their goods out. 

Manufacturers, along with exporters and freight forwarders, also 
had no choice but to swallow much higher air cargo rates.

“Rates have quadrupled during the pandemic/lockdowns and 
remain around 120 percent above pre pandemic levels. Container 
shortages definitely have driven up demand for air cargo, but labour 
shortages and port congestion have also contributed to demand 
shifting to air,” Richard said, predicting that rates will remain elevated 
at least until all capacity is back to pre-pandemic levels.

In May, in the middle of the lockdown, UBS surveyed close to 200 
global manufacturers that produce mainly in China; 63 percent of 
respondents indicated they plan to move out of China in the future, 
Lin said. That’s higher than the 61 percent in a similar survey it con-
ducted last September, but was still lower than the 70 percent, the 
highest percentage the survey has ever seen, back in September 
2020, during the Trump era trade wars, said Lin.

“The common debate is whether to move manufacturing out of Chi-
na…Some say we will move out, some already have moved out, and 
some are moving back in because China is still a huge market,” said 
Lin. “Companies like Apple that make a lot of their products in China 
may have suffered from disruptions, and may be manufacturing more 
elsewhere and shipping to the US, but the reality is a lot of Chinese 
people buy iPhones so you can’t completely decouple from China.” 

Moves happen in stages and there is still no evidence of a major 
shift away from China, he said.

Richard echoed similar observations. “There has been a shift to 
Southeast Asia undoubtably, and more companies may continue 
to shift to near shoring or even in-shoring in the future, (but) China 
will remain the “World’s Factory” for many years to come,” he said.

The air cargo business has long played second fiddle to the 
passenger side; typically, cargo revenue is only about 20 percent 
of total revenue. As airlines begin to regain passengers, there 
may be less concern that air cargo may take a hit from the global 
economic slowdown. But given ridership — measured by revenue 
passenger-kilometre — is still just one third of the pre-pandemic 
level, cargo remains an important side business to soften the losses 
the industry still suffers from.

It remains to be seen, however, how much headwind cargo will 
face; it ’s received plenty in the past, so the industry doesn’t take 
anything for granted. “I don’t think we can make long-term planning 
these days,” Menon says. “For the next six months and the rest of 
the year, it looks positive. The recovery in air traffic will continue. 
We see it in the month-by-month figures. We just have to keep our 
fingers crossed.” 
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COMMERCIAL AVIATION was in a different world in 2018 when 
Lufthansa Technik Philippines (LTP) decided to invest US$40 mil-
lion in a new hangar. The joint venture between Lufthansa Technik 
and local service provider MacroAsia had a full order book for 2019 
and needed to expand.

The A380 was ever present in Manila, with LTP holding base 
maintenance contracts for a number of airlines, including Lufthansa 

and British Airways. LTP’s vice president for marketing and sales, 
Rainer Janke recalls that by the time the pandemic took hold “major 
parts of the construction were already fabricated”.

“Of course, the A380 was out of the picture at that time and 

G
AM

EC
O

MRO shops soldier on
With borders largely reopened across Asia-Pacific, increased flying is leading 

to more demand for maintenance, repair and overhaul services. While some 

MROs have suffered during the pandemic, others have continued with their 

strategic plans, in the belief that “better times would return”, according to 

Michael Doran.

▲ GAMECO’s new hangar has 12 bays with a mix of heavy 
maintenance and P2F conversions.
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everybody was announcing it would never come back,” he tells 
Asian Aviation. “And that’s why during the pandemic we decided to 
expand also on narrowbodies, and with four bays the new hangar 
gave us the size to do that.”

The new facility officially opened in late August, coinciding with 
the haste to drag A380s back from the desert and into service. LTP 
has MRO capabilities on Airbus A320, A330 and A380, as well as 
Boeing 777 aircraft.

“We see demand coming back so strongly in the region and that 
hangar gives us the flexibility for both widebody and narrowbody 
aircraft,” Janke adds. “We are here at the right time just as we need 
this additional capacity. At the moment we have VietJet, IndiGo and 
Cebu Pacific in the facility, and these are successful narrowbody 
carriers who are low cost, dynamic and fast-growing. This is a 
business segment we want to address in the future, as well as our 
existing long-term customers.”

Before COVID, LTP’s business was evenly split between line 
maintenance and widebody heavy checks. The loss of flights meant 
LTP needed to downsize by around 20 percent, but it’s now hiring 
experienced technicians and trainees.

Janke says that while activity is not yet back at 100 percent, do-
mestic travel in Asia has recovered strongly and that’s feeding into 
MRO demand. However, the ongoing restrictions in China, Hong 
Kong, Japan and Korea are still limiting the region’s growth.

“In 2019 we made around 1.45 million man hours and this year 
we are getting close to 1.3 million, so let’s say we are at around 90 
percent,” he says. “That also depends on the mix of checks we do, 
as the A380 is super heavy in terms of man hours, which had a 
significant impact on our loads in 2018/19.”

While European customers are happy to send their A380s to Ma-
nilla for base maintenance, the customers’ location has an impact 
where lighter narrowbody checks are required. Taking distance into 
account, Janke says they are seeing more of the heavier narrowbody 
checks coming from within the region, citing the availability of MROs 
closer to home for some airlines.

As an example, he says India’s IndiGo likes to return aircraft to the 
lessor after six years, preferring to keep a young fleet. For LTP that 
means a six-year check, which takes around three weeks, plus the 
end-of-lease MRO required for the aircraft’s return.

“From Vietnam it’s a two-and-a-half-hour flight and from Japan it’s 
close to four hours, so for a very light check it depends on how far 
you would fly so that’s it’s still feasible for the airlines,” Janke explains. 
“What I mentioned for India is okay, but on the narrowbody side it 
depends a bit on where you’re coming from.”

Lufthansa Technik Philippines has been in Asia since 2000, and 
attracts base maintenance from all over the world, particularly 
for widebody aircraft. It ’s central location in Manila puts it within 
reach of Europe, Australia and throughout the Asia-Pacific region.

