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There are perhaps no prizes for suggesting that the airline industry faces what may be its most testing 
time since the start of the jet age with the prospect of a widening economic slowdown/contraction. In 
some way the future represents a step into the unknown; whilst we may all have a view on the likely 
duration and depth of the slowdown/downturn and in broad terms be close to what may happen, the 
reality is that forecasts are going to be directional rather than necessarily accurate for 2009 if not indeed 
2010. Whilst these may be unprecedented times in some ways in other ways there is a rather depressing 
familiarity about it – over-exuberance and a belief that a number traditional relationships essentially 
between fundamental demand, capacity, price and ultimately financial performance had changed. 
Attention is focused both on the nature of the adjustment on the supply side – not just in terms of capacity 
offered by airlines but also in terms of new aircraft to be delivered – but also on the leading indicators of a 
turning point. Whilst this downturn is cyclical in origin it will inevitably have a series of strategic 
consequences. Whilst gloom abounds at the moment the reality is that there will still be a demand for air 
travel after this downturn and the real issue is what the shape and size of the industry will be and the 
nature of the adjustment process to get from “here to there”. In this respect against the background of 
falling demand and revenue the challenge is to take capacity and cost out of the market quicker than the 
speed at which traffic is falling – but is a “shrink to survive” strategy the only one that will work? The 
answer is no – as indeed for some airlines such an approach would represent shrinking to oblivion. In 
economists terms the market has moved away from what was not a particularly profitable position of 
equilibrium into one of unstable disequilibrium; there will be a whole series of adjustments and 
movements before the industry is again in balance and each of these steps will provide an opportunity as 
well as a range of challenges. 

In terms of the economic background it is clear that across the world a number of key thresholds have 
been reached or breached – furthermore the notion that the world’s economies had been decoupled in the 
upswing phase of the cycle is not the case either – we have recently seen warnings in both India and 
China that some 20 million jobs are at risk as a result of the reduction in demand from the developed 
economies. Just looking at some of the key data it is clear that in the US, “Euroland” and Japan the 
economies are at or close to a technical recession with two consecutive quarters of contraction; in Asia 
(ex-Japan) growth is forecast to be below the 6% necessary to ensure the absorption of the growing 
workforce which in this region is viewed as a recession; elsewhere although the oil price remains volatile it 
at times has already moved close to $40 a barrel - the price at which economic growth in the Gulf is put at 
risk. 
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The latest traffic figures although perhaps not unexpected with passenger traffic down some 4.6% in 
November; not only is there an increasing volume problem but  the decline in premium has exacerbated 
the revenue challenge with the latest figures showing a 11.5% decline in premium traffic compared to the 
corresponding month in 2007. There have also been sharp falls in cargo traffic - the latest IATA figures 
show a drop of some 13.5% in November with ACI’s latest figures (which include domestic freight) 
showing a decline in tonnage of close to 15% in November; clear evidence that despite the expectations 
or perhaps hopes of a number of observers the economies of different parts of the world have not become 
decoupled – indeed it shows, if anything, that global manufacturing and sourcing has strengthened the 
linkages. 

For a number of airlines the issue is survival and in an industry where cash is king -the industry’s almost 
insatiable demand for cash is well documented - the need for cash in a declining market is greater 
however we are now in an environment where cutting fares to generate revenue and cash is more likely to 
result in the redistribution of existing traffic at lower fares rather than the growth in the market – a 
somewhat vicious circle.  Indeed the latest forecast from IATA suggests that industry revenues will fall in 
2009 by some $35 billion; on the other side of the equation whilst fuel costs are forecast to fall by some 
$32 billion; non-fuel costs are forecast to fall by $5 billion; In the downturn at the start of this decade 
revenue fell by $22 billion between 2000 and 2001 and a further $1 billion between 2001 and 2002; the 
fuel cost fell by $3billion in each year non fuel costs were $6 billion higher in 2001 compared with 2000 
but fell $4billion between 2001 and 2002; the fall in revenue is immediate and most damaging the 
reduction in “controllable” costs always lags. 

It is the inter-relationship between revenues and costs that is of particular importance and in this respect 
one of the features of the industry over the last 30 years has been the increase in the overall breakeven 
load factor. This has been particularly marked since the start of the current decade when it has increased 
from 60.8% in 20001 to a forecast of 63.5% in 2008 and an expectation of 62.2% in 2009. 

