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Good morning, good afternoon.

Thank you for joining us for Global Media Day’s regional roundtable for Middle East.
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Source: IATA Sustainability and Economics, IATA Information and Data – Monthly Statistics

Total passenger traffic to grow 4.9% in 2026

11 December 2025IATA Sustainability and Economics2

Middle East growing ahead of industry average
Annual growth in Revenue Passenger-Kilometers (RPK) by world region
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We’ve just announced our 2026 Outlook for the aviation industry, so I will start with a 
global overview.

We forecast growth of 4.9% in 20026.

This is slightly below our estimate for 2025 which we forecast to be 5.2%

For Middle East in 2026, we forecast growth of 6.1% which is above industry 
average.  
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Source: IATA Sustainability and Economics, IATA Information and Data – Monthly Statistics

2.6% growth for air cargo in 2026

11 December 2025IATA Sustainability and Economics3

Annual growth in Cargo Tonne-Kilometers (CTK) by world region
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Growth Expected to Remain Flat

• Cargo is forecast to grow 2.6% globally while 
growth is expected to remain flat in 2026 for 
Middle East 
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5.2 billion 
Global Passengers in 2026 

vs 5 billion in 2025 

240 million
Middle East Passengers in 2026 

vs 227 million in 2025
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In terms of number of passengers, we are forecasting 5.2 billion passengers 
globally.

The total number of passengers forecast for Middle East is 240 million.

4



5

GLOBAL
USD 41 billion

Net profit in 2026

= 3.9% margin

MIDDLE EAST
USD 6.9 billion

Net profit in 2026

= 9.3% margin

In terms of financial performance, we are looking at a global net profit for the 
industry of $41 billion in 2026, equal to a 3.9% net margin.

Of this total, Middle East airlines are forecast to make $6.9 billion million, with a net 
margin of 9.3%
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2026 Net Profit, USD billion
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While every region has improved from 2022, the Middle East has the third largest 
share. 
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Source: IATA Sustainability and Economics

IATA Sustainability and Economics7

Net profit per passenger by regions, USD per passenger, 2025 
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USD 7.9 per passenger in 2026

This net profit translates to an average $7.9 per passenger globally. Middle East 
airlines are expecting the highest per passenger profit in 2026. 
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Source: IATA Sustainability and Economics

USD 2025E 2026F

Middle East 28.9 28.6

Europe 10.6 10.9

North America 9.5 9.8

Latin America 7.3 5.7

Asia Pacific 3.3 3.2

Africa 1.4 1.3

Industry 7.9 7.9

Net profit per passenger by region, USD per passenger

Net profit per passenger in 2026: USD 7.9

• If we compare with the 2025 expected per passenger profit, we see that the 
figures are  very close. 
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Middle East is the most profitable region 
globally in both profit margin and profit per 
passenger

$6.9 billion net profit

9.3% net margin

$28.60 dollars per passenger

6.1% passenger demand

In summary, the Middle East is the most profitable region globally in terms of net 
profit margin at 9.3% and per passenger profit of $28.6 per passenger. 

This profit margin far exceeds other regions, where margins average 3–4%.

In 2026 a total net profit of $6.9 billion is forecast. 

This performance attests to the difference a positive regulatory operating 
environment can make, and to the region’s strategic position as a global connecting 
hub. 

Passenger demand continues to be robust driven by long-haul traffic and the 
expansion of hub carriers. 

Governments and airlines are doubling down on infrastructure investments to 
secure long-term growth. 

A multi-billion-dollar airport development wave is underway through 2035, including:
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• King Salman International Airport (Riyadh)
• Expansion of Dubai World Central
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Middle East passenger numbers will almost double, 
reaching 536 million in 2044 
Traffic will grow at an average annual rate of 3.4% over the 2024 – 2044 period

11 December 2025Source: IATA Sustainability & Economics, Tourism Economics10

Middle East Annual Growth: 
0.2% higher than global growth 
(3.2%)

• Looking ahead, Middle East passenger numbers will double, 
reaching 536 million in 2044 
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Middle East priorities 

Blocked Funds

No Country Left 
Behind/Levelling Up 

Harmonization 

To continue building on this growth, our priorities for the Middle East are focused on 
clearing blocked funds, narrowing the aviation gap in the Middle East and regulatory 
harmonization.
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43%
of all blocked 
funds are in 

MENA

$515
million 

blocked funds 
in MENA

6
MENA 

countries with 
blocked funds

Blocked funds – October 2025

$1.2 billion in blocked funds globally -  down from 
$1.3 billion in April 2025. 

6 MENA Countries with blocked funds
(as of October 2025)

Algeria - $307m

Lebanon - $138m*

Libya - $24m

Iran – $18m

Yemen - $18m

Sudan - $10m

• Blocked funds remain a 
challenge in the region.

• As of October, globally, 
there is a total $1.2 billion in 
blocked funds, down from 
$1.3billion last reported in 
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April 2025.

• Of this, 43% is blocked in 
MENA for a total of $515 
million.