Looking ahead, Janke believes the MRO outlook is very positive 
and ramping up capacity will present challenges, particularly as 
the Philippines is an attractive market for other MROs to source 
qualified labour. “The main reason we are here is the people, the 
skilled labour, their ability to work with original documents and the 
way you can link to them,” he adds. “We have to be here in the region 
to attract the business and our plan is to grow our footprint both in 
the Philippines and in the region.”

Located in China, around one hours flight from Hong Kong, is 
Guangzhou Aircraft Maintenance Engineering Co (GAMECO), a 
tip-to-tail aircraft MRO with around 6,600 employees. It is a joint 

venture between China Southern Airlines 
(CSA) and financial investor Hutchinson 
Whampoa.

GAMECO supports Airbus, Boeing, Embraer 
and Comac aircraft, with capabilities in line and 
heavy maintenance, components, composites, 
landing gear, overhauls and engineering. It 
started operations in 1990 and now has more 
than 30 aircraft lines, including 12 in its newly 
opened hangar. The MRO also services airlines 
other than CSA, including Philippines Airlines, 
Cebu Pacific, Lufthansa and FedEx, as well as 

doing work for Airbus and Boeing. 
The pandemic most disrupted GAMECO’s line maintenance op-

erations and CEO Norbert Marx says that while the level of activity 
changed, the company had no staff layoffs nor any interruption to its 
strategic projects. “We built the million square foot hangar because 
we think that the underlying trend, especially here in China, will be 
intact once COVID is overcome,” he tells Asian Aviation. “Of course 
our line maintenance work suffered, and is still suffering, because a 
lot of international flights were cancelled.”

On the other hand, heavy maintenance work is booming, which 
Marx attributes to its work with cargo airlines and the popularity of 
passenger-to-freighter conversions (P2Fs). GAMECO currently has 
five lines of P2F conversions running, three for Boeing 737NGs and 
two for 767 aircraft.

“We started that pre-COVID because we could see the e-com-
merce trend was growing and then the pandemic accelerated P2F 
activity,” he says. “We had previously done modifications with part-
ners on 737 Classics and in 2009 we did an A300 conversion with 
British Aerospace.”

The main reason we are here is the people, the skilled 
labour, their ability to work with original documents and 
the way you can link to them. We have to be here in the 
region to attract the business and our plan is to grow our 
footprint both in the Philippines and in the region.

RAINER JANKE, LTP
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The new hangar has given GAMECO the size and flexibility to 
bring in more P2F business, while at the same time keeping its 
heavy maintenance schedules running. Marx explains this mix is 
important because P2Fs require less man hours per day compared 
to aircraft heavy checks. 

There is much talk in MRO circles about an aging workforce and 
difficulties in finding skilled technicians now that demand is roaring 
back to pre-pandemic levels. Among all the figures that surround 
GAMECO, perhaps one of the most striking is that its workforce has 
an average age of 34. 

It has nearly 3,000 licensed technicians and 86 percent of its 
personnel are college graduates or above. Training is vital to GAME-
CO’s business and it has its own in-house training facility that is 
fully approved by the Civil Aviation Administration of China and the 
European Union Aviation Safety Agency. 

“Training is very important for our staff because the key for an MRO 

is always the staff and not the hangar, and their skills, train-
ing and experience,” Marx says. “We have the capacity for 
more than 600 students per day with around 70 in-house 
instructors for theoretical, practical and on the job training.”

After joining the business, the new hires go through all 
of the technical and aircraft type training required to gain 
the necessary licenses. As a Part 147 certified training or-

ganisation, GAMECO is approved to do the examinations and issue 
licences, which are recognised globally, in its own facility.

CSA has around 10 percent of its fleet still parked, including the 
Boeing 737 MAX 8 aircraft delivered before the type was grounded. 
Returning parked aircraft to service is a mix of de-preservation and 
scheduled maintenance coming together before they can re-join 
the active fleet. 

“For the storage program we have certain maintenance programs, 
like the preservation of the engines, keeping the batteries charged 
and ensuring the cabin stays in good condition and things like that,” 
Marx says. “We have a return to service programme, although they 
are in pretty good condition because the storage procedures are 
designed to maintain the asset value.”

Marx is confident about the future for MRO in Asia, including the 
future of GAMECO’s new MRO campus of seven buildings focused 
on component and composite repairs. The campus has a dedicated 
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Training is very important for our staff because 
the key for an MRO is always the staff and not the 
hangar, and their skills, training and experience.

NORBERT MARX, GAMECO
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composite repair shop, complete with autoclaves and clean rooms.
“We can design a solution, manufacture the parts and do the 

maintenance and this depth gives you a lot of flexibility to solve 
special problems,” he says. “It gives us a lot of strengths and when 
an airline or leasing company comes we can cover many areas.”

AMETEK MRO services more than 40,000 aircraft components, 
with capabilities including avionics, landing gear, hydraulics, safety 
equipment, power and wheels and brakes. It has 14 global locations, 
including in Singapore, where it’s services include fire extinguisher 
systems, flight data and cockpit voice recorders and engine thrust 
reverser actuators.

AMETEK Singapore Divisional Vice President and General Manag-
er Dave Corish says that business has improved but it’s not yet back 
to pre-pandemic levels. “While flying activity has certainly increased 
it’s nowhere near what it was pre-COVID yet and I think it’s going to 
take a while to recover to that level,” he tells Asian Aviation.

Parent company AMETEK is a leader in the design, certification and 
manufacture of fire suppression systems and an OEM supplier to ma-
jor aircraft manufacturers. Corish says that servicing fire extinguishers 

is the highest volume of business for the Singapore MRO facility.
“They come in for periodic servicing, when we assess their con-

dition and make any repairs that are necessary,” Corish says. “Some 
come in empty so we refill them with the suppressant and we also 
carry the cartridges that activate the extinguisher.” 

In June, AMETEK Singapore became a Honeywell authorised re-
pair centre for engine components used on CF6-80, PW2000/4000, 
V2500 and Trent 700/800/900 engines. The licensing agreement will 
assist Honeywell and AMETEK to further penetrate the market for 
customers requiring OEM-only engine material. It will also give Hon-
eywell customers greater accessibility to parts, aftermarket services 
and engineering support in the Asia-Pacific region. AMETEK MRO 
has provided MRO services on these components for more than 14 
years and has now added the capability to its Singapore operation.

