
T
he recent announcement by the Government of 

South Africa cancelling its agreement with Takatso 

Consortium on 51% stake in South African Airways 

has once again brought to the fore the unending 

failures of governments in Africa to establish 

national carriers. Coming after the recent fiasco about the 

Nigeria Air project, it is not hard to see the challenge that has 

befallen many governments in Africa.  When the two largest 

powerhouses are struggling to set up or sustain national 

carrier, it mirrors the unpalatable situation across Africa.

National Carrier Vs Flag Carrier
The argument has continued in Africa on whether there is 

indeed need for national carriers in Africa or countries 

should just designate flag carriers which could either be 

divested national airlines, existing private carriers or Special 

Purpose Vehicles set up for that purpose.  No matter the side 

of the divide one chose to argue from, the basics are that 

governments in Africa, in respect of their national carriers, 

are having a tough time.

Firstly, many governments have not been able cut their 

losses and move on. In many parts of Africa, there are 

many voices calling on governments to hands off those 

airlines. 

Secondly, these national carriers employ many citizens of 

these countries and many governments are not ready for 

the political fallout of job losses from closing down airlines. 

In fact, the Department of Public Enterprises of South 

Africa, has assured workers of SAA that their employment 

would not be impacted by the cancellation of the Takatso 

deal. Furthermore, many governments have been 

unsuccessful in privatizing their national carrier or forming 

quasi flag carriers.

In the presence of weak transport infrastructure, many 

African governments have found usefulness in the national 

carrier providing connections that promote economic 

activities which private carriers may not be amenable to 

provide due to profit considerations. 

A Litany of Woes
Whether the huge investments and drain of the public purse 

that these national carrier projects have come to represent 

can justify these investments remain to the seen and is the 

discussion for another day. For instance, Kenya Airways has 

been supported severally by the government of Kenya 

thankfully, it was profitable in 2023. South African Airways, 

once the largest airline on the continent, is not only a 

shadow of its former self but has received over $2.2billion in 

support in ten years according to the Minister of Public 

Enterprise as quoted in a BBC report. Across Africa, many 

national carriers depend on governments to pay their debt 

and carry on as going concerns. In Nigeria, the government 

had equally spent huge sums midwifing a national carrier 

which is in comatose currently. 

Many of national carriers in Africa are small of size and 

therefore do not benefit from economies of scale and most 

often do not have the supporting infrastructure to run 

sustainably thereby leaving questions as to the benefit of 

their continued existence. There is also perennial 

government interference in management, mismanagement 

and in some cases outright corruption. Only a few are 

profitable.

Any Way Out for Governments? 
In this regard, it is quite easy to see some commentators' 

love for Ethiopian Airlines. Bucking the trend, ET has 

continued to grow exponentially and more often has become 

the example for those supporting the establishment of 

national carriers in Africa. It is well run, does not have 

government interference in its management (or not enough 

to affect its proper running), has a tested and proper 

succession plan and has put in place strategic framework for 

future growth. Royal Air Maroc and EgyptAir are also 

examples of airline doing well, and these successful 

examples have provided backing for those in support of 

continued existence of national carriers in Africa. Other 

African governments may wish to study the examples of 

these national carriers. It is therefore convenient to 

postulate that African countries that have the capability to 

run their national carriers efficiently may go ahead. Its 

doubtful, though if many will be seen.

In the search for solutions, it is equally important to 

underscore, and many governments need to hear this, that 

not all African countries can have economically sustainable 

national carriers or flag carriers domiciled in those 

countries. For some, the market is just too small to sustain 

full scale network carriers. The push to establish national 

airline at all cost will lead to many more airlines failing in 

Africa. The difficulties in setting up of successor national or 

flag carriers in Ghana, Nigeria and elsewhere are significant 

pointers. This is even one of the benefits of the Single 

African Air Transport Market, SAATM as it seeks to increase 

flights into African countries through its renewed focus on 

5th Freedom routes activation.

Importantly, stakeholders have called for airline 

consolidation. Speaking at the African Airlines Association 

Annual General Assembly (AGA) in Kampala in 2023, the 

Managing Directors of Kenya Airways and Safarilink, Mr 

Allan Kilavuka and Mr. Alex Avedi, respectively made the call 

for consolidation to create bigger airlines, and enjoy 

benefits including economies of scale. 

KQ and SAA are already collaborating in this line. And one 

hopes that the partnership will grow to include other 

airlines across Africa. 
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Privatisation is another option and attraction of strategic 

investors have been proposed by others. But the 

experiences including the Nigeria Airways have shown too 

that this has its limitations in Africa. 

Another option often floated by others (not directly in 

relation to national carriers) including the past Director 

General of Nigerian Civil Aviation Authority, Capt. Musa 

Nuhu, is to turn the entire West African region air transport 

industry into a domestic market for airlines of the sub-

region. Ditto for other regions. This will not only help to 

harmonize and reduce charges, remove limitations on 

frequency, but also increase the market size, and offer the 

assurance of connectivity to governments and deemphasize 

national airline ownership. It will also ensure that successor 

airlines in the region will find sufficient market to thrive.

