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Abstract: This article provides an overview of the global air transport challenge in response to the COVID-19 crisis. 

Companies and airlines around the world have had a difficult year. The Coronavirus pandemic and restrictions on people 

moving between countries and cities have reduced the number of flights to a minimum. In general, aviation creates 

opportunities for businesses and individuals, and in return can create dangers and threats to society. In particular, the spread of 

infectious diseases or pandemics –such that aviation can act as a channel of disease transmission- or the effect of aviation on 

global warming are two clear examples of the negative external effects of the aviation industry on society that need to be 

addressed. In this regard, the economic performance of the industry is very important. In analyzing the transportation industry, 

one should pay special attention to possible, reasonable, and desirable scenarios. Hence, protectionist policies, government 

assistance, and other industrial strategies can be reviewed. The policy review of government actions in the face of the 

challenges of the aviation industry emphasizes the importance of designing reasonable scenarios for sustainable development 

and the greater welfare of communities. Eliminating or reducing the prevalence of coronavirus and lifting restrictions on a 

variety of businesses, including airlines, can help improve corporate status. This situation will also enable companies to 

compensate for past losses in the coming year, in addition to improving services. 

Keywords: Air Transport, Challenges, COVID-19, Vulnerability, Government Aid 

 

1. Introduction 

Just as a national or regional economy is severely affected 

by the spread of infectious diseases, some sectors of the 

economy will be more affected by such epidemics and 

pandemics than others. One of the first and most important of 

these sectors is the field of transportation and tourism in 

general and the aviation sector in particular. For example, 

Rassy and Smith [20] examined the negative economic 

effects of the H1N1 Influenza outbreak on the Mexican 

tourism sector by examining the number of international 

tourists arriving in Mexico in 2012. The two findings show 

that Mexico lost about 1 million tourists, which caused about 

$ 2.8 billion in damage to the Mexican tourism industry. 

In a similar study, Joo et al. [16] examined the negative 

economic effects of the MERS-CoV outbreak on South 

Korea's tourism-related industries. The results also show a 

2.1 million drop in tourists and a $ 2.6 billion loss to South 

Korea's tourism-related sectors. Another example is the 

article by Browne and Smith [4]. They estimate the financial 

losses inflicted on the domestic tourism sectors of China and 

Malaysia as a result of the outbreak of acute respiratory 

syndrome (SARS) at about $ 3.5 billion and $ 1.7 billion, 

respectively. 

The state of the Corona epidemic has led to a change in the 

global landscape of tourism, as well as the paralysis of the air 

fleets of many countries around the world. In particular, 

according to International Air Transportation Association 

(IATA), air transport in May and April 2020, compared to the 

same time in 2019, decreased by about 15% [14], This 

unprecedented decline has had a major impact on the entire 

aviation industry value chain, including aircraft 

manufacturers, airlines, airports, as well as related sectors 

such as food services and retail. According to the World 

Tourism Organization, 58% of tourist arrivals are made by air 

transport, which has been severely affected by COVID-19 

disease [26]. In fact, the consequences of the Coronavirus 

epidemic have had a very negative impact on the level of 
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employment in tourism and tourism-related businesses in 

general. Therefore, and as the documents of the International 

Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) pointed out, to stabilize 

and help the aviation industry value chain, billions of dollars 

have been allocated by governments to companies and 

institutions operating in the industry in the hope that 

companies can continue their day-to-day operations [15]. 

However, the forthcoming crisis is also reminiscent of the 

enduring challenges facing the global aviation industry. For 

example, the growing impact of aviation on global warming 

[6], the low and often negative profit margins of the aviation 

industry [10], and the aviation industry's continued reliance 

on government support [11] are issues that need to be 

addressed more closely. They noticed. On the other hand, the 

air transport system can have risks such as the spread of 

pathogens worldwide in a very short time [4]. In this regard, 

this article tries to use the current crisis to provide an 

overview of reform policies in the global transport system. 

This study is important in that we are currently witnessing 

large subsidies to the aviation sector to reduce economic 

vulnerability and increase environmental sustainability. 

