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F aced with tremendous uncertainties 
that include shutdowns, imposition  
of mandatory quarantines and travel 

bans due to the Covid-19 health crisis  
which has now hit over 200 countries  
and territories, we have undertaken 
proactive measures to execute a group 
wide optimisation plan that will enable 
us to meet our financial and operational 
obligations.

They include aggressive cost containment 
by paring non-essential operating costs, 
reviewing our operational efficiencies, 
rebasing cost, prioritising capital 
expenditure and conserving cash. As per 
our financial results as at 31 December 
2019, we have adequate cash and cash 
equivalents. Our priority to both our 
shareholders and stakeholders is to ensure 
business continuity under the current 
difficult conditions.

We are all fully aware, air traffic recovery 
is very much dependent on the speed 
and extent in which countries around the 
world contain the spread of Covid-19. In 
order to bring the contagion level of this 
virus under control in Malaysia, I urge 

that we continue to vigilantly unite our 
efforts to combat it so that more domestic 
and international flights to Malaysia can 
soon resume at our airports as they are 
important gateways for tourism, trade and 
cargo services.

As such, I am happy that air transportation 
has been reinstated in the list of essential 
services under the third phase of the 
Movement Control Order (MCO) from 
15-28 April alongside land and water 
transportation after its suspension during 
the second phase of MCO during the first 
half of last month. Additionally, airports 
are vital links in the supply chain for 
medical supplies, equipment and food.

Meanwhile, our latest statistics for the  
first quarter of 2020 showed that our 
network of 39 airports saw a 24% drop  
in passenger movements to 25.5 million 
while total aircraft movements declined  
by almost 12% compared to the same 
period last year. During this period, 
we are proud our stakeholders such 
as Malaysia Airlines and the AirAsia 
Group helped to bring home, particularly 
Malaysians on rescue and repatriation 

flights from Wuhan (China), Italy, Iran 
and India to Kuala Lumpur as Covid-19 
rages on. Currently, our national carrier 
Malaysia Airlines and its sister airline 
MASwings still maintain its domestic flights 
to certain parts of Sabah and Sarawak to 
provide the necessary connectivity.

Ensuring global supply chain especially  
for time-sensitive and critical essential 
needs remaining uninterrupted during the 
MCO is integral to the development of our 
air cargo logistics. Last month, MASkargo 
partnered with Ethiopian Airlines to launch 
its weekly cargo service using Boeing 777 
at our flagship KL International Airport. 
We also witnessed the Cainiao Network’s 
chartered flights launched by Hangzhou 
YTO Express Airlines to Kuala Lumpur. 
Such developments will contribute to the 
growth of our cargo volume amounting 
to one million tonnes per annum. Aiming 
to become the preferred hub for cargo 
airlines by facilitating the delivery of 
goods across the region within 72 hours, 
we are working with Cainiao to jointly 
develop the state-of-the-art e-fulfilment hub 
at KLIA Aeropolis to meet the demands of 
cross-border trade.

Airport GCEO Speaks

A corporate leader with diverse 
experience, he is harnessing the latest 
technological advances to spur Malaysia 
Airports to greater heights as a smart 
aviation regional hub.

This month, Dato’ Mohd Shukrie Mohd 
Salleh shares the airport operator’s 
optimisation plan that will enable it to  
be resilient financially and thrive under  
the current turbulence resulting from the 
novel coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic  
and unprecedented travel restrictions  
that the world has never known before.
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Newly released preliminary traffic 
data from 18 airports in major 
aviation markets in Asia Pacific and 

the Middle East from the Airports Council 
International Asia Pacific’s (ACI APAC) has 
shown an alarming 95% year-over-year 
passenger traffic fall by mid-April due to 
the global novel coronavirus (Covid-19) 
pandemic.   

With passenger traffic in this region hitting 
rock bottom, ACI APAC Director General 
Stefano Baronci says airports have been 
forced to make difficult operational decisions, 
including full or partial closure of terminals 
and runways and reduction of frontline staff. 
“These drastic measures take time to reverse. 
Returning to full operational status will not 
happen overnight.” 

