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INTRODUCTION

Organised in association with the Ras Al Khaimah 
Tourism Development Authority (RAKTDA), the 
2021 Arab Aviation Summit was held on March 21 
and 22 at the Al Hamra International Exhibition & 
Conference Centre in Ras Al Khaimah. It was the 
world’s first in-person aviation event held following 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The Arab Aviation Summit is an industry initiative 
committed to improving the state of Arab Aviation 
& Tourism by facilitating a constructive dialogue for 
public-private cooperation. 

Referred to as the “voice of the industry” this yearly 
forum brings together three key stakeholders – the 
public sector, private enterprises, and media – the 
Summit sets the roadmap for the region’s aviation 
sector, highlighting the opportunities, challenges, 
and evolving trends. 

The Summit is hosted by governments and attended 
by ministers and senior government officials, director 
generals of civil aviation and tourism boards, airline 
manufacturers, suppliers, presidents of airline 
companies, hotels, and investment firms as well as 
media leaders.

The Arab Aviation Summit also welcomes senior 
officials of global aviation, travel and tourism bodies 
such as Arab Air Carriers Organisation (AACO), 
International Air Transport Association (IATA), 
International Civil Aviation Organisation (ICA), Arab 
Travel Organisation (ATO), among others. 

The eighth edition brought together experts to 
discuss the impact of the pandemic on the industry, 
the aftermath, and the road to recovery for a 
stronger future, under the theme, ‘Arab Aviation in 
the New Normal.’

The eighth edition 
brought together 
experts to discuss 
the impact of 
the pandemic on 
the industry, the 
aftermath, and the 
road to recovery for a 
stronger future



EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

The strategic 
discussions covered 
several areas – from 
rebuilding industry 
confidence to cost 
optimisation by the 
aviation sector and 
the emerging trends 
in tourism.  

With the global pandemic impacting the aviation 
and tourism sectors, it was important to boost 
the confidence of the travellers and the industry 
stakeholders, especially with vaccinations gaining 
momentum and the signs of a gradual recovery. 

The Arab Aviation Summit joined hands with 
the RAKTDA and other partners to organise the 
eighth edition of the eight Arab Aviation Summit 
in this context. 

The most significant decision was to host the 
event in-person – making it the first live aviation 
event in the world and Ras Al Khaimah since the 
onset of the pandemic. Most of the speakers 
and participants attended the Summit in-person 
following all safety protocols. 

With over 40 per cent of the global population 
living within four hours of the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) region, the aviation industry 
contributes significantly to regional economies. 
Driving connectivity and commerce, the aviation 
industry has also been the catalyst of the region’s 
tourism sector, which serves as a central platform 
of the economic diversification narrative of many 
countries in MENA. 

At the Summit, over 300 experts came together 
to discuss the role aviation and tourism will play 
in the post pandemic economic recovery, the 
contribution of aviation to domestic economies, 
the impact the industry has on the larger economy, 
and the value-add to the economic diversification 
narrative of the region. 

This white paper provides a strategic overview of 
the Summit, covering various factors from two key 
perspectives – that of the aviation and tourism 
sectors. The strategic discussions covered several 
areas – from rebuilding industry confidence to 
cost optimisation by the aviation sector and the 
emerging trends in tourism.  



STRATEGIC REVIEW 1
BUILDING BACK STRONGER: THE 
NEED FOR STRONG STAKEHOLDER 
COLLABORATION 

According to the full-year report by IATA, which 
represents some 290 airlines comprising 82 per cent 
of global air traffic, demand (revenue passenger 
kilometres or RPKs) fell by 65.9 per cent in 2020, 
compared to the full year of 2019, the sharpest traffic 
decline in aviation history. The pandemic cost the 
industry US$118 billion in 2020 and an US$38 billion 
plus of loss is estimated during 2021. 

