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SUBJECT: 

 

AVIATION LAW SETTING THE GLOBAL STANDARDS FOR THE 

AFRICAN SECTOR – IMPROVING FLIGHT CONNECTIONS 

 

1. OVERVIEW 

 

 Air travel continues to play a critical role in facilitating travel for people to 

various destinations on the globe. It continues to link cities and regions more 

efficiently and making distances between countries seem shorter than ever. 

According to the International Air Transport Association (IATA) Africa’s 

connectivity between 2014 and 2019 improved by 30% facilitating trade and 

tourism activity on the continent. An estimated 947 thousand tonnes of cargo 

were flown every year, whilst 72 million international tourist arrivals were 

recorded annually, of which 53% arrived by air. It is believed that countries 

with 1% better air cargo connectivity engage in 6% more trade with particular 

reference to Kenya where its flower exports, between 2010 and 2017, grew by 

132%.    
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It goes without saying that a good level of air connectivity brings numerous 

benefits such as below: 

• Enables and supports cross border and international trade 

• Supports growth of tourism 

• Enables cross border investment and knowledge exchange  

It is worth noting that the past 10 years, African air transport industry has 

experienced shocks that have led to a slump in air connectivity on the 

continent. Shocks experienced include: terrorist attacks, natural disasters, fuel 

costs escalations and pandemics. However, the industry has been resilient and 

adapted to the ever-changing environment. Pre-COVID-19, air connectivity 

gaps existed on the continent with 970 city pairs recorded in 2019; with South 

Africa and Egypt reported to have the best absolute connectivity in Africa, 

followed by Morocco, Ethiopia and Algeria. Post-COVID-19 air connectivity 

declined with only 100 city pairs recorded in April 2020 as a result of major 

disruptions in the top 5 most connected countries in Africa.  

 

2. CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED BECAUSE OF LIMITED AIR 

CONNECTIVITY 

Africa’s air transport market continues to be characterised with fragmented 

route networks, point to point operations and usually restricted to regional 

operations. Long haul direct flights are necessary to connect Africa to the rest 

of the world and these are the main drivers for tourism and trade growth. 

Numerous challenges subsequently come to light such as; 
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a. longer journey times 

As airlines try to maximise on their operations they tend to resort to 

operating multiple destinations in a single flight. Travel can take up to hours, 

a day or even up to more than a day due to poor air connectivity. For 

example, a flight from Malawi’s capital city; Lilongwe, to neighbouring 

country Mozambique (Maputo) takes two (2) days with a flight itinerary as 

such as below: (please note that the most direct and preferred option in this 

case is to go via Johannesburg, which could also take some hours depending 

on availability of connecting flights) 

Figure 1: Itinerary Lilongwe to Maputo 

 

Source: Matrix Airfare 

 

Whilst a flight from Lilongwe to Addis Ababa in Ethiopia takes a flight time 

5 hours 15 minutes as per the figure 2 below. 
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Figure 2: Itinerary Lilongwe to Addis Ababa 

 

Source 1: Matrix airfare 

The straight-line distance covered for the flight resulting in two-day travel 

time is 1308 km whilst the straight-line distance of the flight that takes 5 

hours and 15 mins is 2603 km. Therefore, in this particular example the 

flight with the shortest distance of flight takes longer.  

 

b. Limited business access to wider marketplaces and reduced confidence from 

investors to invest into Africa 

Far away markets such as Asia and Latin America are unable to be accessed 

with ease for business opportunities due to distance and poor transport 

connectivity by air. Executives and managers of businesses are drawn to be 

in a position where far away based operations can be visited with ease and 

in quickest possible time.  

 

c. High travel costs 

Travellers are subjected to incurring extra costs for accommodation due to 

night-stopping during layoffs  
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3. WAYS OF IMPROVING AIR CONNECTIVITY IN AFRICA 

 

The African continent is tapped up as an emerging market with regard to air 

travel with huge potential for investment and growth. According to IATA, 

Africa is set to become one of the fastest growing aviation regions in the next 

20 years with an annual expansion of nearly 5%, however, barriers exist such 

as poor connectivity that could have an adverse effect on achieving such 

growth.  

 

To improve air connectivity various factors must be considered; 

 

a. Improving aviation infrastructure  

Focus must be on developing aviation infrastructure such as building 

airports of adequate capacity to meet future projected demand, modernise 

air navigation service systems and infrastructure.  

 

b. Make regulatory and economic frameworks less restrictive/liberal 

States must begin to transition away from the traditional bilateral air service 

agreements (BASA) which have been the legal frameworks to govern the 

provision of air services between States since the 1940s.  BASAs have 

determined the number of airlines that may operate in any given market, the 

routes that airlines may operate, capacity (in terms of frequency, and often 

the number of seats offered) that airlines may provide, and airfares. In recent 

years, some States have moved to liberalise air service agreements; for 

example, through so-called ‘open skies’ agreements. Yet despite these open-

access models, restrictions remain. Most notably is when it comes to 

ownership and control of airlines, most agreements have allowed 

Governments to reject the designation of any airline that is not owned and 
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controlled by the designating State. Further efforts to setting liberalised 

operating environment is necessary and ideal if air connectivity in African is 

to improve. 