His views are shared by many in the industry, 
including aviation consultant and analyst 
Chris Tarry, who believes that the recovery 
will take a much longer time and beyond 
2021 as it will take some time before 
the travel restrictions are removed by the 
various governments across the globe as 
they are at different stages of combating this 
unprecedented pandemic. Additionally, the 
speed at which travel returns will be different 
for various types of passengers.

“Airports and airlines need to satisfy 
themselves that they are not in effect creating 
infection hot spots as travellers and staff come 
together,” cautions Tarry, also a columnist for 
an airline magazine. 

In the new normal, it is likely that other airlines 
will follow suit to enforce the facemask ruling. 
Implementing it on 23 April, Malaysia Airlines 
requires passengers (excluding infants) on its 
domestic, international and charter flights, to 
wear them even when they are disembarking 
and collecting their baggage on arrival.

The airline adds that it will not accept 
passengers who do not have or wear a face 
mask during check-in and boarding. For the 
passengers’ own comfort, especially on long-
haul flights, they have been advised to bring 
extra masks and hand sanitisers to mitigate 
the spread of Covid-19.

Tarry also warns that failure on the part 
of airports to take the necessary health 
and safety measures might run the risk of 
being closed permanently, particularly for 
the smaller and regional airports. These 
are among some real and tricky issues for 
governments to explore. 

Impact on airlines and travel
Organisations such as ACI and the 
International Air Transport Association (IATA) 
have been very clear about the damage 
done to airlines and airports by the Covid-19 
crisis. IATA’s latest updated analysis in April 
shows airline passenger revenues dropping 
by US$314 billion in 2020, a 55% decline 
compared to 2019. Its previous projection 
in March was an estimated US$252 billion 
revenue loss.

He believes the recovery phase should also 
focus on passenger concerns and for airports 
to be “virus free” as far as possible. Thus, 
the need to rule out the infection before 
passengers arrive at the airports is imperative.

In the meantime, some airports have begun 
to make cautious preparations to resume 
domestic flight services. Since the start of the 
outbreak, they have stepped up health and 
hygiene measures to contain the spread of 
the virus and protect the passengers, staff and 
aviation stakeholders.  

It can be seen that a coordinated approach 
between governments, regulators, health 
authorities and the stakeholders is much 
needed to prepare appropriate infrastructure, 
facilities and processes that will go towards 
supporting the implementation of effective and 
sustainable health measures.  

The new normal
Baronci thus calls on airport operators 
to balance a safe travel experience for 
passengers with recovering connectivity in 
order to boost the economy, pointing out that 
Covid-19 has imposed a “new normal” of 
living on us that includes social distancing.

“A united industry needs to create a ‘new 
normal’ for travelling,” he asserts. Concurring 
with him, Tarry cites that electronic passports, 
which have been thought of as something 
futuristic, might be here sooner with air 
passengers required to have their medical 
history and vaccination details on their 
smartphone.

Looking at other initiatives taken by the 
various authorities worldwide to combat 
Covid-19, Tarry says where social distancing 
is not possible, Transport Canada has recently 
made face-covering practice mandatory as an 
additional safeguard for passengers and crew 
at Canadian airports during the boarding 
process and on flights. Those without their 
own face masks will be provided with one at 
airport security points. 

Following the shutdowns resulting from 
Covid-19, many airports across the globe 
are not operating at their previous capacity. 
According to Dan Williams, Aviation Week 
Intelligence Network fleet analyst, nearly 
3,500 airlines have been grounded since  
the start of 2020 for seven days or more.  
“It is going to be a strenuous time across  
the airlines.” 

IATA Director General and Chief Executive 
Officer, Alexandre de Juniac puts it succinctly, 
“Airlines are facing the most critical period 
in the history of commercial aviation.” In 
a recent joint statement, the International 
Transport Workers’ Federation (ITF) and 
IATA describe the economic situation facing 
the aviation industry as “severe” with air 
passenger demand down by up to 80%. 

With airlines facing a liquidity crisis that 
threatens the viability of 25 million jobs 
directly and indirectly that are dependent on 
aviation, including those in the tourism and 
hospitality sectors, ITF and IATA are calling for 
governments to support the aviation industry, 
protect jobs and ensure that air services are 
maintained. 

Governments can do so by assisting the 
industry to restart quickly by adapting 
regulations and lifting travel restrictions 
in a predictable and efficient manner. 
The provision of immediate financial and 
regulatory support for airlines is also crucial. 