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic was 
particularly hard-hitting for the aviation sector in 
the MENA region. With aviation as the key link for 
connecting people – unlike in any other part of the 
world – the region recorded a drop in RPK by 72 per 
cent, compared to 65 per cent globally during 2020.

Abdul Wahab Teffaha, Secretary General, AACO, said 
the Arab region witnessed a decline in revenue to 
the tune of US$43 billion, which is also the highest 
in terms of regional ratios. “The contribution of travel 
and tourism to the regional economies is almost 
double than the global average as a proportion of 
the total GDP, which highlights why we were the 
hardest hit.”

One of the top recommendations of the 8th Arab 
Aviation Summit was the need for closer stakeholder 
collaboration to build back traveller confidence and 
ensure the aviation sector is future-ready. Teffaha 
observed: “COVID-19 did not prevent people from 
travelling; governments did, so it is important 
to focus on what the governments are doing to 
facilitate the recovery.”

Kamil Al-Awadhi, Regional Vice President for Africa 
and the Middle East, IATA, highlighted the “massive 
disconnect” between industry and authorities, which 
caused delays in restarting the business. “When 
every country takes unilateral decisions, without 
recognising the ground realities of other countries, 

it leads to a disconnect. It is important that we are 
aligned to build the same playing field so that we can 
open up the industry faster.” 

Adel Al Ali, Group Chief Executive Officer of Air Arabia, 
said the learnings of the pandemic will stay with 
the industry, which was the hardest hit – compared 
to other sectors – because of the expensive 
infrastructure and the costs involved. “But aviation is a 
resilient industry, as past experience has proved; our 
industry is about connecting people and my view is 
that the holiday market will return quickly as soon as 
people are allowed to travel.”

Al Ali said the biggest pivot by the aviation industry 
was the speed with which it adapted to the new 
reality. “The crisis proved that we could turn around 
anything that needs to be turned around. The key 
for the new normal is we must not just eye growth 
but strive for profitable growth. We will come back 
stronger from this situation, and the public and 
private sectors must work together to bring back the 
era of prosperity.”

’’We must not just eye 
growth but strive for 
profitable growth’’



STRATEGIC REVIEW 2
STRENGTHEN THE INTERLINKAGE 
BETWEEN TOURISM AND AVIATION

Contributing nearly 5.3 per cent of the GDP of MENA 
and creating over 6.7 million jobs, the tourism sector 
was adversely hit with the COVID-19 pandemic. 
According to the United Nations World Tourism 
Organisation (UNWTO), the number of tourist arrivals 
fell by about 57 per cent in the Middle East and 62 per 
cent in North Africa.

Basmah Al-Mayman, Regional Director of the Middle 
East at UNWTO, said the organisation has been 
working to address the challenge since the crisis 
started. “People come first and there has been a great 
sense of responsibility and collaboration among 
nations. Our key message for 2020 was to ‘stay home 
today to travel tomorrow’ and by building back 
tourism, we can enhance its contribution to driving 
socio-economic recovery.”

Rebuilding the aviation sector becomes central to 
catalysing the growth of the tourism sector, observed 
experts at the Arab Aviation Summit. Raki Phillips, 
Chief Executive Officer, RAKTDA, said the tourism 
sector contributes 12 per cent to the GDP of the 
UAE and supports over 750,000 jobs, underlining its 
substantial role in the economy. 

“The rebuilding of the industry calls for the collective 
work of all stakeholders – from hotels and airports. 
What is important is to pivot to the new normal and 
find ways to improve and enhance the destination’s 
appeal as we have been doing in Ras Al Khaimah.”

Adel Al Ali, Group Chief Executive Officer of Air Arabia, 
observed that when tourism is back, the economy 
gains. “We must grow the aviation and tourism sector 
profitably; that is the only way we can also address 
social issues, particularly those concerning the 
younger generation.”