• For the first time, Algeria sits at the top of the 
list of blocked funds countries. Significant 
increases have been reported due to a new 
approval requirement by the Ministry of Trade, 
adding to the already burdensome 
documentation requirements. IATA urges the 
government of Algeria to remove unnecessary 
processes and requirements for airlines.

• In Lebanon’s case the amount is fully a legacy 
blocked fund, accumulated prior to mid-2021 
(from November 2019 till June 2021) – it’s the 
only market where the amount is “static” and 
not growing.
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Aviation in Middle East is not developing evenly

Geopolitical Instability Economic Disparity

• Overall, the Middle East is doing well in aviation. 
But the reality is that the region is not developing 
evenly. 

• Geopolitical Instability:

• Ongoing conflicts in 
Yemen, Syria, Iraq, and 
Lebanon have resulted in 
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prolonged airspace 
closures and significant 
disruption to flight 
operations. These 
conditions have 
weakened aviation 
infrastructure, eroded 
investor confidence, and 
limited access to critical 
markets.

• Overflight restrictions, 
particularly around 
Iranian and Syrian 
airspace, have forced 
airlines to reroute—
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raising fuel consumption, 
increasing emissions, 
and extending flight 
times. 

• Sanctions limit access to 
aircraft, parts, and 
finance—isolating some 
carriers from the global 
aviation system and 
hindering safety and 
growth.

• GNSS Interference like 
spoofing or jamming.

• While aviation has shown 
remarkable resilience 
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amid political 
uncertainty, its full 
potential is unlocked in 
environments that are 
stable, peaceful, and 
open to international 
engagement.

•  Economic Disparity

• The region contains some of the world’s 
richest and poorest countries, with stark 
gaps in aviation capacity and investment.

• Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states (e.g. 
UAE, Qatar, Saudi Arabia) have built world-
class hubs and fleets with strong 
government backing. 

• In contrast, lower-income countries like 
Yemen, Lebanon, and Syria face declining 
infrastructure, underfunded civil aviation 
authorities, and outdated fleets.
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• A coordinated regional approach is essential 
to narrow the gap.
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Regulatory harmonization 
opportunities 

• Integrated air transport 
market

• Fair and proportionate 
consumer protection 
regulations

• Maintenance and safety 
oversight enhancement

• Cost-effective and timely 
investment in infrastructure 
through smart regulations

• No Unified Air Transport Market in the Middle East: There is currently no 
overarching framework allowing airlines to operate seamlessly across the Middle 
East. A more coordinated approach could enhance connectivity, efficiency, and 
economic integration.

• Fair and Proportionate Consumer Protection 

Regulations: Smart regulation that follows global 

best practices and industry standards is essential for 

aviation to thrive. Ineffective consumer legislation 

from Europe and the United States should not be 

imported. Consumer protection regulations must be 

fair and proportionate. 

• Enhancing Maintenance and Safety Oversight: Differences in national regulations 
for MRO operations mean that certifications obtained in one country may not be 
recognized in another. This lack of mutual recognition creates barriers for MRO 
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providers seeking to operate across multiple Middle Eastern countries, 
leading to inefficiencies and increased costs.

• Cost-Effective And Timely Investment In Infrastructure Through Smart 

Regulations: Airport and infrastructure development is 

guided by diverse economic regulation models. A 

regionally informed approach could help ensure 

infrastructure is cost-effective, scalable, and 

airline-friendly. A regulatory framework that 

balances ambition with economic sustainability is 

key. An example is Saudi Arabia's aviation 

transformation strategy which is driven by growth 
without overburdening operators.
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Government support is essential to unlock 
aviation’s full potential in the Middle East 

Collaborate and support a vision of seamless air traffic management to enhance aviation 
safety and efficiency.

Promote fair and proportionate consumer protection regulations following industry 
principles and best practices

Advance cost-effective and timely investment in infrastructure through smart regulations

Enhance maintenance and safety oversight

Support the reintegration of states emerging from sanctions

There are varying degrees of prioritization of aviation 

in the Middle East. A unified and collaborative 

approach will support in bridging the gap 

between countries and strengthen the region’s 

role in aviation.

Four priority areas to address are:

➢ Evolve Towards a More Integrated Air Transport Market: Foster greater regional 
collaboration on air service agreements to improve connectivity, reduce 
fragmentation, and enable more flexible route development.

➢ Fair and Proportionate Consumer Protection Regulations: Work towards a 
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consistent baseline that follows ICAO principles, global industry best practices 
and standards of passenger rights across the region—ensuring travelers 
experience fair, transparent treatment no matter where they fly.

➢ Advancing Cost-Effective And Timely Investment In Infrastructure Through 
Smart Regulations: Promote infrastructure development that is cost-effective, 
scalable, and aligned with long-term traffic growth—ensuring airports and air 
navigation services remain accessible and affordable.

➢ Enhance Maintenance and Safety Oversight: Encourage mutual recognition of 
maintenance standards, training, and certifications to ensure consistent safety 
and support airline efficiency across borders.

➢ Support the Reintegration of States Emerging from Sanctions

Create pathways for the safe and structured return of states into the regional 
aviation system—facilitating access to aircraft, financing, and international 
standards while prioritizing safety and alignment.
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Thank you
Q & A
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