A point in case is Virgin Australia. 
Failing to receive its request for A$1.4b 
loan from the Australian federal 
government, the airline has gone into 
voluntary administration It reportedly 
stood down 80% of its direct workforce 
and announced 1,000 redundancies in 
recent weeks following travel restrictions 
imposed due to Covid-19. As Australia’s 
second largest airline, Virgin Australia 
provides employment to 1,606 staff and 
contractors.

Tarry, who is also the principal of CTAIRA  
Ltd that provides consultancy to the 
transport and aviation industry, foresees 
a resetting of many business processes as 
a result of Covid-19. 

They include a shrinkage of the fleet size  
of many airlines with less people flying  
and lower capacity demand. There will  
also be fewer staff being deployed based  
on the coefficient of each plane.

He says some European airlines have 
effectively stopped flying apart from 
conducting repatriation or mercy flights. 
Elaborating on the future shape and size 
of the aviation industry in the near and 
medium term, Tarry predicts it will be 
markedly different from that of 2019, 
reiterating that its future growth will be 
slower than previously anticipated and 
will be focused on routes that are more 
profitable. 

One of the obvious reasons being 
the need to travel would not be as 
frequent while meetings, incentives 
and conferences will be much smaller. 
Meanwhile, those who are able to 
travel again might fear being exposed 
to the recurrence of a second wave of 
the virus hitting them if the necessary 
precautionary measures are not adopted 
by the respective parties, he rationalises. 

The convergence with previous trends will 
be a very long way in the future. Several 
metrics we looked at before are being 
reset, Tarry shares on Covid-19’s impact 
on airlines and the future of aviation.

Reset for aviation sector after 
Covid-19 dented passenger traffic 
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The War Against Covid-19 
and Recovery Plans 

With the global war against the 
new coronavirus (Covid-19) still 
on-going and Malaysia’s fourth 

phase of the Movement Control Order (MCO) 
now extended from 29 April until 12 May, a 
question uppermost on everyone’s mind is, 
“How soon can we contain this invisible enemy 
and reopen our businesses and get the nation’s 
economy running in full steam again?” 

Having almost put everything on hold, except 
for essential services, the country’s two badly 
hit aviation and tourism sectors will need to 
reassess their business operations and start 
preparing for their recovery now. 

Things will not be returning to the old normal 
when airports are able to fully reopen and 
airlines can mount both their domestic and 
international flights when the travel restrictions 
are gradually eased. But this will differ from 
country to country.  

However, this does not mean that once our 
MCO is over, the travel ban in Malaysia will 
be lifted immediately. Health Ministry Director-
General Datuk Dr Noor Hisham Abdullah, in 
his press briefing on 23 April, has mentioned 
that the government needs to tighten cross 
border control to prevent the spread of 
Covid-19 from resurging.  
  
The new reality
On the other hand, Minister of Tourism,  
Arts and Culture Datuk Seri Nancy Shukri  
has indicated that she is keen to promote  
cross border tourism with our neighbours  
such as Thailand, Brunei and Singapore as 
soon as possible as the industry has lost  
about RM9.9 billion from January-March.  

will have to be prepared to keep the middle 
seats empty onboard their aircraft in order 
to maintain a safe personal spacing for 
passengers. 

While this could pose as a challenge for 
airlines initially in terms of higher costs and 
potentially reduce the maximum seat capacity 
to below break-even levels, this would be 
something that passengers would like to see 
as it not only give them a peace of mind 
when they resume travelling again but it also 
shows that the airlines are serious about their 
well-being. Who knows, once the pandemic 
is finally over, the normal three-three seat 
configuration might return?

Besides requiring its cabin crew to wear masks 
and gloves, some carriers such as Korean Air, 
South Korea’s biggest carrier, even have them 
put on goggles and protective gowns on top 
of their uniforms for added security.

Working with Dubai Health Authority, 
Emirates has gone a step further to be the 
world’s first airline to carry out Covid-19 
blood tests on its passengers at the airport 
prior to their flight departure, with the results 
available within 10 minutes. 