“This is the main licensing deal we have and is to support the 
thrust reverser actuators on the CF6-80 engine. It’s a specific agree-
ment but obviously we’re looking to continue discussions with Hon-
eywell to move into more of their products in the future,” adds Corish.

On supply chains, Corish says “things are taking longer to get 
right across the board so it ’s a matter of trying to manage that 
without ending up with too much inventory. “Just now OEMs are 
trying to stay ahead of inflation so there’s various price rises com-
ing through as well.” 

◀ There is much talk in MRO circles about an aging workforce and 
difficulties in finding skilled technicians now that demand is roaring 
back to pre-pandemic levels.
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People problem  
or tech problem?
Airports are turning to technology to help them deal with the crush of 

passengers returning to the air. Matt Driskill recently spoke to Aaron 

Hornlimann, the CEO of Elenium, on whether the industry faces a people 

problem or a tech problem.
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AAV: You’re a tech company based in Australia. You’ve got a lot of 
airport clients. In addition to others that I saw, give us a quick tour 
of what you do and who your customers are in the aviation industry.
AH: The best way to explain Elenium is we were founded to try and 
make the passenger experience as seamless as possible from the 
moment they check in from home all the way to the boarding gate. 
Really, if you distill that, it’s self-service and digital identity and that’s 
what we focus on. During COVID, we expanded beyond the airport 
and actually deployed that capability, particularly that digital identity 
capability into other use cases. I think one thing that’s quite interest-
ing when you think about airports, they’re effectively a microcosm 
for the rest of the world. You’ve got large organisations like airlines, 
government stakeholders, retail, car parking…so it really is a mini 
city. Our experience in airports has also given us the ability to lever-
age that skill and put it into other use cases everywhere from aged 
care centres to cinemas, all the way through to even military bases.

AAV: I’ve been talking to a lot of people in the industry for the last 
couple of years, and especially I think COVID-19 probably accelerated 
some of the investments in technology, airports and airlines which 
were already headed in that direction and as we all learned, you 
can do a lot with technology. Like what we’re doing here. You’re in 
Australia, I’m in Cambodia, and again, COVID 
seems to have accelerated these investments. 
But today you look at any newspaper website, 
Bloomberg, Reuters, Wall Street Journal, The 
Australian, whatever and we’re seeing head-
lines about thousands of cancelled flights, 
delayed flights, things like that. You’re a tech 
company, so I know it’s like being a carpenter. 
Everything looks like a nail. You can solve 
everything with technology, but the travel problems that we’re seeing 
now, it’s not really a tech problem. It’s more of a people problem. 
Would you agree?
AH: It's multifaceted. Clearly during the pandemic and probably 
rightfully, a lot of airlines in particular, as well as airports, lowered 
their headcount to deal with costs to effectively go into recovery 
mode. I think the recovery has happened a little bit faster than 
everyone expected. Everyone wanted to get back on a plane to 
start travelling again. I don’t think technology can solve all of it. If 
you think about some of the basics, even putting baggage in the 
belly of an aircraft, it really is quite difficult to do just with technol-
ogy, but technology can help. It can help alleviate the requirement 
for personnel at the check-in area and at the security area and 
hopefully that could mean those resources could be reallocated. 
So, technology’s part of the solution but it ’s definitely not all of 
it. Some of the problems we’re seeing manifest at the moment, 
are going to be around for a little while. I don’t think it just fixes 
itself in the next few months. A lot of the people that were in the 

aviation industry have left and gone into other industries so we are 
going to have to collectively think about how we entice people to 
come back.

AAV: We’ve been seeing the technology, biometrics, QR codes, digital 
identities. I’m just curious that with all the money that the industry 
has lost, does it have the money to spend on new technology? Also, 
do you see airports changing the basic nature of the way they work…
they’re built to process as many passengers as possible.
AH: In terms of who’s going to ultimately pay for it, it’s really a case 
of everyone has to dig into their pocket. I think airlines are going to 
have to invest to be able to entice passengers to come back, but also 
to be able to handle the processes you talk about. Airports are going 
to have to invest as well. I don’t think passengers are necessarily 
going to escape the fact that prices will go up in some circumstanc-
es and not just because of the last few years, the historical losses, 
but also because of fluctuations in all prices around other things. 
Government really does have a place to help. Ultimately, aviation 
and transport is a critical infrastructure. Our society, our civilisation 
is very much based on our ability to be globalised and to be able to 
travel, whether it’s actually passengers, or air freight. I think everyone 
needs to get involved and understand the circumstance. Investment 
in technology really can lead toward better efficiencies. And while 
there might be more upfront costs to doing it in the medium and 

long term, it’ll actually help make sure that these airports and airlines 
are more efficient and actually generating better returns, and better 
returns mean they can keep reinvesting. I think that cycle is going 
to be important to kickstart.

AAV: I want to ask you about standards because when COVID came 
out, you saw the development of digital travel passes. IATA came up 
with one, and then I lost count at about a dozen different companies, 
coming out with various kinds of travel passes, and only some of them 
adhered to the standards that ICAO had talked about…Do you see 
that in your business where everyone has different standards because 
when you’re talking about technology and digital identities and things 
like that, there’s got to be some standards that people adhere to.
AH: Absolutely. Interoperability is really core to the aviation industry. 
Not just in terms of technology, but everything from aviation, airline 
operations, airport operations, all those type of things. I agree with you, 
during COVID there was a lot of confusion in terms of what travel pass 
do I need, what vaccine certificate do I need? Do I need a PCR test? 

IN CONVERSATION

Everyone wanted to get back on a plane and start 
travelling again. I don’t think technology can solve all of 

it. If you think about some of the basics, even putting 
baggage in the belly of an aircraft, it really is quite difficult 

to do just with technology, but technology can help.

◀ Aaron Hornlimann, the CEO of Elenium.
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All those type of things led to a lack of confidence in the travelling 
public for some time. Am I going to take a trip and am I going to get 
stuck at the border? Or am I going to get stuck in a quarantine hotel? 
That hurt a lot and the industry, as well as governments here, need to 
learn from that. Historically, aviation has been actually quite good at 
standards. If I think about self-service in particular, there are a number 
of standards which have been implemented by working groups as 
part of IADA, like the common use self-service standards that really 
make it much easier for airlines to be able to invest in technology 
and understand that that investment actually can be leveraged and 
utilised at the airport. Again, interoperability is key.