For predominantly passenger airlines the effect has been more dramatic although the outcome is the 
same – the higher the breakeven load factor the more vulnerable the industry is to variation in traffic and 
price changes and the more volatile its performance. 

The more important figure is the gap between the breakeven load factor and the achieved load factor. 
Whilst once beyond breakeven the marginal contribution from additional traffic is significant and the 
gearing effect on profit dramatic, cutting fares to fill aircraft in the current market conditions whilst 
increasing the load factor is likely to increase the breakeven load factor too unless there is a concomitant 
reduction in unit costs.  

   

                                                

In the “so-called” low cost segment of the industry one of the common features is both a high breakeven 
load factor (derived from airline operations) and a high achieved load factor – here as has been well 
documented ancillary revenues are fundamentally important for when added to traffic revenue they 
produce the positive gap between breakeven and the achieved load factors and as such are a necessary 
condition for airlines in this segment. In this respect in its last financial year ancillary revenue per 
passenger at easyJet was equivalent to just over 18%  of the average fare (boosted from 10.5% in the 
previous year by the introduction of bag charges) whilst at Ryanair ancillary revenue per passenger was 
equivalent to some 22% of the average fare (up from 19%); whilst Ryanair’s breakeven load factor 
excluding ancillary revenues has increased from 70% in FY 2005 to 79% in the last full financial year (to 
March 2008) including ancillary revenue has resulted in an increase from 63% to 67%; over the FY 2005-
2008 period the achieved load factor has fallen from 84% to 82%. The challenge for all airlines in this 
segment is to boost ancillary revenues but for some there are risks that diminishing returns could set in 
unless these revenues in effect become non-discretionary for the passenger and here there is already 
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some evidence that they are becoming unavoidable. Whilst these airlines will benefit from any reduction in 
the fuel price their scope to reduce cost is limited and as a result they are more susceptible to variations 
in revenue. 

Adjustment to the new set of circumstance is neither instant nor costless – for the airline industry attention 
is focused on reducing cost to try to counter the downturn as well as taking a realistic view on capacity 
needs in the near term; Grounding aircraft is one route but unless the associated costs are also removed 
all that is being avoided is the variable costs and given the fall in the fuel price the economics appear less 
compelling than they did a few months ago; Not replacing aircraft that “come off lease” is another route 
but this is relatively limited in effect and is also airline specific. Indeed these aircraft will tend to remain in 
the system and the owner will seek a price at which they will re-enter service – we have already begun to 
see a fall in lease rates. The big swing factor is future deliveries and across the world there is evidence of 
airlines re-evaluating their requirements whether easyJet; Jet, Kingfisher or the CAAC; Our own analysis 
suggests that some 1600-1800 aircraft orders in the 150 seat  segment appear to be at risk from a 
change in the likely future needs of the customers. In the nearer term there is the risk posed by the non-
availability of finance for aircraft which we believe will become a significant issue as we move through the 
latter part of 2009. One outcome of airline/financing problems is an immediate transfer of risk back to the 
manufacturers and for them the decisions would appear which deliveries to finance and then how much to 
cut the production rates by.  

In the last downturn the order cycle was padded as the LCCs entered the market taking advantage of 
particularly attractive prices as they were almost the only customers willing to commit – and also take 
relatively early deliveries. In the two “trough” years of the last downturn net orders in the 150 seat 
segment were 372 (2002) and 399 (2003) which compared with -26 (1993) and 87 (1994) in the 
corresponding years of the previous downturn. Given that a repeat of this order behaviour is unlikely as 
not only has the LCC sector appeared to have “ordered out” but is also reviewing its requirements we 
consider that at least a hiatus in ordering will occur with a real prospect that actual or hidden cancellations 
(long term deferrals) could result in effective negative net orders in 2009 and 2010. 

There have been calls not to “talk” the industry into a downturn (or economies into recession) as 
expectations have a major influence on behaviour and actions. However the reality is that the downturn 
phase is now established and the expectations of managements in all parts of the system will now have a 
material impact in determining how quickly the necessary supply side adjustment occurs. However as we 
suggested earlier adjustment is not instant and in any event it is unlikely to begin to show through before 
the end of 2010. In the meantime it is still probably a question of planning for the worst even though you 
may be hoping for something better – the last few downturns have been of three years’ duration but the 
question perhaps is whether given what has gone on elsewhere is history an adequate guide to the 
future? 

 

The views expressed in this article are the author’s and not necessarily those of IATA. 

 

 
IATA Economics: www.iata.org/economics 3 
 

  



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


