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PREMIUM TRAFFIC MONITOR 
JANUARY 2012 
KEY POINTS 
 Premium air travel stabilized in January. After a weak start to the 2011 fourth quarter, premium travel rebounded in 

December and has maintained that level in January, when it was up 2.9% compared to a year ago. Although year 
on year growth rates were slowing, the trend in the number of premium passengers has remained stable since 
May.  Economy class air travel continues to grow at a reasonable pace, increasing 6.1% in January, year on year – 
above the 5.1% growth seen during 2011.  

 There are distortions to the January results due to the Chinese New Year holiday occurring a month earlier than 
last year – particularly for markets linked to Asia. The impact has been mixed. Europe-Far East premium travel 
contracted significantly in January, down 2.8% compared to the same month in 2011, likely because of business 
closure during the holiday. Both premium and economy travel within Asia benefitted from the increased leisure 
travel during the month of the holiday, both growing 6.7% year on year.  

 Trends in air travel can be seen more clearly in the chart below, which shows the seasonally adjusted levels of 
premium and economy passengers. Looking at the past 9 months, premium passenger market numbers have been 
stable while economy numbers have been trending upward at an annualized rate of 4.5%.  

 Evidence over the last few months suggests that premium travel, driven by passengers travelling for business 
purposes, is being supported by the slight improvement in business confidence. This has been guided by more 
positive economic results in the US, continued growth in emerging economies and European approval of another 
bailout for Greece. The steadying share of premium in total travel in recent months, after the 2011 decline, is also a 
sign that the slowdown in business travel has stabilized. 

 World trade growth, a good indicator of business travel, has been slowing for several months, and this trend is 
consistent with the slow growth in premium travel markets. Regional differences in trade and industrial production at 
the end of 2011 can also explain some of the market specific premium travel results for January. Increased trade 
and industrial production activity in the US has supported a rebound in North Atlantic traffic and further growth in 
North and Mid Pacific premium travel. Weakness in European trade and contraction in industrial production is 
consistent with the weak performance in premium travel for that region in January.  

 Evidence suggests the business travel market has been stabilizing in recent months. However, downside risks 
remain both from the continued economic weakness in Europe and from the recent rise in oil prices. 

 

 50

 55

 60

 65

 70

 75

 5.0

 5.5

 6.0

 6.5

 7.0

 7.5

Ec
on

om
y 

Pa
x,

 M
ill

io
n

Pr
em

iu
m

 P
ax

, M
ill

io
n

International air passengers by seat class
(seasonally adjusted)

Source: IATA

Premium
(left scale)

Economy
(right scale)

 

7.0%

7.5%

8.0%

8.5%

9.0%

9.5%

10.0%

10.5%

Premium passengers as a % of total
(seasonally adjusted)

source: IATA

 

http://www.iata.org/economics


 

IATA Economics: www.iata.org/economics 2 

Premium Traffic Monitor 
January 2012 

  Growth in international trade is a good indicator of business travel; not only 
providing a link to the manufacturing sector but also being a good proxy for 
business travel in consulting and finance industries. Trade growth rates for 
developed countries continued to decline through to the end of 2011, while 
volumes of traded goods have remained relatively flat for several months. This 
trend is consistent with the slowdown in premium travel growth and subsequent 
stabilization in January.  

 There has been a slight upturn in the purchasing managers’ index, a leading 
indicator of premium travel growth. The upturn commenced in the last quarter of 
2011 and suggests we could be seeing stabilization or improvement in premium travel markets in coming months. 
The January 2012 result for premium markets could already be reflecting some of that expected stability in growth 
rates. 
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TRAFFIC GROWTH BY MAJOR ROUTE  
 In contrast to December, in January the weakest of larger premium travel markets were Europe - Far East and 

within Europe.  Business closure in Asian markets during the Chinese New Year holiday would have caused 
business travel to decline, which is consistent with the contraction in the Europe-Far East premium market by 2.8% 
year on year. However, continuing weakness in European economic conditions could also be responsible. Softness 
in European trade and contraction in industrial production at the end of 2011 would also be contributing to the 
decline in travel on the Europe-Far East market, as well as the no growth result for premium travel within Europe in 
January 2012. Despite weak consumer confidence, economy class travel within Europe continues to grow, 
increasing 8% in January compared to the same month in 2011.  

