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Aviation in Latin America has seen seismic changes over the past 

20 years. Many of the established airlines have either shrunk or 

disappeared, to be replaced by new players. As elsewhere, consolidation 

has also helped to change the landscape.

Just 20 years ago Latin American airlines were often synonymous 

with old aircraft, expensive tickets and low profitability supported by 

government aid. Today it is a totally different and confident sector, 

with some of the world’s largest and most profitable airlines, operating 

new fleets (the average aircraft age has dropped by four years between 

2004 and 2014) and reaching or even surpassing global standards of 

customer service, buoyed by good traffic growth. 

The overall Latin American economy has actually tracked the world 

economy quite closely for the past decade, according to figures from 

the IMF, although it slipped behind in 2014. There have been some 

marked differences between individual countries in Latin America. 

While Argentina and Venezuela had high GDP growth rates in the early 

part of the previous decade, they are now suffering the lowest growth 

rates. And the currency issues in Venezuela in particular have caused 

international capacity to drop sharply in that country. But overall 

air traffic growth has followed economic growth, with the traditional 
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“
multiplier of around two between GDP growth and traffic growth 

often seen in less developed aviation markets. Traffic growth has also 

been stimulated by yield reduction, as traffic has grown faster than 

revenues.

The latest Boeing Current Market Outlook predicts an average annual 

growth of 6.2% in RPKs between 2013 and 2033 for Latin America. 

To accommodate this growth, the Latin American fleet is expected 

to grow by an average of 3.3% per annum over the next 20 years, 

according to the Flightglobal Fleet Forecast. As with most regions, it is 

expected that the average aircraft size will grow. Higher utilisation of 

aircraft (allowing more production per airframe) is expected and the 

passenger load factor will also increase. These factors will add about 

3-4% per annum to the fleet growth, allowing airlines to accommodate 

the 6.2% traffic growth expected. 

The current Latin American airline fleet is around 1,850 passenger 

aircraft. A 3.3% per annum average growth over five years would 

indicate the need for a further 470 aircraft, in addition to the retirements 

that will take place. The current order backlog, according to Flightglobal 

Ascend Online Fleets, is 510 aircraft to be delivered between now and 

2019, including aircraft ordered by leasing companies that have been 

allocated to Latin American based airlines.

The average retirement age of aircraft in Latin America has been hovering 

around 31 years over the past 10 years, with almost 60 aircraft per year 

removed from the fleet. Globally, the retirement age has come down to 24 

years after peaking at 30 years in 2008, and with the average aircraft age 

falling in Latin America we would expect the retirement rate to increase. 

Over the next five years Ascend expects the fleet requirement from 

retirements to be around 400 aircraft. In this region there still seems 
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scope for the manufacturers to chalk up further orders.

The Latin American low-cost airlines would be expected to take up a 

large share of those orders. At the moment, however, they only account 

for around 40% of the backlog. There is an interesting dichotomy in the 

region’s LCC sector. In the two biggest domestic markets (Brazil and 

Mexico) LCCs account for more than 50% of the capacity, and this has 

driven the overall increase of LCC capacity to almost the same share as 

that seen globally.

In almost all the other domestic markets, LCCs have been absent until 

recently. These domestic markets are much smaller than Brazil’s. Grupo 

Viva (founded by the owners of Mexico’s VivaAerobus and VivaColombia) 

has announced its intention to expand throughout South America. It 

will be interesting to see if the business model can adapt in smaller 

domestic markets, often dominated by the incumbent airlines who may 

enjoy political support.

Domestic traffic in Brazil and Mexico takes up almost 90% of total LCC 

capacity of Latin America-based airlines, and the international LCC 

sector is very much underdeveloped. 

The largest international market from Latin America is between Mexico 

and the USA. Volaris and Interjet operate here, but together account for 

just about 10% of seats. Azul will also start to fly to the USA from Brazil. 

JetBlue Airways has carved out a market to the Dominican Republic and 

other Latin American destinations, while Spirit Airlines also operates to 

Latin America. 

Intra-South American traffic is limited. Only three markets reach more 

than a million seats per year each way: Brazil-Argentina, Chile-Argentina 

and Colombia-Panama. The latter is primarily a transfer market to the 

This Industry Insight is 

designed to bring informed 

comment, using Ascend’s 

unique historic fleet data 

combined with the expert 

views of its analysts. The 

analysis draws on the 

Ascend Online Fleets 

database, the Flightglobal 

Fleet Forecast and 

Flightglobal’s Innovata 

Schedules data.
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USA, with Panama’s Copa Airlines accounting for 85% of that market. 

Brazil’s Gol has a market share of about one third on Brazil-Argentina 

routes, which is its largest international market, but LAN Airlines 

dominates the Chile-Argentina market with a 60% share of seats. Just 

like the domestic market arena, international operations on the often 

small markets between South American countries will be a tough nut 

to crack for LCCs. As Azul founder David Neeleman, who started the 

Brazilian carrier in 2008, recently remarked to Flightglobal: “Other than 

Buenos Aires for a quick weekend trip, there isn’t a lot of interest [from 

Brazilians] in flying to other cities in South America.”

The IATA passenger forecast for 

the region is also positive, even 

though it is slightly lower than 

the Boeing RPK forecast, the 

difference due to the increasing 

passenger journey length. With 

economic growth underpinning 

the forecast traffic growth, an 

interventionist or protectionist government approach is not helpful.

International connectivity is vital to the economy, as well as stimulating 

tourism and VFR traffic. But more can be done in the region. The key 

airlines have consolidated into units with the business viability of many 

of their foreign competitors. More market liberalisation is needed 

though, including addressing major infrastructure concerns with ATC 

and airports. That will bring opportunities to LCCs and flag carriers 

alike, both in domestic and regional markets as well as the longer haul 

international markets.

While many markets in Latin America have flattered to deceive in the 

past, aviation growth promises a key economic opportunity for the 

region, diverse as it is, to show the world it can deliver.

The information contained in our databases and used in this presentation has been assembled from many sources, and whilst reasonable care has been 
taken to ensure accuracy, the information is supplied on the understanding that no legal liability whatsoever shall attach to Flightglobal, its offices, or 
employees in respect of any error or omission that may have occurred. © 2014 Flightglobal, part of Reed Business Information Ltd
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