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Chart 1: UK Airline Pilots - Average Annual Hours Flown & Cost (£'000)

Average Hours Flown

Average PilotEmployment Cost

Productivity Metrics  

Pilot Hours Flown 
Ratio of annual hours flown by each 
airline and average pilot headcount 
during the year 

Pilot Cost per Flight-Hour (£) 
Ratio of total annual pilot costs and 
annual hours flown by each airline 

Pilot Cost per ASK (£ pence ) 
Ratio of total annual pilot costs and 
available seat kilometres flown. 

Crew Ratio (Pilots) 
Number of pilots required per 
aircraft, by seat/rank based on 
average units and average headcount  
 

   

 

 

       

       

Introduction  

Our second report on the productivity of pilots at UK-based airlines includes data 
for 2008. We measure productivity using the four metrics opposite, derived from 
publicly available data for 2005-2008. The resulting trends are provided to help 
airlines question whether they are as efficient as they could be, although we stress 
that crew economics must be considered in the context of wider commercial and 
operational constraints and performance.  

Figures are presented for the largest UK-based passenger carriers, as well as 
Ryanair. Following Issue 1 in January, there have been small corrections to 
historical data for some carriers, details of which are in the notes. In this issue, we 
also introduce the measure of pilot cost per ASK, which normalises costs relative to 
seat revenue-generating capability, which can vary markedly depending on the size 
of aircraft deployed. 

Key Findings  

As anticipated, average pilot hours flown in 2008 continued to decline, albeit slowly, as demand for air travel 
continued to fall and action to trim the workforce lagged behind. However, airlines have successfully contained any 
further increase in pilot wages after several years of cost growth. Of note, easyJetΩǎ position improved markedly in 
2008 as its pilot surplus was absorbed, while flybe productivity and unit costs worsened reflecting its ongoing fleet 
conversion following the BA Connect acquisition. Ryanair and bmibaby performed best in pilot cost per flight-hour 
terms, while Virgin Atlantic and Ryanair ǿŜǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ƻƴ ŀ Ŏƻǎǘ ǇŜǊ !{Y ōŀǎƛǎΦ CƭȅōŜΩǎ unit pilot costs were high 
against both of these measures although their costs per sector were among the lowest. This highlights the merits of 
using several measures of productivity and efficiency, when considering the relative performance of different airline 
business models.  

Average Hours Flown by All UK Pilots 

The downward trend in 
average hours flown by UK 
airline pilots continued in 2008 
as demand for air travel 
faltered. The decline was 
small, however, and average 
hours remained higher than at 
any time prior to 2003.  

Although total hours flown by 
UK airlines only increased by 
1% in 2008, pilot ranks swelled 
by 2.5%, highlighting that the 
industry as a whole may need 
to take further action to trim 
the workforce in the wake of 
the economic downturn.   

However, the steady growth in 
average pilot employment costs has ended, even though these remain 9% higher than in 2004. The impact of ongoing 
measures ǘƻ άǊƛƎƘǘ-ǎƛȊŜέ ŦƭŜŜǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪŦƻǊŎŜ will be felt more fully during 2009/10, reversing the recent industry-wide 
pilot shortage, although we expect productivity to bottom out at a higher underlying level than in the trough of 2002.  

Contact Jim Paton on +44 7981 948540 or email jim.paton@invenzair.com
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Chart 2: Annual Hours Flown by Pilots of UK-based Airlines - 2008
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Chart 3: Annual Hours Flown by Pilots of UK-Based Airlines 2005-08

2005 2006

2007 2008

Average Pilot Hours Flown  

Chart 2 shows average annual 
hours flown by pilots at UK 
passenger airlines. As in 2007, 
most carriers lie between 500 
and 700 hours, compared with 
the legal maximum of 900 
hours p.a. In effect, the figures 
include dilution from trainers, 
pilot managers, pilots in 
training and part-timers, who 
ŘƻƴΩt contribute fully to the 
line. In our experience, the 
average hours of pilots flying 
the line full-time can be up to 
150 hours p.a. higher than 
these figures, with individual 
hours widely distributed 
around this. 