According to its Chief Operating Officer Adel 
Al Redha, “We are working on plans to scale 

As the third largest contributor of 15.3% to 
our gross domestic product, tourism provides 
employment to some 3.7 million people and 
many have lost their jobs due to the closures  
of businesses that include travel agencies, 
hotels and restaurants. 

Notwithstanding, airlines have been suffering 
too due to flight cancellations and travel bans. 
Many of them have been forced to lay off their 
cabin crew and ground staff. They include 
British Airways and Lufthansa just to name a 
few. 

Some airlines such as Turkish Airlines have 
suspended their trips globally while a 
number of regional airlines have entered 
administration, similar to declaring bankruptcy 
in March and April. They include CityJet, 
which reportedly has two of its subsidiaries in 
Sweden and Finland filing for bankruptcy.

up testing capabilities in the future and extend 
it to other flights.” 

Emirates’ website provides its passengers with 
Covid-19 updates that includes information 
on when the airline will be operating in their 
passengers’ location for those planning to 
travel soon. 

Besides allowing its passengers to keep  
their ticket for future use, Emirates also offers 
two new flexible rebooking options for its 
passengers with a ticket booked on or before 
30 June. Additionally, it warns them not to 
fall for Covid-19 related phishing email and 
scams.

The others include Flybe from the United 
Kingdom; Tran States Airlines and Compass 
Airlines both from the United States; Air 
Mauritius and the Brisbane-based Virgin 
Australia.

To encourage Malaysians to travel, the 
government has set aside RM500 million 
to provide digital vouchers of up to RM100 
per person for domestic flights, rail travel 
and hotel accommodations. Capitalising on 
its Malaysia Truly Asia brand and Cuti-Cuti 
Malaysia campaign to stimulate local travel, 
it works closely with the Tourism Recovery 
Action Council, engaging with key industry 
players from the various travel-related 
associations.

With the new order of things fast setting in 
due to social distancing and safety measures 
undertaken to combat Covid-19, airlines 

Service resumption and new launches 
In its filing to Routes, Emirates says its 
planned Dubai–Singapore–Penang launch 
will now be tentatively scheduled on 25 
October for the Penang service although 
the airline has been accepting reservations 
for the Dubai-Singapore sector.

Meanwhile, Cambodia’s Lanmei Airlines, 
which was supposed to have its maiden 
flight to Kuala Lumpur (KL) on 29 March 
initially but was postponed to a later date, 
was involved in repatriating 80 Malaysians 
on a special flight from Phnom Penh 
International Airport on 25 April. 

The passengers were screened upon  
arrival at the KL International Airport and  
sent to a quarantine centre after that. 
According to Lanmei Airlines KL branch 
deputy general manager Liu Ziqiao, the  
plane flew back empty to Cambodia. There 
might be more repatriation flights by the 
airline if there is demand, Lanmei Airline’s 
general sales agent representative Aviareps 
Global Alliance Travel Sdn Bhd discloses.
 
United Arab Emirates’ (UAE) flag carrier 
Etihad Airways, which operates only a few 
one-way repatriation flights departing from 
its Abu Dhabi hub since its flights were 
suspended on 24 March, will be resuming 
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its passenger flights on 16 May. The airline 
will commence its five times weekly Abu 
Dhabi–KL service on Boeing 787-9 but will 
resort to once daily on B787-10 from  
1 June.

Its Group Chief Executive Officer (CEO)  
Tony Douglas remarks, “Covid-19 has  
been a scourge to all of us but we are not 
allowing it to beat us.” He assures the airline’s 
loyal passengers that they will be provided 
with “maximum ticket flexibility” when 
rebooking and changing their travel plans  
on its reduced network of flights, which will 
return to a fuller schedule when the global 
situation improves. 

With 80% of its passenger fleet grounded 
over the past two months, Douglas says 
Etihad has been conducting its biggest aircraft 
maintenance in the airline’s history, surgically 
cleaning all its interiors and cabins.

Echoing the sentiments on cleanliness, KLM 
Royal Dutch Airlines (KLM) President and 
CEO Pieter Elbers asserts, “I see accelerating 
innovation in areas such as on-board 
sanitation and hygiene, airport screening 
processes, and definitions of personal space. 
Soon, these will be considered the norm.