Optimistic about a faster recovery – given the linkage 
between aviation and tourism for Egypt, one of the 
world’s leading tourist destinations, Captain Rushdi 
Zakaria, Chairman & CEO, Egypt Air, said he is optimistic 
about a rebound in passenger traffic. “Our goal is to 
raise passenger numbers to 75 per cent of the 2019 
levels, as more people are vaccinated. But to achieve 
strong growth across the industry, governments 
must ease restrictions and build common standards 
for safe travel.”

Rehab Mansoor, General Manager, REHLATY by dnata 
Travel, said it is important to personalise the end-
to-end travel experience, adding that staycations 
have picked-up with 91 per cent of respondents in a 
survey citing they want to explore the UAE more. The 
opening of Maldives led to a spike in demand with a 
dnata study revealing that the country was the top 
getaway for Emiratis. 

Oliver Dlouhy, CEO at Kiwi.com, said the travel sector 
will bounce back, albeit on a different level, with 
business travel taking longer than leisure to recover. 
“There is a huge pent-up demand for travel as people 
are waiting for safe travel, and once it opens, we will 
surpass pre-COVID-19 levels.”

’’The rebuilding of the 
industry calls for the 
collective work of all 
stakeholders’’



STRATEGIC REVIEW 3
GOVERNMENTAL SUPPORT IS 
CRUCIAL FOR STRONGER ROIC

A top priority of the aviation sector following the 
COVID-19 pandemic has been to optimise costs to 
stay afloat and where possible achieve profitability. 
However, this also entailed painful measures such 
as staff optimisation in addition to the cost of 
maintaining idle aircraft. 

A study by Bauer Aviation Advisory shows that in 
addition to the decline in revenue and demand, with 
the pandemic many full-service airlines in the region 
are struggling to maintain their previous rates of 
expansion. The crisis will accelerate the retirement 
of older aircraft types and have a greater impact on 
wide-body aircraft.

The return on invested capital (ROIC) also remained 
lowest in the aviation value chain. It is also below the 

weighted average cost of capital. Airline is the only 
sector in which there is a set of political rules explicitly 
limiting foreign ownership and control, ROIC is being 
held back by such restrictions.

Unless governments are prepared to continue 
national airlines, this would be an ideal time to review 
the fundamental financial proposition of an industry 
that is incapable of providing a sustainable ROIC in its 
present form, the Summit observed. 

As the industry navigates to the new normal, it is 
important that airline companies undertake health 
check-ups for operational excellence. For the region, 
the lack of domestic traffic and high dependency 
on connecting traffic meant a stronger decline in 
passenger numbers, in turn, affecting airline revenues.

Return On Invested Capital Across The Air Transport Value Chain



STRATEGIC REVIEW 4
FOCUS ON COST OPTIMISATION 
MUST BECOME A PRIORITY

To grow the industry – including airlines, airports 
and aircraft manufacturers – must be restructured to 
achieve substantial overall cost savings and make the 
airlines more competitive. With maintenance services 
accounting for 5 to 7 per cent of total cost, there is also 
an opportunity for airlines to benchmark costs with 
Maintenance, Repair and Overhaul (MRO) providers, 
to help achieve higher levels of cost efficiency. Also, 
to be taken into consideration are fuel costs, staff 
costs, and sales and marketing, all of which are key for 
revenue optimisation in the long-run. 

Emad Al Monayea, Chairman of VAAYU Group, said 
digital transformation is shaping the future of the 
industry, with hands-free procedures becoming 
the norm. He said the next big destination ‘will be 
home’, especially with demand from the expatriate 
community in the region. 

The aviation sector needs to adopt a ‘greenfield’ 
approach to driving its growth in the new reality 
through fresh thinking and ideas that can create long-
term value. Cost optimisation must also factor in a 
digital-first and sustainable approach, especially when 
it comes to building new business models for airports.