Once again, low-cost airlines were among the most productive against this measure. easyJet in particular has 
witnessed a sharp year on year improvement, reflecting slower growth, absorption of its 2007 pilot surplus, 
integration of GB Airways and a reduction in the intensity of Airbus conversion training. wȅŀƴŀƛǊΩǎ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ŀƭǎƻ 
improved vs 2007, with the carrier ranking second after easyJet. 

In contrast, Chart 3 shows 
that both bmibaby and Jet2 
saw a significant decline in 
their average hours flown, 
following strong performance 
in 2007. This can in part be 
explained by a significant 
reduction in flying that was 
not accompanied by a 
corresponding change in pilot 
workforce. However, year on 
year fluctuations are not 
uncommon among low cost 
carriers. This reflects the dual 
challenges of high growth and 
tight cost control, which can 
translate into swings between 
pilot shortfall and surplus 
from year to year.  
 

Charts A1, A2 and A3 in the Appendix show the extent of year on year fluctuations among different carrier groups ς 
these are much less noticeable among full service and charter airlines. Indeed, average hours flown by charter carriers 
appear to be converging around the UK average, with Monarch sitting just ahead of its newly merged rivals.  
 
In effect, three airline mergers took place during 2008: Thomsonfly and First Choice, Thomas Cook and MyTravel, and 
easyJet and GB Airways. We report on these combined airlines for 2008 under the names of easyJet, Thomson Airways 
and Thomas Cook Airlines respectively. Note that data for XL Airways in 2008 is based on the 8 months of operation 
ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊƭƛƴŜΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜ.  
 
In its first full calendar year since incorporating BA Connect, ŦƭȅōŜΩǎ ŀverage hours flown continued to decline. This 
reflects the burden of an extensive fleet conversion programme, together an overall reduction in flying. British 
Airways remains the full-service carrier with the highest average hours flown, despite a 3% year on year reduction. 
 
Note that as a result of the various mergers, we have not repeated the regression analysis contained in our previous 
report which looked at the relationship between the change in average hours flown and the change in fleet size.  
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Chart 4: Pilot Cost (GBP) per Flight-Hour for UK-Based Airlines -2008
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Chart 6: Pilot Cost (£) per Flight-Hour for UK-Based Airlines 2005-08
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Pilot Cost per Flight -Hour and per Available Seat -Kilometre   

Charts 4 and 5 illustrate how individual carriers perform in unit cost terms, and there are some noteworthy 
differences between the two measures used. In cost per flight-hour terms, low cost carriers are among the best 

performers, with full service 
airlines such as British Airways 
and Virgin Atlantic displaying 
the highest costs.  

However, when considered on 
a cost per ASK basis, ±ƛǊƎƛƴΩǎ 
pilot costs per ASK are among 
the lowest and second only to 
RyanairΩǎ. Charter carriers also 
fare well against this measure. 
Lƴ ±ƛǊƎƛƴΩǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ performance 
reflects their long-haul route 
network and the high 
passenger capacity of their 
aircraft.  Ryanair too benefits 
from larger aircraft than its 
rival low cost carriers, who in 
contrast display an above 

average cost per ASK. 

ōƳƛΩǎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƭŜŜǘ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ 
have played a part in their 
relatively high cost ranking by 
this measure, and this effect is 
even more marked for flybe, 
who also witnessed the 
greatest year on year increase 
in unit costs. In our view, this 
reflects the fleet conversion 
programme, reduced flying 
and harmonisation of terms 
and conditions post-merger. 
Note, however, that the CAA 
advises that flybe cost data is 
currently subject to revision. 

Notwithstanding the above, 

flybe is actually one of the 
most efficient carriers on a 
cost per sector basis, reflecting 
the short sector lengths of its 
regional operations (data 
available upon request). 

Chart 6 shows how, British 
Airways experienced the next 
most significant year on year 
increase in unit pilot costs, and 
this may be attributable to the 
manner in which capacity 
reduction measures targeted 
long-haul routes. In contrast, 
±ƛǊƎƛƴΩǎ ǳƴƛǘ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ 
only slightly while ōƳƛΩǎ 
actually went down. 