 Air travel within the Far East increased by 6.7% in January year on year, up from the December result of 5.1%. 
Economy class travel expanded by the same amount. Increased exports and industrial production in Asia at the 
end of 2011 can explain some of the strength in business related premium travel in January. However, business 
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closure during the Chinese New Year holiday means that business travel does not explain all of the growth. It is 
likely that holiday-related leisure travel within Asia increased travel in all market classes.  

 The North and Mid Pacific market expanded further in January, up 2.1% from a year ago. However, this result was 
likely impacted by the Chinese New Year holiday in January as growth was down from the strong performance in 
December, when traffic grew by 7.2%. Improved economic conditions in North America and post-earthquake 
recovery in Japan could be facilitating a resurgence of business activity, and thereby increasing the need for 
premium travel between the regions.  

 The North Atlantic market rebounded in January, growing by 1.8% year on year, after a 0.8% contraction in 
December. The market has been experiencing weakness since October 2011, before which it was being supported 
by business travel related to German and other Northern European export activity across the Atlantic. 
Improvements in the US economy could be generating renewed business activity and supporting the January 
increase in premium travel for this market. Premium travel within North America also expanded in January, by a 
significant 8.2% compared to the same month in 2011. This result continues the positive growth trend started in 
November 2011.  

 African and Middle Eastern markets also performed strongly in January, with economies in this region continuing to 
show good growth. Strong domestic demand lead to increased import activity in both Africa and the Middle East 
toward the end of 2011, enabling premium passenger travel to grow 7.7% and 13.6% year-on-year in January, 
respectively. 
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PREMIUM TRAFFIC GROWTH BY ROUTE 

 Share of Total Premium: Premium Traffic Growth 
 Traffic Revenues Jan 12 vs. Jan 11 2010 vs. 2011 

Africa - Middle East 1.7% 1.1% 9.5% -5.7% 
Africa - SW Pacific 0.1% 0.1% 13.0% 9.6% 

C America-S America 0.5% 0.2% 26.1% 14.4% 
Europe - Far East 8.5% 13.1% -2.8% 8.4% 

Europe – Middle East 5.6% 7.0% 9.9% 9.2% 
Europe - SW Pacific 0.1% 0.3% -16.4% -1.4% 

Africa - Far East 0.3% 0.5% -16.5% -7.9% 
Within Africa 1.1% 0.4% 7.7% 2.9% 

Within Central America 0.0% 0.0% -2.4% -46.3% 
Within Far East 12.2% 3.0% 6.7% 9.1% 

Within Middle East 2.2% 0.6% 13.6% 3.4% 
Within North America 1.0% 0.4% 8.2% -6.5% 

Within SW Pacific 0.3% 0.1% -8.0% -17.4% 
Within South America 1.5% 0.3% 1.6% 9.2% 

Mid Atlantic 1.4% 3.1% 5.4% 4.2% 
Middle East - Far East 3.7% 2.5% 14.3% 8.9% 
Middle East-SW Pacific 0.6% 1.2% 15.1% 6.1% 

North Atlantic 15.0% 24.5% 1.8% 6.1% 
N America-C America 6.6% 3.1% -1.2% 0.2% 

Europe – Africa 4.1% 4.9% -5.0% -4.8% 
N America - S America 3.6% 4.7% 7.9% 12.3% 
Far East - SW Pacific 2.3% 3.3% 5.4% 7.7% 
North and Mid Pacific 6.4% 14.3% 2.1% 4.0% 

South Pacific 0.6% 1.6% -8.0% 0.4% 
South Atlantic 3.1% 5.3% 7.1% 12.7% 
Within Europe 17.6% 4.3% 0.0% 5.2% 

Total International 100.0% 100.0% 2.9% 5.5% 
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