On 17 April, the Chinese authorities 
reported an additional 325 cases and 
1,290 deaths in Wuhan which had not been 
previously counted and included. This led to 
a 50% increase from the current death toll in 
Wuhan to 3,869. 

Taking a leaf from a commissioned survey 
of recent travellers conducted by the 
International Air Transport Association 
which showed cautious return-to-travel 
behaviour in the domestic markets of China, 
69% indicated they could delay a return to 
travel until their personal financial situation 
stabilises. 

Although 60% expect to return to travel 
within one to two months of containment of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, 40% said they 
could wait six months or more. The recovery 
will take a while yet. 

“I strongly believe that we will one day look 
back at this crisis as a catalyst for positive 
change in aviation.”

Working hand-in-gloves with its customers, 
authorities, airports and airline partners, 
Elbers hopes to create an improved KLM 
journey and emerge as a better airline 
that is not only fit for purpose but is also 
responsible and sustainable. In order to 
reduce the number of interactions onboard, 
the airline has simplified its catering service 
and initiated whenever possible passenger 
seating patterns during flights.

KLM has rescheduled its planned service 
resumption for some of its long-haul routes  
to early July from 4 or 5 May. Its 
Amsterdam–Kuala Lumpur–Jakarta route, 
for instance,  
will resume on 4 July. 

The airline currently operates a network 
of 25 intercontinental and 32 European 
destinations. Due to the high level of 
uncertainty and ongoing adjustments to  
local rules and regulations, it has launched 
a real-time flight status checker for 
passengers to view available flights to and 
from Amsterdam.

As Lufthansa, one of Europe’s biggest 
airline groups which owns national carriers 
in Germany, Switzerland, Austria and 
Belgium, assesses the situation, it opines that 
“it will take months until the global travel 
restrictions are completely lifted and years 
until the worldwide demand for air travel 
returns to pre-crisis levels.”

Role of Malaysia Airports 
Not knowing how long Malaysia’s Covid-19 
health crisis will finally be dealt with, the 
knock-on effects on aviation and tourism will 
have some impact on Malaysia Airports’ 
financial performance and operations. 

In this respect, its Group CEO Dato’ Mohd 
Shukrie Mohd Salleh says the airport 
operator has taken measures to temporarily 
close the under-utilised terminal areas and 
gates at its international airports while its 

There have been numerous flight schedule 
adjustments, reductions and cancellations 
since the outbreak of Covid-19. In Qatar 
Airways’ latest schedule adjustment from 
27 April until 31 May, this Middle-Eastern 
airline’s Doha–Kuala Lumpur (KL) service  
will be operating thrice weekly on Airbus 
A350-900XWB. 

Although Turkish Airlines is not flying at 
the moment, it is offering its Miles&Smiles 
members free two months daily newspapers 
from around the globe and access to over 
7,000 prestigious magazines on arts and 
culture, food, automobile and fashion on  
the PressReader app. 

Other airlines have started to throw other 
enticements, including discounted fares, to 
woo the public to travel. Bangkok Airways, 
for instance, is offering its FlyerBonus status 
customers a year’s extension to their tier 
levels during this period. 

This small boutique airline has suspended  
its international operations, including the  
KL-Samui route from 22 March and followed 
with the cancellation of its domestic flights  
on 7 April. Its international service is set  
to resume only on 25 October during the 
winter 2020/21 scheduled launch.

Not over the woods yet
China, where Covid-19 first broke out in 
Wuhan and where the lockdown of this  
city ended in early April, has resumed 
domestic air travel. Many of its Chinese 
airlines were offering attractive deals to  
woo the travellers ahead of the Labour Day  
on 1 May, its first major holiday since the 
virus infection.

In compliance with the Civil Aviation 
Administration of China’s guidance, several 
of its Chinese airlines have implemented 
international services by operating one route 
per country a week. However, the recovery 
of their international routes will take some 
time as many of the cities in the other 
countries are still under lockdown. 

terminal functions have been consolidated  
for optimal efficiency. 

The shifts of its on-ground staff have been 
adjusted accordingly while recruitment has 
been frozen for the rest of the year. Other 
options to help Malaysia Airports conserve 
its cash reserves have also been taken into 
consideration while it proceeds with its 
planned investment to replace the aging 
assets of the KL International Airport and 
otherw critical areas such as its baggage 
handling system and aerotrain track transit 
system.

