
ccording to the pessimists,  
we are all doomed never to fly 
again – doomed by Zoom! You 

cannot do tourism on Zoom, though, 
cuddle your new grandchild or even 
shake hands on a business deal, so the 
optimists are hoping that we will get 
back in the air. 

We must not be unfair to Zoom (other 
brands are available). I have ‘attended’ 
many CILT and other meetings that I would 
never have travelled to and have widened 
my knowledge significantly. 

First, however, the basics. Aviation has 
probably been the transport mode hardest 
hit by Covid-19. In April 2020, passengers at 
UK airports were 99% lower than April 2019. 
By July, this had ‘recovered’ to 93% down on 
2019. Compare this with the other modes in 
this issue of Focus. Some air travel restarted 
in time for the summer holiday season, but 
it is very limited. Worldwide, short-haul 
passenger numbers have been less affected 
than long-haul, dominated by the 
significant domestic markets in the USA and 
China. Air freight has been least affected, 
with tonnage at UK airports 27% down in 
June 2020 compared with June 2019. 

Demand for air freight is strong, but the lack 
of passenger flights means that belly-hold 
capacity is limited, and freight rates have 
accordingly risen. 

Aviation businesses have contracted, with 
job losses at airlines, airports and support 
organisations in the UK. Flybe was an early 
casualty, and many companies have had to
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take drastic steps to conserve cash and 
ensure their survival. Restructuring has 
been difficult, with the House of Commons 
Transport Committee criticising British 
Airways for its programme; but with no 
specific sector financial assistance, most 
organisations have had little choice. 
However, I have been impressed by many 
people who have been made redundant 
being very positive about their careers and 
rising to the challenge of their futures. 

The near future remains bleak. The summer 
holiday season has been blighted by the 
imposition of quarantine rules at short 
notice, a very understandable reaction by 
the government. There is also frustration 
within the industry that measures, including 
testing and tracing, have not been 
implemented. Most industry commentators 
think that it will be 2023 before passenger 
numbers return to 2019 levels, with  
short-haul recovering faster than long-haul. 

As noted in the April issue of Focus, UK 
airports policy was dramatically affected by 
the Appeal Court decision of 27th February 
2020 that ruled that the Airports National 
Policy Statement, which was the basis of the 
proposed third runway at Heathrow, was 
unlawful. An appeal to the Supreme Court  
is to be heard in October, but whatever the 
outcome, with demand dropping with 
Covid-19, the need for additional capacity 
has been delayed. A new policy, at least 
covering the short and medium term, is  
now awaited. 

Some argue that Covid-19 will result in a 
permanent change in travel patterns and 
other articles in this issue cover other 
modes. For air travel, it is undoubtedly the 
case that business travel will be affected, 
although my view is that there will still  
be a need for business travel not just for 
meetings, but also for site visits, 
conferences and other events where social 
contact is an important part of the activity.  
I am also one of the optimists noted above 
when it comes to tourism and visiting 
friends and relatives. 

The environmental agenda, in particular 
climate change, will have an increasing 
impact on the recovery of aviation activity, 
as noted above in relation to the Airports 
National Policy Statement. This year will be 
the first in many in which aviation 
emissions reduce, and Covid-19 has led to 
the retirement of many older aircraft such 
that, as recovery occurs, environmental 
performance will improve. However, there is 
a need for significant change, and CILT has 
been at the forefront of studying and 
advising, through the Routes to Net Zero 
2050 studies. There is a golden opportunity 
to implement a trial of electric aircraft on 
certain domestic services, perhaps those not 
well served by other modes. This would not 
only demonstrate the feasibility of electric 
power for short-haul aviation, but also bring 
together industry, academia, airlines and 

airports, and contribute to regional air 
connectivity under the government’s 
‘levelling up’ agenda. EasyJet has partnered 
Wright Electric to develop an electric 
aircraft. 

As well as new power sources for future 
aircraft, other measures to achieve net zero 
include sustainable fuels and offsetting. 
Around the world, many companies are 
seeking ways to provide aviation fuel that 
has zero well-to-wheel emissions, with 
British Airways supporting one of the 
projects to use waste in a plant to be built  
at Immingham. One of the key elements is 
green electricity to power the process and 
aviation’s needs have to be added to those 
of other modes. Offsetting also needs to be 
demonstrably credible and is a major item 
on the agenda of the COP26 meeting in 
2021 in Glasgow. The Aviation Policy Group 
held an online meeting on 9th September  
to discuss the group’s contribution to the 
CILT’s Routes to Net Zero 2050 study. 

CILT’s role in aviation’s recovery is to keep 
spreading the message that there is a 
positive future in terms of employment, 
business opportunities and environmental 
improvement. There may be grey skies 
ahead, but we are in it for the long haul. 
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