The focus on cost optimisation which is key for 
profitable operations of airlines was highlighted at 
the Summit. Highlighting the success of the region 
especially in low-cost carriers, a study by Bauer 
observed that Air Arabia had the highest profit margin 
among the Top 12 LCCs worldwide in 2019, the result 
of its prudent planning. 

It is estimated that by 2038, nearly half of all global 
airline traffic will be on routes of less than 2,000 miles, 

and this presents an opportunity for LCCs, which 
currently account for only 13 per cent of the market 
share in the Middle East. 

The new reality presents an unprecedented 
opportunity for consolidation and rationalising 
of government spending, while also reviewing 
the structure of state-owned enterprises and 
government-related entities, according to experts.

Profit Margin of Top-12 Low-Cost Carriers Worldwide 



STRATEGIC REVIEW 5
INVEST IN CUSTOMER-CENTRIC 
TRAINING SOLUTIONS AND 
AIRPORT PLANNING 

The success of airlines in the new reality will also 
depend on the quality of customer-centric training 
provided to staff by all stakeholders, according to 
experts. While airlines have reported robust growth 
in the past in terms of capacity, staff growth has been 
faster than passenger growth.

According to a study, fuel costs were the largest 
in terms of operating costs followed by staff costs, 
sales and marketing and maintenance costs from 
2015 to 2019. This presents several opportunities for 
improvement, especially in terms of staff training. 
As crew training costs up to 1 per cent of overall 
airline costs, optimising it is crucial and an enabler of 

Another key factor is to focus on sustainability 
planning of airports, covering four core pillars, 
according to a study by Egis. These are: Economic 
Viability, Operational Efficiency, Natural Resources 
Conservation and Social Responsibility. Airport 
planning incudes efficient staff planning, identifying 
more sustainable fuel sources, and setting and 
implementing a roadmap to digitisation.

growth ensuring regulatory compliance and greater 
customer service standards. 

According to experts, as travel demand returns, 
the success of the aviation sector will call for 
“agility to constantly rethink, reinvigorate, react 
and reinvent.” A report by Dynamic Advanced 
Training said that airlines will adopt new norms 
to continuously focus on reducing costs to avoid 
cash burn and maintain liquidity. These measures 
enable airlines to concentrate on the core business 
to increase revenue. One of the effective solutions 
recommended is to go for outsourcing by working 
with effective training partners.  

Despite the fact that the industry only accounts for 2 
per cent of the total emissions, responsibility to curb 
emissions, driven by new technology, is collective – 
helping meet IATA’s goal of halving carbon dioxide 
emission by 2050 and net zero emission a decade 
or so later. 

The Digital Roadmap For Efficient Airports



STRATEGIC REVIEW 6
BE BOLD IN COMMUNICATIONS TO 
BUILD CONFIDENCE

The role of communications in addressing the 
negative impact of the pandemic was highlighted 
at the 8th Arab Aviation Summit. Experts underlined 
the need for the aviation and airline sector to keep all 
communications lines open and to go full-throttle, 
stating that proactive communications play an 
even stronger role in bringing back confidence 
– among all stakeholders – tour operators, travel 
partners and passengers. 

Linus Benjamin Bauer, Founder & Managing Director, 
Bauer Aviation Consultancy, said it is important to 
build confidence in the industry’s ability to “carry 
passengers from A to B safely.” He said the decline in 
business travel was a key challenge, while adding that 
the opportunities in the Middle East were tremendous, 
leading to increased appetite for aviation services. 

Sunil John, President – Middle East of BCW and 
Founder of ASDA’A BCW, said there is pent-up demand 
for travel now, but the key is to “build confidence 
among people who are not ready to fly, assure them 
of their safety and how they can navigate the various 
protocols. Aviation is sentiment-driven. Building 
confidence will happen when the aviation sector 
has clear and honest communication that addresses 
passenger anxieties. They must lead from the front. 
A proactive, courageous stance is needed for the 
aviation industry today.”