AAV: It seems like airports and airlines failed to plan for the rebound 
we’re seeing. A lot of people were talking about it and a lot of people 
were warning about it. I think the figure from IATA was, pre-pandemic 
there were 90 something million people employed in the aviation 
business, whether it’s airlines, airports, whatever, and now that figure 
is down to something like 44 million. So basically, half the people in 
the industry got laid off. Did the industry get it wrong on the rebound 
in travel and was there a failure for them to plan?

AH: The industry got it wrong in terms of understanding how strong 
the rebound was going to be. But I don’t think we can necessarily sit 
there and blame the industry, particularly airlines and airports, and 
say that they didn’t plan correctly. It wasn’t a case of COVID was this 
linear experience. We had multiple waves from an Australian context. 
We had multiple lockdowns. All of sudden it was open, then it wasn’t, 
and that could change week to week. Quite often, it wasn’t really clear 
what the government was going to do. I think governments helped 
contribute to this by not trying to provide as stable an environment 
as possible for airlines and airports to understand how they should 
respond. There are areas where I think criticism can be levelled at 
some of the airline operators and airport operators. I think there was 
a moment in time during COVID that could actually have been used 
to upgrade the infrastructure, both technology and other things at 
the airport while there were fewer passengers going through. What 
a great time to have a transformational change when you didn’t have 
this live operating environment but I could understand that conflicting 
tension between, well, how do we save as much capital as possible 
while trying to use this as an opportunity? I would’ve liked to see 
them use that as more of an opportunity than they did, but we are 

▲ Airlines and airports need to think about investing in technology for the next time a crisis like the COVID pandemic arises.
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where we are now. What is going to be important, is that the industry 
doesn’t assume that COVID is necessarily over and we are learning 
to live with COVID and things are going to go back to normal. I think 
the aviation industry needs to think about investing in what happens 
if there is another major disruption, whether that ends up being in 
other health crisis, whether that ends up being more political issues, 
or whether that ends up being some sort of natural disaster. How do 
we learn from the last two years? If we don’t learn from the last years, 
if we didn’t use the opportunity when it was there, that would be a 
massive failing of all of us.

AAV: Never let a crisis go to waste as they say. Is Asia better prepared 
for the rebound we’re seeing? Places like Singapore have invested 
heavily in tech.
AH: Yes, Asia is in a good place in some airports, right? Singapore 
is a great example where they’ve obviously invested in technology 
and passenger experience, but there are other airports within Asia 
that really are only now starting to look at self-service. We have new 
customers in Vietnam really starting from a Greenfield space when 

they’re looking at automation and technology. I think one of the best 
regions that have handled this is actually the Middle East. It’s been 
quite interesting to see what they’ve done there.

AAV: Let’s talk about your products very quickly. Again, you deal 
with biometrics, self-service, contactless processes and a couple of 
other things. Give us an idea of what’s the hot seller for airports and 
processing.
AH: In terms of the trends we’re seeing at airports, we’re seeing more 
and more airlines and airports really talk about an end-to-end biom-
etric enabled journey. That’s all the way from checking in at home, 
taking a selfie, being able to do that type of remote enrolment, all the 
way to even using biometrics in the car park, connected to a digital 
wallet to take payments, obviously checking in, dropping off the bag, 
going through security, the lounge and then boarding. More and 
more, we are seeing airports talk about that entire journey and they’re 
looking at it, not necessarily as a big bang approach, but how they 
provide infrastructure. How do the airports provide infrastructure as 
a platform for the airlines to be able to leverage over time? Because 

I think governments helped contribute to this by not trying to provide as stable an 
environment as possible for airlines and airports to understand how they should respond. 

IN CONVERSATION
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obviously for an airport, the time horizons they think about are in the 
decades and yet, technology is updating almost by the minute. So 
how do they provide something that’s future proof, that allows the 
airlines to adapt as technology gets better? That’s pretty much a 
trend that I’m seeing. In regard to data security and privacy, I really 
think that is important for both the industry and the traveling public. I 
really do like that analogy you talk about with the White Pages where 
you could opt to have a private number and address so you had the 
option of not being in there. That’s the part that we really need to get 
right as an industry, making sure that the passenger has control of 
their information and they have the right to say whether they want to 
use this new seamless technology, or actually they don’t want to use 
it and they want to use more traditional processes.

AAV: What’s the bright spot that you’re looking forward to as CEO 
of Elenium and what do you think are the bright spots out there for 
the aviation industry?
AH: The fact that the recovery has happened quicker than I think a 

lot of people anticipated, really is a bright spot. It’s proven the fact 
that as humans, we want to travel, we want to go see our grand-
parents, we want to go see our family. The fact that even business 
meetings are happening again. I was travelling in recent weeks and 
discussions are better in person where you can create that personal 
connection rather than using a video conferencing. Obviously, video 
conferencing is here to stay and has its place but ultimately, we are 
going to still want to travel and that really is a bright spot. We just 
need to think about, as an industry, how we adapt to that? Let’s 
not be complacent and assume that a disruption like COVID can’t 
happen again. Let’s learn from it and make sure the next time, we 
are in a better place. I think there are really positive messages that 
we’re seeing out there and finally, if we aren’t pessimistic about the 
future and we’re positive about the future, ultimately it’s going to be 
a bit of a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Editor’s Note: This interview was edited and condensed for space 
and clarity.

▲ More airlines and airports are gearing up for an end-to-end biometric-enabled journey.

SH
U

TT
ER

ST
O

C
K

IN CONVERSATION



Act now to secure your company’s place at 
Australia’s own international industry event, the 
most comprehensive aviation, aerospace and 

defence exposition in the Southern Hemisphere.

