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Transatlantic capacity is reaching new heights this year, regaining the 

seats lost after the 2001 terrorist attacks and the economic downturn 

in 2008. But the market consolidated dramatically during the decade, 

with the majority of capacity now controlled by the three major 

alliances and joint ventures, leaving recent entrant Norwegian as the 

only notable unaligned carrier left actively trying to grab a piece of  

the action.

This analysis from Flightglobal’s consultancy arm Ascend, making 

extensive use of our Innovata and Ascend Fleets data, examines how 

the market is hitting this new high, alongside the themes of airline 

consolidation, the emergence of new aircraft types and the expansion 

of Gulf carriers.

Atlantic capacity is at its peak

Innovata data shows that capacity across the Atlantic is at an all-time 

peak of nearly 83.4 million seats, surpassing the previous peak of 

nearly 81.1 million in 2008. However, the new seats only make up for 

those lost during the ups and downs of the noughties. 

Airline executives are confident that demand across the Atlantic 

remains robust despite the capacity growth. Most carriers are 

maintaining existing capacity levels and even continuing to grow, albeit 

Transatlantic tailwinds
Transatlantic capacity is flying towards a new peak, after a decade of 
growth was lost to two economic slumps. Seats have surpassed the 
previous peak in 2008 and airline executives say demand remains 
strong as the market continues to grow.

[Industry Insight]

SOURCE: Innovata
Air China

8%

In
d
ex

CAPACITY BETWEEN EUROPE AND NORTH AMERICA, INDEXED TO 2004

Heading xxx

SOURCE: Xxxxxxxxxxxxxx

Number of aircraft

Xxxxx

Xxxxx

Xxxxx

Xxxxx

Xxxxx

Xxxxx

Xxxxx

Xxxxx

Xxxxx

Xxxxx

Xxxxx

Gross orders
Net orders

80

90

100

110

120

130
ASKs

Seats

Flights

Gross orders
Gross orders
Gross orders

20142013201220112010200920082007200620052004

ASKs
Seats
Flights

“The majority 
of capacity 
is now 
controlled 
by the 
three major 
alliances and 
joint ventures



[Industr y Insight]

September 2014

“
at a slower pace, as the rapid increases at some carriers this year has 

taken a small toll on yields. 

American Airlines has reduced planned capacity growth by 3%, largely 

by trimming weekly frequencies and seasonal routes, executives say, 

and Delta Air Lines, along with its joint venture partners Air France-

KLM, Alitalia and Virgin Atlantic, is holding capacity growth at just 1% 

to 3% this winter.

Recent profit warnings by some European carriers, citing the Atlantic 

as an area of concern, likely reflect their own structural issues more 

than market sentiment as a whole.

The big three alliances control 90% of the market

Industry consolidation has resulted in the alignment of every major 

carrier across the Atlantic in an alliance or joint venture. Star Alliance, 

which took the top spot from SkyTeam in 2010, remains number 

one with a 35% market share, followed by SkyTeam (including Virgin 

Atlantic) with 29%, and Oneworld with 26%.

Virgin Atlantic, long the unaligned leader, joined Delta in an immunised 

joint venture in January. As a result, the airline is increasingly focused 

on the USA, with new or additional flights planned to Atlanta, Detroit, 

Los Angeles, Miami and San Francisco from London Heathrow following 

the end of four non-Atlantic routes in late 2014/early 2015.

Norwegian is the new, and virtually only, unaligned carrier growing 

across the Atlantic. Since launching service between Oslo and New 

York JFK in May 2013, the low-cost carrier has added four more US 

destinations and a bevy of new routes from Bergen, Copenhagen, 

London Gatwick, Oslo and Stockholm.

Will Norwegian succeed going it alone? Virgin Atlantic did for many 

years but the Atlantic is also a graveyard of failed long-haul low-cost 

carrier attempts.