Peter Morris, Chief Economist, Flight Ascend 
Consultancy, said the success of the industry calls 
for commercial solutions. “Only business models that 
meet the needs of customers will be successful. You 
cannot force people to travel and there are different 
sets of parameters for business and leisure.” Top 
priorities include ensuring the continued viability of 
airlines, airports and tourism providers. “A coherent 
response by governments is lacking and air travel 
patterns remain complex. The hit to global GDP is 
another factor that influences the ability to travel.”

The experts also highlighted the need for the 
industry to pivot to a stronger framework of 
Environment, Social and Governance (ESG) in their 
communications. As governments and communities 
call for greater ESG accountability, airlines would 
have to focus as much on climate change policies as 
on communicating its ESG strategy.

As governments 
and communities 
call for greater ESG 
accountability, 
airlines would have 
to focus as much 
on climate change 
policies as on 
communicating its 
ESG strategy.



STRATEGIC REVIEW 7
AS CUSTOMER PREFERENCES 
CHANGE, IT IS IMPORTANT TO 
INNOVATE

As customer preferences change, the new reality calls 
for greater innovation – and a focus on boosting the 
start-up ecosystem, such as the one driven in the 
UAE by Intelak. Discussing the four scenarios that the 

In key trends, Frederik Cyrus Roeder, Managing Director 
- Consumer Choice Centre, said vaccine passports 
might add to the bureaucratic hurdles in travel, and 
may deter price conscious travellers. Keeping leisure 
travel simple, with clear guidance and advisory on 
what to expect to get into any country, is important. 

Edward Batrouni, Founder, CEO at Zenitech, there 
is pent-up demand for travel, and it is important 
to identify right trends, invest in digitisation and 
run processes between all stakeholder to build the 
ecosystem together. Technology must be not a call-
centre but a real value driver for organisational and 
sectoral growth.

Gregor Amon, Managing Partner at Hotel Data 
Cloud, recognised by the United Nations and Dubai 
Tourism as a solution for restarting tourism, was 

industry must adapt to in the new realty, experts at 
the Summit said the industry is not elastic as in the 
past now, which calls for long-term planning. 

optimistic of a recovery in two years – similar to other 
pandemics – the period that has taken the aviation 
sector to bounce back stronger. What is important 
for the future is to focus on being innovative – and 
to amplify the speed of innovation. 

Adel Mardini, CEO and President, JETEX, highlighted 
the emergence of private jets, which is gaining 
popularity. “Many of the users were first-timers and 
private jets were the only solution to fly. With the 
average age of business travellers shifting from 55 
to 75 years to 35 to 55 years now, private jets will be 
the future of the industry, and there will be greater 
focus on affordability.”



ENDS

TOP LEVEL RECOMMENDATIONS 
FROM THE SUMMIT

The 8th edition of the Arab Aviation Summit was path-breaking in many ways: Coming on the wake of a 

global pandemic that adversely impacted the industry globally, the Summit was the first of its event to be 

held in-person – boosting confidence and hope of a faster recovery among the stakeholders. 

The top-level findings and recommendations are: 

• The adverse impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the aviation sector is expected to ease gradually

• Leisure travel that is expected to stablise by 2023 and business travel by 2025 if not later

• Recovery needs strong co-ordination among all stakeholders – especially the governments

• Rebuilding the aviation sector is central to catalysing the growth of the tourism sector, a key contributor

 to MENA economies 

• Airline companies must undertake health check-ups for operational excellence

• Focus on being innovative – and amplify the speed of innovation across the supply chain 

• Private jets will play an increasing role in the future of the industry, and there will be greater focus

 on affordability

• Digital transformation will shape the future of the industry, with more hands-free procedures becomin

 the norm

• Personalise the end-to-end travel experience through digitisation and engagement on social media 

• Keep all communications lines open and to go full-throttle to build passenger confidence on flying 

• Aviation sector stakeholders must work collectively to curb carbon emissions
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