AVALON 2019 Highlights
• 38,952 Trade Visitor Attendances
• 698 Participating Companies
• 41 International Air Chiefs  

and Representatives
• 161 Official Delegations

Official Logistics Provider

www.airshow.com.au
Contact the AVALON 2023 Sales Team  
T: + 61 (0) 3 5282 0500  
E: expo@amda.com.au
AVALON AIRPORT, GEELONG, VICTORIA

AS2023 advert 275x235 5mm bleed.indd   1AS2023 advert 275x235 5mm bleed.indd   1 7/4/2022   11:56 am7/4/2022   11:56 am



42 AsianAviation | Sept-Oct 2022

RO
LL

S-
RO

YC
E

Net-zero by 2050  
will be costly
The aviation industry has fully committed to becoming carbon-neutral  

by 2050, but the challenge is how that will be accomplished. Some are 

pinning their hopes on hydrogen, some on Sustainable Aviation Fuels (SAF). 

Either one will take significant investments from an industry battered by 

COVID as Matt Driskill reports.
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WHEN IT COMES TO CARBON EMISSIONS, aviation is one of 
the most hard-to-abate sectors, according to the International Civil 
Aviation Organisation (ICAO). For the industry to be successful in be-
coming carbon neutral, “support and investment from governments 
and the financial sector, in addition to those within the sector, are 
crucial in raising the emissions reduction ambition on a global scale,” 
the ICAO said recently. The United Nations-affiliated group also said 
“innovations in aircraft technology including advanced aircraft con-
figuration and energy systems require substantial investments from 
governments and aircraft manufacturers. Investments in airports and 
air navigation service providers are needed to bring about improve-
ments in operations. Scaling the production of sustainable aviation 
fuels and other energy sources requires substantial investment and 
financial support from both fuel suppliers and governments on top of 
what would be needed for associated infrastructural changes. This 
is particularly important, considering that drop-in fuels have the 
largest potential to reduce the overall emission from international 
aviation by 2050.”

Those investments, which some analysts estimate to be in the 
hundreds of billions of dollars —at a minimum —mean that 2050 
might be an optimistic date to shoot for given that aviation cut tens 
of millions of jobs and has lost hundreds of billions of dollars as well 
as racked up hundreds of millions of dollars in debt due to COVID 
and may simply not be in a position to make those investments, 
despite the thousands of press releases to the contrary.

A recent McKinsey & Company report, however, says net-zero by 
2050 is possible, but costly. “The optimistic scenario assumes faster 
development and adoption of renewable electricity based on tech-
nological breakthroughs that drive down cost. As a result, sustaina-
ble aviation fuels (SAFs) produced from electricity (power-to-liquids 
or “PtL”), as well as hydrogen and battery-electric aircraft enter 
the market earlier and at a larger scale. In the prudent scenario, 
SAF made from biomass remains the leading energy source,” the 
report said. “For both net-zero scenarios, SAFs and fuel-efficiency 
improvements of aircraft play the largest role in reducing emissions. 
Carbon-neutral growth will require annual fuel-efficiency gains to 
be double those of historical gains of 1 percent per year, and the 

production capacity of SAF must be ramped up by a factor of five 
to six compared to currently existing or planned plants to achieve 
carbon-neutral growth by 2030.

“The investment required to get global aviation to net-zero average 
will rise over time

Achieving carbon-neutral growth through 2030 would require 
US$40 billion to US$50 billion in funding annually, and about US$175 
billion would be required through 2050. About 80–90 percent of 
these investments would go to the production of SAFs. The remain-
der would go to the development of battery-electric, hybrid-electric, 
and hydrogen aircraft, as well as the renewable electricity and 
green-hydrogen production plants required to power them. The total 
annual capital investment does not include the capital cost of new 
conventional jet aircraft, which would also be required for a regular 
fleet substitution/expansion,” McKinsey said.

SAFs, including biofuel and PtLs, must be brought to market 
immediately to enable the massive scale-up that will be required 
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◀ The UltraFan is the largest in the world that will contain a suite of 
new technologies that deliver greater fuel efficiency.
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to achieve net-zero by 2050, McKinsey said, which will be next to 
impossible given the long lead time (five years) required to bring 
a SAF plant online. “To achieve SAF production levels of 40 to 50 
megatonnes by 2030, stakeholders must invest in about 300–400 
new fuel production plants and associated upstream infrastructure. 
The 2030 target of 40 to 50 Mt will present challenges, considering 
that it typically takes at least five years to build a new SAF plant and 
get it to full operation, so stakeholders will need to plan new SAF 
plants within the next two to three years.”

“Hydrogen aircraft could enter the market in the 2030s and scale up 
through 2050, when they could account for roughly a third of aviation’s 
energy demand,” McKinsey said. Indeed, Airbus is already investing 
in hydrogen-powered planes and hopes to have a working plane in 
the air by 2035. Ironically, a hydrogen-powered aircraft already flew 
in the 1980s and was developed in the former Soviet Union.

But even with hydrogen, there will be limits to the contributions 
made because those aircraft will initially have short ranges. “With 
current aircraft designs, hydrogen aircraft could be range limited to 
up to 2,500 kilometres,” McKinsey said in its report. “Redesigning 
airframes and storage technology might unlock longer ranges with-
out reducing the number of available seats. If hydrogen aircraft enter 
the market around 2035 and achieve longer ranges, they could gain 

a market share of up to one-third by 2050. The estimated market 
share drops to 13 percent by 2050 if they enter the market by 2040 
and only achieve shorter ranges. Assuming breakthroughs in battery 
chemistries, battery-electric aircraft could potentially power regional 
aircraft on flights up to about 1,000 km by mid-century.”

By 2050, net-zero aviation could require vastly increased amounts 
of renewable electricity, hydrogen, and sustainable biomass, taking 
it away from other industries like steel making, concrete production 
and others. McKinsey reported that up to 9,300 terawatt-hours 
(TWh) in additional renewable-electricity production capacity would 
be required in the “optimistic scenario. This would represent up to 
10 percent of the global electricity production of 90,000–130,000 
TWh in 2050”.

In the prudent scenario, which sees more reliance on biofuels, 12 
exajoules2 (EJ) of biomass could be required for the aviation sector, 
McKinsey said. “This would demand 10–25 percent of the global 
availability of sustainable biomass by 2050.”

Aircraft fuel-efficiency gains and operational measures could 
significantly reduce emissions

Fuel-efficiency gains for conventional engines, along with im-
proved airframe design, ground operations, air-traffic management, 
and route planning, represent another lever for reducing emissions 
in aviation. These measures could improve fuel efficiency by 2 per-
cent per year. Replacing the current commercial aircraft fleet with 
the most fuel-efficient aircraft in service today would reduce fuel 
consumption by about 20 percent, according to McKinsey.