2. COVID-19 and the Aviation Industry 

Numerous media reports and news indicate that the 

aviation industry is one of the victims of the COVID-19 

epidemic in the world and the return of the industry to its 

normal state is of great importance for global trade and 

tourism [15]. However, the aviation industry itself will carry 

significant vulnerabilities, as it can spread pathogens. 

Examples include the transmission of malaria [29], or the 

global outbreak of HIV [7], or the spread of the SARS and 

MERS virus [8]. Air transport due to the presence of closed 

spaces such as airports and airplanes, as well as the density of 

population in such spaces, increases the likelihood of 

transmission of respiratory pathogens between individuals 

[4]. This issue becomes very important when it spreads 

globally. Because the spread of infectious diseases, in turn, 

has various costs such as prevention, research, treatment, loss 

of business opportunities, and ultimately recession. 

Another industry challenge is the issue of global warming, 

which affects the aviation industry by creating high levels of 

pollution. Statistically, the calculations of the International 

Energy Agency (IEA) the amount of carbon dioxide 

emissions by the aviation sector until 2019 was about 1 

gigaton per year [12]. Besides, The Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change (IPCC) asserted that the impact of the 

aviation industry on global warming has increased due to the 

phenomenon of radiative forcing due to short-term radiation 

at flight altitudes [13]. Also, the current growing situation 

and predictions that the global aviation fleet will double in 

the next 20 years, highlights the importance of the aviation 

industry as one of the effective industries in the phenomenon 

of global warming [3, 19]. 

However, although such challenges have been well 

identified, they have not received much attention from 

relevant institutions and organizations. In particular, the 

prevalence and spread of pathogens is a costly factor in 

transportation and should be considered in the cost-benefit 

analysis of the industry. This issue should be considered 

when the relevant threats generally refer to the inductive 

benefits of the aviation industry [1]. 

Since such risks generally do not manifest themselves in 

financial statements, prices, and other economically justified 

costs, such global risks must also be addressed 

systematically. In fact, issues such as global warming and the 

spread of epidemics are examples of market failures and 

policies to impose socioeconomic costs on society. In this 

regard, we can refer to government assistance and subsidies 

in various forms such as lending, low-interest loans, tax 

exemptions, etc. by government and public organizations to 

infrastructure suppliers and airlines [5]. However, the 

question remains whether such government assistance, 

especially in times of crisis, has yielded overall positive 

results. 

Understanding the dangers that the aviation industry poses 

to individuals (health and well-being of individuals) and 

communities (such as global warming and the spread of 

infectious diseases) has generally received little attention 

among policymakers and industry activists. Of course, the 

recent emergence of the COVID-19 has led to the growing 

challenge of the aviation industry in the spread of disease. 

3. Capacity of the Aviation Industry 

Today, there is ample evidence that reducing the real cost 

of aviation has many negative side effects through economic 

vulnerability to communities [11]. Reducing airfares will 

increase traffic and restructure international transport flows. 

For example, the share of international tourists transported by 

air has increased from 44% in 1998 to 58% in 2019 [27, 28]. 

At the same time, air passenger traffic has increased from 1.5 

billion to 4.2 billion per year [23]. 

However, some evidence suggests that aviation is not one 

of the needs of all people. In fact, the importance of air 

transport for different income groups of people is not the 

same and there is a weak correlation between air transport 

demand and air transport needs. [9] 

In response to these considerations, the industry's response 

has generally been the same as asking for more government 

assistance and doing the usual things, and in fact, there has 

been no need to change business models. For example, 

shifting the business model from revenue to profitability can 

both eliminate redundancies and increase industry profit 

margins. Such changes in the supply side also show 

themselves on the demand side with changes in prices and 

other parameters and will cause significant risks of global 

warming and reduce the prevalence of infectious diseases. 

4. Considerations on Industry 

Vulnerabilities 

The challenges raised in the previous sections highlight the 
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importance of a more comprehensive and holistic view of the 

global aviation industry. Also, past crises, such as the 

financial crisis of 2008, show that it is good to return to its 

previous state. The International Transport Association 

(2020) predicts that although the COVID-19 crisis is longer 

and more stable, the aviation industry will return to normal in 

the medium term [14]. But the question is whether from a 

socio-economic point of view, this path is desirable or not? 