Hopefully, when travel picks up again in the 
country, we will have used this time effectively 
to improve our facilities and capacity to 
better support our stakeholders, in particular 
our valued airlines, retail partners and 
passengers, Dato’ Mohd Shukrie adds.
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Tiding Over 
the Corona 
Wave with

I ntroduced several years ago by Malaysia 
Airports, FlyKLIA began as a fledgling 
website for travellers to share their travel 

adventures online with others. Revamped in 
November 2019, FlyKLIA now strives to create 
the largest traveller community in Malaysia. 

With the recent Covid-19 pandemic that has 
reached the shores of all 195 countries in 
the world, infecting over two million people 
globally and over 5,000 people in Malaysia 
(as of 17 April 2020), FlyKLIA has been 
engaging in Public Service Announcements by 
helping the traveller community to stay up to 
date with global and national developments. 
The recent Movement Control Order (MCO) 
imposed by the government has altered their 
content strategy, since its readers are mostly 
affected by the MCO’s rule to forbid all 
outbound international departures (as well as 
inbound travel by foreigners) until 29 April 
2020. However, since 14 April, Malaysia 
Airlines are resuming flights between 
Peninsular Malaysia to Kuching, Miri and 
Kota Kinabalu. 

Prior to the MCO, FlyKLIA has been vigilant in 
providing essential tips for travellers to protect 
themselves from contracting the virus as 
early as mid-February. The website informed 
readers on hygiene tips such as washing of 
hands, avoiding uncooked vegetables/animal 
products, social distancing as well as the 
avoidance of touching one’s face with their 
hands. 

By introducing and describing the 
exponential rise in coronavirus cases  since 
late November to months after, it is needless 
to say that FlyKLIA has been on point in their 
urgency to inform their readers on how to 
circumscribe  
the increasing travel restrictions around the 
world. 

In addition, FlyKLIA hosted a contest in light 
of the Putrajaya Hot Air Balloon Festival that 
was meant to be held on 19-22 March 2020. 
However, the event was cancelled due to the 
increase in infections in the country. Because 
of this, FlyKLIA took proactive measures 
to replace prizes that were useful for the 
winners such as hypermarket shopping 
vouchers and movie tickets to be used when 
the pandemic is no longer a threat. 

After the announcement of the MCO, the 
writers of FlyKLIA have been committed to 
affirming senior and physically-challenged 
citizens on which grocery shops are having 
special time slots for them to safely buy 
groceries as well as tips on what to do at 

home, so that readers can fill their time 
productively during the partial lockdown 
period. 

To inspire readers to stay positive and look 
forward to travelling again, FlyKLIA held a 
contest during the period of 11 to 31 March, 
where readers were urged to write their 
most inspiring and memorable travel stories. 
With over RM3,000 cash prize up for grabs, 
readers yet again look towards the days for 
travel again when the website swarmed with 
heart-warming stories about destinations all 
over the world. On 13 April 2020, FlyKLIA 
announced three lucky winners of the 
travel story contest showing that despite the 
lockdown period, the pandemic did not dent 
the high spirits of the travelling community. 

Steps to recognising and being alert to 
Covid-19 symptoms were also imparted 
to the travelling community, as FlyKLIA 
writers have done their due diligence in 
understanding the types of symptoms that 
would appear due to possible infection and 
what measures one would ought to take if 

they suspect themselves as having the said 
virus. 

In this case, one ought to quarantine 
themselves and monitor their symptoms. If the 
symptoms are getting worse after the 14-day 
average incubation period, FlyKLIA writers 
recommend that readers get themselves 
tested for the virus. Additionally, readers 
were told that it is unwise to hoard household 
items, as well as reminded to socially 
distance themselves from other shoppers as 
supermarkets and grocery stores are enclosed 
spaces. 

Being one of the media publications 
established by Malaysia Airports (MAHB), 
the airport operator is proud that FlyKLIA’s 
contributors have worked vigilantly since late 
January to keep the travelling community 
informed regarding all things related to their 
daily lives during the  virus outbreak. In spite 
of ominous news and looming concerns, 
FlyKLIA is proud to be the torchbearer for the 
passionate desires of the travelling community 
and is keeping the embers burning strong.
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