Companies remain optimistic
Despite the challenges ahead, aviation companies, from airlines to 
airports to ground handling companies are ramping up their envi-
ronmental credentials.

In Australia for example, Brisbane Airport Corporation recently 
said it was accelerating its plan to become carbon neutral by 2025, 
not 2050 like the rest of the industry. The airport “is more than an air-
port. We are a sustainability leader. We want to create a world-lead-
ing Airport City that future generations can be proud of, because of 
how we acted today, to protect the community of tomorrow,” said 
Gert-Jan de Graaff, CEO of Brisbane Airport Corporation. “This is not 
a new concept for us. We’ve been on this journey for 12 years, but 
now we are hitting fast-forward to reduce our impact on the planet.”

The airport also announced it is introducing electric ground fleets 
to help. Air bp, the international aviation fuel products and services 
supplier, has introduced a next generation new model all-electric 
refueller for customers lifting Jet-A1 at Brisbane Airport (BNE), one 
of Australia’s largest airports. The refueller was put into opera-
tion in August and uses lithium-ion batteries and digital charging 
mechanisms. The refueller can carry approximately 16,000 litres of 
fuel and has been designed to operate for a full day with overnight 
charging. Air bp also anticipates that the electric refueller will reduce 
bp’s operation and maintenance costs when compared with similar 
diesel-fuelled refuellers.

▲ Embraer joins other manufacturers in designing new planes that 
will be carbon neutral.

EM
BR

AE
R



Sept-Oct 2022 | AsianAviation 45 

ENVIRONMENT

Our legacy expertise delivers  
value-added and fully approved,  
specialist component MRO.  
Niche and cutting-edge.
– Avionics
– Hydraulics
– Fire Extinguishers & Oxygen
– Pneumatics
– Power
– Wheels & Brakes

Contact: +65 6505 9047   |   SG-MRO.Sales@ametek.com   |   ametekmro.com

About AMETEK MRO: Financial stability eliminates risk, 
protects investment, and underpins innovation. It helps 
our businesses and people to grow. Compliant, ethical 
practices, add value to processes where safety and the 
environment are paramount.

Underwriting OEM quality.
Partnering with OEMs for  
repair management and 
representative agreements.

Vi
sit

 u
s a

t M
RO

 A
sia

 2
02

2 
Se

pt
em

be
r 2

0t
h 

– 2
2n

d,
 S

ing
ap

or
e.

 B
oo

th
: 2

33

Air New Zealand too is accelerating its efforts. The airline said in 
August it was setting an ambitious science-based target to reduce 
carbon emissions by 2030. The interim target, validated by the Science 
Based Targets initiative (SBTi), requires a 28.9 percent reduction in 
carbon intensity by 2030, from a 2019 baseline. This equates to a 16.3 
percent reduction in absolute emissions over the period. Air New Zea-
land Chief Operational Integrity and Safety Officer David Morgan says 
this is a critical milestone on the airline’s journey to net zero carbon 
emissions by 2050 as it provides a clear signal of where we need to 
be by 2030 in order to meet the 2050 goal. “This interim target will 
drive activity today and set the airline up for success in achieving its 
net zero 2050 target. Getting the target validated by the SBTi was 
a rigorous process and something we are incredibly proud to have 
achieved. Our GHG emissions were reviewed in detail by the SBTi to 
ensure we had an accurate emissions baseline and science-based 
target set. Our key focus areas are SAF and the adoption of zero 
emissions aircraft technologies as they have the potential to reduce 
our emissions by approximately 70 percent by 2050. We already 
have several initiatives in the works including a partnership with the 
government to scope the feasibility of a SAF production plant in New 
Zealand and our world-leading product requirements document cur-
rently in market to accelerate the development of hydrogen, electric, 
and hybrid aircraft. These are the initiatives that will drive real 
change in reducing our emissions and we’re incredibly focused 
on delivering them as quickly as possible.”

Rolls-Royce too is heavily involved in sustainable flying and is 
building its UltraFan demonstrator engine as a proof of concept 
of an engine that’s designed to fly on 100 percent SAF from the 
start. The UltraFan is the largest in the world and will contain 
a suite of new technologies that deliver greater fuel efficiency, 
which in turn means lower emissions and greater sustainability, 
according to Rolls-Royce. “Those technologies are scalable, 
capable of being developed to create an engine with a thrust 
range of 25,000lb to more than 100,000lb, for narrowbody or 
widebody aircraft that may be developed from the 2030s

Analysts says the move by Rolls-Royce shows the company 
is a “significant player” in the climate change theme of aviation.

Rolls-Royce took a significant hit to profits during the pan-
demic, accruing significant debt due to its exposure to the 
civil aerospace sector, according to data and analytics firm 
GlobalDad. “The new UltraFan engine —with the ability to be 
scalable to both narrow and widebody aircraft —is looking to 
convince investors that it will be a winner in adapting to climate 
change,” GlobalData said.

William Davies, associate defence analyst at GlobalData, said 
“the new UltraFan engine is more fuel efficient and touted as a 
key part of the transition to more sustainable fuels. The engine 
will be 25 percent more efficient than the older Trent engines 
also produced by Rolls-Royce. This step is part of an attempt to 
mitigate the damage done to the company by the pandemic and 
return to profitability...and the company clearly sees significant 

profits in environmental solutions in civil aviation.”
Embraer announced last year it was also developing a family of 

concept aircraft to explore ways to help the industry achieve its goal 
of net zero carbon emissions by 2050. The company has partnered 
with an international consortium of engineering universities, aero-
nautical research institutes, and small and medium-sized enterprises 
to better understand energy harvesting, storage, thermal manage-
ment and their applications for sustainable aircraft propulsion. The 
Energia Family is comprised of four concept aircraft of varying sizes 
that incorporate different propulsion technologies —electric, hydro-
gen fuel cell, dual fuel gas turbine, and hybrid-electric.