Gulf competition is booming

Emirates, Etihad Airways, Qatar Airways and Turkish Airlines have 

expanded their presence in North America nearly three fold since 
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SummER TRAnSATlAnTic SEAT cApAciTy, 2013 vS 2014

Airline June-August 2013 June-August 2014 % change

Delta Air Lines 3,176,415 3,221,021 1.4 

IAG 2,824,529 3,056,006 8.2 

American Airlines  
(including US Airways)

2,671,255 2,851,877 6.8 

United Airlines 2,676,641 2,791,145 4.3 

Air France-KLM 2,310,449 2,417,683 4.6 

Lufthansa 2,030,348 2,217,260 9.2 

Air Canada 1,384,837 1,695,263 22.4 

Virgin Atlantic Airways 1,145,870 1,177,060 2.7 

Air Transat 1,015,194 993,627 -2.1 

Turkish Airlines 431,202 525,254 21.8 

SOURCE: Innovata
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2004. The carriers offered 344,000 seats this August, up from 95,000 

a decade ago.

Qatar’s growth is the most dramatic. The Doha-based carrier has built 

its entire eight-city network in North America, including the recent 

additions of Dallas/Fort Worth and Philadelphia, from nothing in 2004. 

It had just over 19% of seats to North America this August, placing it 

third in the market among the Gulf carriers.

While only Turkish is included in the aforementioned transatlantic 

data, demand for all of the new seats must come from somewhere. The 

Gulf carriers are likely stimulating some new demand but also pulling 

connecting traffic between North America and India, the Middle East 

and parts of Africa away from the traditional European hubs.

The A330 is new leader across the Atlantic

The A330 surpassed the 767 as the most popular aircraft flying across 

the Atlantic in 2014. The A330-300, the larger of the two variants 

with room for 300 passengers in a standard two-class configuration, 

operates 13.5% of the flights in the market compared with the 

767-300ER, which seats 269 passengers in a standard two-class 

configuration, on 10.4% of the flights.

The rise of the A330 comes as Airbus’ former long-haul champ the 

A340 has fallen out of favour, with the number of flights it operates 

across the Atlantic falling by 45% to 18,744 this year from its peak in 

2008. Since the middle of the noughties, the airframer has favoured 

the twinjet over the quad in its marketing campaigns and extended its 

range through weight growth.

The shift to the A330 also maps the increase in average aircraft size 

since 2010, which has grown by 12 seats to 266. The share of the 

market flown on relatively larger aircraft, including the A330, Airbus 

A380 and Boeing 777, has increased by more than 10 percentage 

points, while the share flown on relatively smaller aircraft, including the 

Airbus A310, Boeing 757 and 767, has decreased more than six points.

The 777 is experiencing a renaissance, with the number of flights 

across the Atlantic up by 12% to 57,745 in 2014 since bottoming out 

in 2011. It is the third most popular aircraft with an 18.4% share in the 

market.

The A380 and Boeing 787 are increasingly grabbing larger shares of 

the Atlantic pie. The A380 is gradually gaining share with 2.2% of the 

market after seven years in service, while the 787 is rapidly climbing 

up the ranks with nearly 3% of the market after only three years in 

service.

The 787 is likely to continue to gain Atlantic market share as its size, 

between 242 and 332 passengers in standard two-class configurations 

across its three variants, is ideal for the market. 

Transatlantic capacity has recovered and is regaining some of its 

appeal after what can be seen as a lost decade for the Blue Riband set 

of international routes. While consolidation has changed the make-up 

This industry insight 
is designed to bring 
informed comment, 
using Ascend’s 
unique historic fleet 
data combined with 
the expert views of 
its analysts. Ascend 
will continue to track 
developments and 
follow this paper 
with further analy-
sis of the market’s 
evolution over the 
second half of 2014.
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of the market, placing the vast majority of capacity in the hands of the 

three major alliances and joint ventures that remain in firm control, 

threats to the established order continue to come from relatively new 

players and those from nearby regions.

SOURCE: Ascend Fleets from Flightglobal
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employees in respect of any error or omission that may have occurred. © 2014 Flightglobal, part of Reed Business Information Ltd

About Ascend  

flightglobal consultancy

With an expert team of 20 

analysts based across the globe, 

Ascend Flightglobal Consultancy 

provides manufacturers, 

airlines and financiers with 

expert advisory and valuations 

services to inform multimillion 

dollar growth, risk advisory and 

strategy decisions.

 

Part of Flightglobal, Ascend 

provides unique value for clients 

by combining around 50 years 

of industry experience with the 

most comprehensive historical 

and future aircraft fleet and 

airline schedules data and an 

unprecedented historical aircraft 

values database, to provide a 

unique view on aircraft values and 

the impact of industry trends.
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