Because the evidence shows that, first, aviation can have 

significant "negative externalities" on society. Second, the 

demand for air transport is largely inductive and can shift in 

response to relatively low transport prices. Third, the 

industry's overall strategy is still focused on growing the 

amount and number of shipments rather than growing the 

industry's profit margin. Hence, the future vulnerabilities of 

the industry are becoming more and more apparent. 

Well-known international consulting firms such as 

McKinsey have stated that the COVID-19 crisis bears many 

similarities to other crises, such as the global warming 

crisis. Thus, the risk of global warming is a systematic, 

unstable, nonlinear, and long-term risk that results from 

market failures [18]. In this regard, we can point to some 

results of the development of government assistance to the 

value chain of the aviation industry. In particular, aircraft 

companies, airlines, and airports, in general, have now 

received substantial, unconditional assistance from 

governments. According to a report by Market Watch from 

the Greenpeace Institute, about € 12.9 billion in 

"government grants" have so far been awarded to European 

companies in Europe, and another € 17.1 billion is being 

negotiated [24]. Similarly, in the United States, $ 25 billion 

has been allocated to passenger airlines in the form of 

grants and loans. $ 8 billion has also been awarded to 

freight airlines, and $ 3 billion to airport contractors [21]. In 

Singapore, about $ 13 billion has been donated to the 

country's airlines [22]. At the end of May 2020, the total 

amount of government aid exceeded $ 100 billion, which is 

equivalent to almost half of the amount that the airlines 

received in the nine years from 2010 to 2018 [12]. In other 

words, the government assistance that has been provided so 

far to support the industry and the airlines are equivalent to 

the benefits that can be obtained over many years in the 

absence of other issues and problems, without considering 

the cost of its negative externalities. 

5. Conclusion 

Banister and Hickman state that in the transportation 

industry, reflection on complex and complex issues is one of 

the important policy issues [2]. This means that in analyzing 

the transportation industry, one should pay special attention to 

possible, reasonable, and desirable scenarios. In fact, it can be 

understood that so far, possible scenarios in the aviation 

industry have been generally addressed and reasonable and 

desirable scenarios have not received much attention. Possible 

scenarios are often developed in a purely economic framework 

to increase the volume of air travel, and in fact, no attention 

has been paid to other methods and routes of development of 

the aviation industry that leave fewer challenges. However, 

many activists and policymakers today have focused on 

leading the industry to environmental sustainability and greater 

financial flexibility. It seems that to achieve these issues, 

significant changes must be made in measuring the economic 

performance of the industry, technological advances, and the 

limits and limits of sustainable development of the growing 

global transportation system [10]. 

Overall, it can be acknowledged that there is still an 

inherent contradiction between reducing the risks, challenges, 

and vulnerabilities of the industry as well as the growth and 

expansion of the aviation industry. Therefore, a paradigm 

shift is needed to make it possible to limit the international 

aviation system while making it more desirable to society. In 

this regard, the COVID-19 crisis has forced many airlines to 

reduce their fleets, retire their old aircraft, or stop their long 

flights. For example, airlines such as Flybay, South African 

Airlines, and Eurowings have gone bankrupt, and airlines 

such as Virgin Australia or Irmoris have been given 

management powers as a result of bankruptcy [25]. As a 

result, air transport capacity has been reduced. Air transport 

capacity will also be reduced by reducing subsidies. 

A plausible scenario for the aviation industry should 

begin with the question of how much air transportation is 

needed. The crisis of the COVID-19 must be considered 

here in particular. In fact, in the favorable scenario of the 

aviation industry, risks and dangers such as infectious 

diseases (corona) should be considered and the cost of such 

risks should be reflected in the final price of their air travel. 

In this situation, which may be justified by the reduction of 

supply, airlines should increase their profitability. Thus, 

COVID-19 provides an opportunity for companies, 

organizations, and institutions to review the global aviation 

industry. Indeed, the risks and harms that industry may 

inflict on society, and individuals should be weighed 

against the short-term benefits that the aviation industry 

receives as a result of increased travel volume. Hence, 

protectionist policies, government assistance, and other 

industrial strategies can be reviewed. Finally, the lesson that 

the Corona crisis teaches the national government, in 

addition to the potential and actual threats of the disease 

itself, enables them to act more accurately and effectively in 

crisis prevention and response policies. 
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