Luis Carlos Affonso, Embraer’s senior vice president of Engineer-
ing, Technology and Corporate Strategy, explained the rationale for 
the Energia family. “We see our role as a developer of novel technol-
ogies to help the industry achieve its sustainability targets. There’s 
no easy or single solution in getting to net zero. New technologies 
and their supporting infrastructure will come online over time. We’re 
working right now to refine the first airplane concepts, the ones that 
can start reducing emissions sooner rather than later. Small aircraft 
are ideal on which to test and prove new propulsion technologies so 
that they can be scaled up to larger aircraft. That’s why our Energia 
family is such an important platform.” 
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PRE-COVID, the global aviation industry employed some 90 million 
people, but since 2019 that figure has been whittled down to 44 mil-
lion, according to the International Air Transport Association (IATA).

Getting those workers back is proving difficult for the industry, as 
airlines, airports and other sectors struggle to replace experienced 
people with new recruits. Adding to the problem is that passengers 
are taking to the skies in droves, catching many airlines and others 
off guard and causing the well reported chaos mainly in the US and 
Europe, but also in Australia and other places closer to Asia.

“I think with the exception of Australia, there was not that much 
of a retrenchment in the Asia-Pacific region,” said Subhas Menon, 
director general of the Association of Asia Pacific Airlines (AAPA). 
“Most governments did provide a lot of support to the industry to 
keep their people. What happened was that the shutdown of aviation 
was far too long, and many people left the industry because from 
being very attractive it became not an attractive industry with no 
income for far too long.

“At the same time,” Menon said, “many workers who had migrated 
to places to look for employment in aviation, had returned home. In 
Singapore, a lot of the aviation workers came from Malaysia. They 

were separated from their families for far too long, so they returned 
home. Now even when the industry wants to start up again, it is 
competing with a lot of other hospitality sectors, basically dipping 
into the same talent pool as the other industries. The airlines are 
finding it difficult to get people to rejoin or join the industry. Even 
when they do, it takes a bit of time to get the certification as well as 
background checks done and also to train and retrain people be-
cause this is not an industry where you can just turn on and off the 
tap. This is the reason why the Asia Pacific supply of flights hasn’t 
gone back to 2019 levels because airlines have to make sure that 
their resourcing is up to scratch before they can do that.”

One way to solve the training problem facing the industry is to 
turn inward, as Cathay Pacific has done, which recently announced 
it had signed a deal with Hong Kong Polytechnic University (PolyU) 
for training. The three-year agreement will see the two collaborate 
on a new integrated course for Cathay Pacific’s Cadet Pilot training 
programme that will cultivate local aviation industry talent and de-
velop Hong Kong as a hub for aviation training.

Secretary for Transport and Logistics Lam Sai-hung said the deal 
marked a milestone in Hong Kong’s aviation industry. The Cadet 
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Did aviation cut too deep?
The hit to aviation from COVID did not just impact airlines and airports. 

Millions of people were laid off, fired or saw the writing on the wall and left. 

Getting those people back or replacing them will not be easy or cheap and 

training them will drive up costs as well as Matt Driskill explains.
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Pilot training programme would not only groom more pilots for Hong 
Kong, but it also marked the first time that aviation theory courses 
would be taught by a local institution.

Cathay Pacific Chief Executive Officer Augustus Tang said: “We 
are delighted to be continuing our Cadet Pilot programme. As Hong 
Kong’s home airline, we are committed to continuing to invest in 
young local talent and the long-term development of the Hong 
Kong international aviation hub. We firmly believe that there is huge 
potential for Hong Kong to become a leading centre for aviation 
training in the world, and this new integrated course will provide 
world-class instruction and training for prospective pilots. We would 
like to thank the CAD and PolyU for their support in getting this new 
course off the ground.

“Since the inception of our Cadet Pilot training programme, Cathay 
Pacific has trained more than 1,000 cadet pilots from Hong Kong,” 
Tang said. “We look forward to welcoming candidates who will be 
starting the new cadet courses and becoming part of the Cathay 
Pacific team upon graduation. As we get ready to meet the rising 
global demand for travel, we have already started a comprehensive 
plan to hire 4,000 front-line employees to meet our operational needs 
over the next 18-24 months. This includes over 700 pilots, of which 
400 are cadet graduates joining as Second Officers by the end of 
2023. Overall, we aim to train more than 1,000 cadet pilots by 2025.”

The new 55-60-week integrated course comprises three stag-
es: theory, simulator training and flight training. Under the newly 
signed agreement, PolyU will provide a 150-working-day Theoretical 
Ground Training course that includes a minimum of 750 hours of 
instruction and examination in areas including principles of flight, 
meteorology, human performance, general navigation, instrumenta-
tion, radio navigation, air law and more. Successful candidates will 
then commence flight training overseas before returning to Cathay 
City for multi-crew simulator training. The first batch of 24 candi-
dates have already started the integrated course at PolyU in March 
and are scheduled to commence flight training in October after 
they have completed the ground theory portion of the programme. 
In parallel with the new integrated course, Cathay Pacific is also 
conducting cadet pilot training courses based upon the original 
programme module in Adelaide.

Conducting the majority of cadet-training activities in Hong 
Kong will ensure that the training regime is specifically suited to 
meet the needs of Cathay Pacific, the airline said. Cadet pilots will 
be familiarised with aviation facilities and relevant organisations in 
Hong Kong, such as the CAD, Hong Kong Air Traffic Control, the 
Hong Kong Airport Fire Contingent, Cathay Pacific maintenance 
providers such as HAECO, and specifically the expertise of PolyU 
and the Cathay Pacific Training Centre. 
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THE RECOVERY IN INDIAN AIR TRAFFIC since the month of 
March has been nothing short of spectacular. The 2022 January-Feb-
ruary average monthly traffic of 7.6 million was hovering around 2021 
levels when, to the amazement of all aviation watchers, the month 
of March witnessed a quantum leap to touch 10.7 million, a growth 
of 73 percent over February 2022 traffic, bringing all around relief, 
joy and much hope.