However, it does appear that for the African situation, the 

best option may be to designate thriving private carriers to 

provide air services across the regions, these flag carriers 

will be availed favourable operating environment. 

This option will lead not only to thriving air transport market 

but also free governments' resources to be invested in direly 

needed social and physical infrastructure. This if paired with 

the concept of a single domestic African market will create 

large markets and stronger carriers.   

Final Words 
South African Airways issue has once again amplified the 

position of naysayers to national carriers. The case of SAA 

as indeed many other national carriers is to say the least a 

sad commentary on government ownership and 

management of airlines, especially in Africa. And as always 

mismanagement has been blamed. It begs the question; will 

any new national carrier not face the same malaise that 

killed their predecessors? As the South African government 

seeks ways forward from this latest setback, the task 

remains that SAA has to attract fresh injection of financing 

to continue its comeback. 

The road looks long, or even bumpy but for South Africa and 

other African governments and national carriers, there are 

plenteous examples to learn from, to succeed or fail. And 

decision time is now.
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tihad Cargo, the cargo and 

logistics arm of Etihad Airways, 

says it is "launching Sales Cockpit, 

a digital sales optimisation tool that will 

enable the carrier to enhance customer 

relationships and add value to its 

partnerships”

Etihad Cargo says it "partnered with 

Netherlands-based Rotate in May 2023 

to co-develop Sales Cockpit with the aim 

of utilising data and machine learning to 

improve customer service and gain a 

more in-depth understanding of the 

carrier's partners and customers. Using 

custom-built algorithms to analyse data, 

Sales Cockpit generates tailored and 

customisable recommendations on how 

users can strengthen customer 

relationships by identifying current and 

future opportunities."

Etihad Cargo and Rotate have 

completed the co-development and 

delivery of the first-of-its-kind tool. The 

carrier will now roll out Sales Cockpit 

globally, providing its commercial teams 

with access to updated data analysis 

and a real-time snapshot of Etihad 

Cargo's business on particular routes, 

with individual customers and by 

product. Stanislas Brun, Vice President 

Cargo at Etihad Cargo, said: "The 

successful co-development and 

Digitilisation
Etihad Cargo Partners With Rotate To Launch Digital 

Sales Optimisation Tool

completion of Sales Cockpit in 

partnership with Rotate will benefit 

Etihad Cargo's partners, as sales 

representatives and account 

managers are empowered by data to 

have more meaningful interactions 

with customers."

Ryan Keyrouse, Chief Executive 

Officer at Rotate, said: "Co-

developing Sales Cockpit with an 

innovative partner like Etihad Cargo 

gave us unique access to an expert 

team to rapidly build and validate the 

solution. The collaboration helped 

maximise adoption, as both Head 

Office and local teams were involved 

throughout its development. We are 

immensely grateful to the whole Etihad 

Cargo team for the enthusiasm and 

energy they put into this project."

Brun concluded: "Etihad Cargo and 

Rotate's partnership has enabled the 

carrier to provide its expertise to help 

unlock the full potential of digitalisation. 

Sales Cockpit will benefit not only Etihad 

Cargo and its customers but also has 

the potential to transform how other 

carriers in the wider air cargo 

community access the vast amounts of 

data available and use it to start having 

more meaningful and engaging 

conversations with their customers."

In the search for solutions, it is equally 

important to underscore, and many 

governments need to hear this, that not all 

African countries can have economically 

sustainable national carriers or flag carriers 

domiciled in those countries. For some, the 

market is just too small to sustain full scale 

network carriers. 

Mismanagement has been a major blame on why National carriers fail

 Etihad Cargo and Rotate Launches Sales Cockpit across Etihad Cargo's global stations 

 following the co-development of the innovative digital sales optimisation tool

frican Airlines Association, AFRAA 

Ahas announced the date for its 

56TH Annual General Assembly 

scheduled for Cairo, Egypt. The AGA will 

hold from November 17 to 19, 2024. 

The AGA is the premier meeting of 

African Airlines and this edition will be 

hosted by EgyptAir, a founding 

member of the Association. AFRAA 

had announced the choice of Cairo 

at its 55th AGA in Kampala, Uganda.

Many of the challenges facing 

African carriers remain including 

poor connectivity, weak and small 

airlines, and the need to speed up 

56th AFRAA AGA
AFRAA Announces November 17 - 19 for Annual General Assembly

the adoption of digitalization across the 

sector. 

These and other issues are expected to 

be addressed during the AGA. The 56TH 

AGA will also offer AFRAA members the 

opportunity to review their successes 

from the last AGA.

April - May 2024 JOURNALAviation & Allied Business April - May 2024 JOURNALAviation & Allied Business 

NEWS