   

c. Airlines continue to build networks   

Airlines must continue to find new routes to enhance their network 

connectivity which is critical to the success of any airline. Strategic 

partnerships can stimulate enhancement of route networks on the continent 

as it is evidenced with Ethiopian airlines. The airline has gone on to forge 

strategic partnerships with Asky of Togo and Malawi Airlines of Malawi. 

The outcome of such partnerships has been increased number of routes, 

increased frequencies, and improved connectivity. 

Figure 3: Ethiopian Airlines network through strategic partnership 
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4. INTERVENTIONS THAT HAVE LED TO IMPROVING AIR 

CONNECTIVITY: EUROPE 

 

The establishment of single aviation markets have led to improving 

connectivity in the North America, Europe and Asia regions. North America 

was the 1st region to consider the concept of liberalising air transport through 

deregulation in 1978, followed by Europe a decade later.  

 

Europe established a single internal aviation market that resulted in a 

liberalised air transport market where restrictive barriers were removed such 

as those that are still contained in the traditional BASAs. Europe took a three 

phase approach to liberalisation with appropriate legal decisions adopted in 

1987, 1990 and 1992. The single internal aviation market was extended in 2006 

to accommodate European member States but were not members of the EU 

bloc. The extended single aviation market became the European Common 

Aviation Area (ECAA) where the European Aviation Safety Agency (EASA) 

was the executing agency and remains as such to date. The single internal 

aviation market was applicable to European Union (EU) member states. 

 

The establishment of a European single aviation market through liberalisation 

has seen air connectivity in Europe increase tremendously over the decades 

due to increased penetration of low-cost carriers (LCCs) and subsequently 

point to point services. Competition has been very fierce driving down airfares 

and making air travel affordable to many travellers thus increasing the demand 

for air travel. Such high demand subsequently has seen frequencies increase 

on many of the routes in Europe.      
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5. INTERVENTION THAT AIMS TO IMPROVE AIR 

CONNECTIVITY: AFRICA 

 

The African Union (AU) launched and is pursuing its version of a single 

aviation market called the Single African Air Transport Market (SAATM). It is 

one of the AU’s flagship projects launched in 2018 and the African Civil 

Aviation Commission (AFCAC) is the executing agency. 

 

SAATM aims to achieve the following;   

 

➢ induce competition in air services which could result in fare reduction 

and improved services 

➢ improve intra-Africa connectivity facilitating business and trade, 

enabling tourism, connecting friends and families and cultures. 

➢ reduce travel & waiting times 

➢ stimulate more job creations in the transport and tourism sectors  

➢ bolster development of national economies 

 

At the time of launching SAATM in 2018, 27 AU member states had signed 

the solemn commitment and as of Mar 2022, the total number had increased 

to 35 member states, remaining with 20 member states. 

 

The concept of liberalising air transport with regards to market access dates 

back to 1988 for Africa where the Yamoussoukro Declaration was adopted. In 

1999 the Yamoussoukro Decision was subsequently endorsed by the AU 

Heads of State and Government Assembly in Lomé, Togo, in July 2000. 

In 2015 the Assembly of Heads of States and Government made a Solemn 

Commitment to the Implementation of the Yamoussoukro Decision towards 

the Establishment of a Single African Air Transport Market by 2017. In 2018 
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SAATM was launched to spearhead the implementation of the Yamoussoukro 

Decision. 

 

34 years since the year of conception of the idea to liberalise the air transport 

market, the initiative remains non-operational with just 35 out of 55 countries 

subscribed to SAATM so far. Concerns over SAATM have been voiced 

previously with some countries not subscribing to SAATM until appropriate 

regulatory frameworks are put in place to ensure fair level playing field. 

Questions could be raised surrounding the effective implementation of 

SAATM, such as; 

 

i. Is Africa divided on SAATM which could be the reason for the 34-year 

period of effort? 

ii. Shall SAATM benefit all African airlines including their survival at the 

start of effective implementation? 

iii. Have all critical factors been considered which have a bearing on 

SAATM’s effective implementation being successful? Aviation fuel cost, 

disposal income varies from country to country which has a bearing on 

traffic levels, status of the free cross border and movement of people 

without visas etc? 

 

SAATM, like the ECAA, can be successful where the number of intra Africa 

routes available to consumers would have increased. Europe’s routes increased 

by 303% between 1992 and 2015 as reported by IATA. Further benefits can be 

expected with the establishment and growth of low-cost carriers in Africa. 

Presently, there are only nine LCCs in Africa according to CAPA Centre for 

Aviation. LCCs are airlines (Kulula.com, Fastjet Zimbabwe) that operate a 

different model than that of the traditional airlines where their strategy is; 
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➢ operating point to point, 

➢ operate high frequencies 

➢ very cost sensitive  

➢ serve secondary airports 

➢ target leisure travellers  

➢ to offer very affordable air fares, and  

➢ provide basic services, anything more at a charge            

 

6. CONCLUSION 

 

• SAATM is being dubbed as the mechanism to spearhead the effective 

implementation of liberalising African air transport market access and 

result in improving flight connections through the expansion of route 

networks, increased flight frequencies, establishment of new and growth 

of LCCs. Air transport liberalisation in the form of SAATM presents 

both benefits and threats. There are numerous challenges facing the 

implementation of SAATM but they are not too great to overcome, the 

opportunities outweigh the potential downsides. 

 

• As with European air transport liberalisation and US airline deregulation, 

air transport liberalisation in Africa will probably result in the growth of 

African LCCs. 

 

 

-end- 