It may be recalled that the government of India had ordered a 
COVID-related nationwide lockdown, first for 21 days, on 24 March 
2020, thereby grounding all civilian air operations. A month before 
over 12.40 million passengers had availed themselves of air services 
in India. There was no civilian flight movement in April 2020. Before 
deciding to open up domestic air operations in a calibrated manner 
and to ensure a fair deal to both passengers and operators, India’s 
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Good recovery,  
serious concerns
As Indian air traffic moves quickly ahead to reach pre-COVID levels, the weak 

financial positions of many airlines and a high number of technical snags and 

incidents remain worrying challenges, according to Shelley Vishwajeet.
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INDIA

aviation ministry on 25 May 2020 had announced an airfare band 
for seven different sectors that were based on distance and a route’s 
grading. As per this band, an airline could neither charge less nor 
more than the price band fixed by the government.

In 2019, the year before the shutdown, India had reported its 
highest-ever yearly domestic air traffic at 144.2 million passengers. 
In 2020, this figure fell by more than half to 63 million. In 2021, it 
grew to 83.82 million. For January-February 2022, the monthly air 
traffic figures were hovering around 2021’s average monthly figure 
of 7.6 million but then suddenly it took off. The traffic volume at 10.7 
million was nearly 93 percent of March 2019 traffic of 11.6 million. 
Since March, domestic air traffic has been elevated and stable with 
10.6 million, 11.5 million, 10.5 million and 9.7 million passengers flying 
in the months of April, May, June and July 2022 respectively. 

The average occupancy rate or passenger load factor for the 
months of March to June 2022 has also been quite satisfactory with 
market leader IndiGo reporting 78.6 percent occupancy, Spice-
Jet 84.1 percent, Air Asia 75.8 percent and GoFirst 78.7 percent. 
Full-service carriers Vistara and Air India also reported high occu-
pancy with 83.8 percent and 75.4 percent load factor respectively. 
The current average number of daily flights at 2,800 now hovers 
around 95 percent of pre-COVID levels. So, if things remain stable, 
domestic air traffic for the 10 months of March-December 2022 
could be just 6-9 percent short of the comparable 10 months of 
all-time high 2019 figures.

So what led to this comforting spurt in air traffic? One thing for 
sure is the faster and better than expected economic recovery. Some 
time back, Fitch Ratings had upgraded India’s economic outlook 
from negative to stable. The report also pointed out that India’s 
economy expanded by 8.7 percent in the fiscal year 2022 (April 
2021-March 2022), the world’s best for a big economy. Added to it 
are factors like the fizzling out of a forewarned COVID third wave. 
In October 2021, the Indian regulator DGCA had lifted almost all 
restrictions on domestic flights, permitting them to operate at 100 
percent capacity. But the possibility of a third wave loomed large 
during November, December and January. Thankfully, the feared 
third wave fizzled out without impacting the recovery of the Indian 
economy or the zeal of Indian people.

Rishikesh Mishra, Secretary General of the Centre for Aviation 
Policy, Safety and Research said that the first few months after lift-
ing of restrictions Indian flyers were still in a wait and watch mode 
and were also recovering financially. “Once confidence returned 
and people were back in jobs and business, their pent-up desire to 
travel exploded, resulting in the sudden spurt in air traffic.” Mishra 
also points out that this momentum is likely to continue as India has 
navigated well past new COVID threats and geopolitical tensions.

Does this mean it’s sunny days again for operators? Not really, 
because airlines are not like a fast-food business. In the airline busi-
ness, often, the more an operator flies, the losses could be bigger. 

Crisil, the Indian arm of S&P Global Ratings, in January this 
year had stated that Indian airlines were staring at their steepest 

ever losses of over US$2.5 billion for the fiscal year 2022 (April 
2021-March 2022) owing to twin headwinds of a possible third 
wave of COVID-19 and high ATF prices. Indian credit rating agency 
ICRA had pegged the FY22 losses higher at US$3.25 billion. The 
fizzling out of third wave and a spurt in traffic since March 2021 
gives hopes of quicker recovery in FY23 but financial analysts do 
not see a pre-COVID level recovery before FY24 as accumulated 
losses are quite high coupled with factors like higher revenue from 
increased traffic getting neutralised by high ATF prices. In June 
this year, the ATF price was at an all time high of US$1.77 per litre 
in Delhi. In August, ATF prices were slashed to US$1.51 per litre 
but still remained 60 percent higher than the price in Singapore 
where it was available for US$0.93 per litre. This is surely not a 
good situation for Indian airlines’ financial recovery.

India’s civil aviation ministry announced the lifting of airfare caps 
from 31 August. This means airlines can now sell their seats for 
any price. Now this could again be a double-edged sword for both 
travellers as well as financially chocked airlines like SpiceJet and 
GoFirst or even newborns like Akasa. If stronger airlines like IndiGo 
and Vistara decide to go for the end game, they can start a price 
war and annihilate weaker airlines. However, it is very unlikely that 
the government would remain a mute spectator in that battle turf.

Due to known factors, all big and small operators have been 
incurring losses but operators like SpiceJet and GoFirst are in a 
really deep pit. Their recovery appears quite unthinkable at the 
moment. The troubles of SpiceJet are in a league of its own and 
much has been written about its affairs. Many aviation watchers 
and financial experts have already written its obituary. Some time 
back, Crisil Ratings had withdrawn its credit ratings on SpiceJet 
after the company failed to provide “information essential to take a 
forward-looking view of its credit quality”. Deliberate omissions like 
this have raised questions about the company’s corporate transpar-
ency and financial status.

SpiceJet has also frequently been in the news for high reporting 
of technical snags and maintenance-related issues. Though early 
on the Indian regulator had tried to downplay such reports while 
announcing that neither incidents nor technical snags were high 
or confined to one airline. But as pressure mounted, DGCA limited 
SpiceJet’s flights to 50 percent of allotted numbers.

The government had recently informed the Parliament that Indian 
airlines had reported five incidents, four serious incidents and 478 
technical snags during the 12-month period between 1 July 2021 to 
31 June 2022. ICAO classifies flight occurrences into three categories 
- incidents, serious incidents and accidents. The high incidence of 
technical snags in recent months has indeed sent alarm bells ringing 
amid fliers, and the regulator too has finally taken serious note of the 
situation. In July, DGCA enhanced surveillance and increased the 
number of spot checks and found that insufficient and unqualified 
engineering personnel were certifying planes for departures. As of 
this date, the regulator has not made public the names of violating 
airlines or engineers. 
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