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Aer Lingus Opening Statement to Joint Committee on Transport and 

Communications Committee – 7th October 2020 

Introduction 

Aer Lingus appeared before the Oireachtas Covid-19 Response Committee on 28th July. Rather than 

repeat the full detail of the opening statement provided at that time, it is attached as an appendix to 

this statement. 

In attending that Committee meeting in July, Aer Lingus outlined the catastrophic effect that the 

Covid-19 pandemic has had on the global aviation sector and the anticipated losses for the sector in 

2020 and 2021. 

Aer Lingus also outlined the critical importance of the aviation sector for the Irish economy and its 

prospects for future recovery. Prior to the crisis, Ireland enjoyed a level of international connectivity 

that was the envy of countries, cities and markets across the world. That connectivity connect ed 

Ireland with other markets and economies, allowed business to be done internationally, allowed 

Foreign Direct Investment into Ireland (which is a critical driver of the Irish economy). That 

connectivity was also critical for regional development. Key business and services sectors such as 

technology, software, pharmaceutical, medical, finance, food and beverage depended on that 

connectivity. And of course SMEs across the country depended on the inbound tourists brought to 

the country by the aviation industry.  In addition, the ability of friends and internationally dispersed 

families to connect is dependent on the connectivity that airlines provide. 

That connectivity is currently gone and there is no visibility on its return. 

During our appearance at the Oireachtas Covid-19 Response Committee in July, Aer Lingus outlined 

the key recommendations of the Final Report of the Aviation Recovery Taskforce published on 10th 

of July and we were critical of the fact that the recommendations had not been implemented. It 

remains the case that 3 months after the publication of that Final Report, none of the key 

recommendations have been implemented. 

Aer Lingus also outlined how in applying the most restrictive travel policies in the European Union, 

Ireland was effectively ‘Closed for Business’ and this would have profoundly negative impacts on the 

Irish economy and on the aviation and tourism sectors and jobs within them. On 15th September the 

Government indicated that it would align with the co-ordinated approach to free movement across 

the European Union and European Economic Area that was proposed by the European Commission. 

Unfortunately, the ‘Green Lists’ issued on the 17th September, 24th September and 1st of October did 
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not align with the approach recommended by the European Commission.  At this point Ireland 

remains more ‘Closed for Business’ than ever. 

In July, Aer Lingus outlined the unfortunate position that Ireland was in: (a) having the most 

restrictive travel policies in Europe; and (b) so far having done least in Europe to support its aviation 

sector. This remains the position – while a change in approach has been signalled, so far it has not 

been delivered. 

I will now turn to the specific items that Aer Lingus was asked to address the Committee upon.  

European Commission Proposal 

The European Commission’s Proposal has been referred to as the ‘Traffic Light System’. For the 

convenience of Committee members, we have included in an Appendix to the Aer Lingus opening 

statement, an illustration of what adoption of the European Commission’s proposed approach 

means based on European Centre for Disease Prevention & Control (ECDC) data as at 1st October. 

To be absolutely clear, the proposed approach recommends that no travel restrictions should be 

applied to passengers from ‘Green’ and ‘Orange’ coded areas and countries1. That means there 

would be no advice to restrict movements or quarantine on arrival. 

For passengers coming from ‘high-risk’ or ‘Red’ areas or countries, the European Commission 

specifically proposes that quarantine/movement restrictions are replaced by introduction of a 

testing regime for passengers. 

That is what alignment with the European Commission’s proposal means. And that alignment needs  

to be complete if the adoption of the ‘Traffic Light System’ is to make a meaningful contribution to 

increasing the level of safe international travel. As I have outlined earlier, safely increasing 

international travel is critical to the Irish economy. 

Aer Lingus believes that through the adoption of a co-ordinated and multi-layered risk mitigation 

approach, the level of safe international travel can be increased. The application of safety measures 

involves: 

 
1 On 18th September, the European Centre for Disease Control (ECDC) published ‘COVID-19 testing strategies and objectives’  and stated 

that in the current epidemiological situation in EU/EEA, it did not recommend that travellers should be systematically tested when 

crossing internal or external administrative borders. In the ECDC’s ‘ Increased transmission of COVID-19 in the EU/EEA and the UK – twelfth 

update’ which was issued on 24th September, it stated that international travel restrictions are not recommended and noted that such 

restrictions would have low impact on disease. 
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• pre-travel health declarations;  

• mandatory use of face masks;  

• enhanced cleaning on aircraft and in the airport environment;  

• the use of state of the art air filtration technology on board;  

• the use of the ePassenger Locator Form (ePLF); 

• the use of the Covid Tracker App and its integration with similar apps in other countries; 

• agreed international travel protocols such as the European Commission’s proposal for free 

movement; 

• the introduction of appropriate random or targeted rapid testing regimes for ‘Red’ or ‘high 

risk’ areas or countries. 

Rapid Testing 

The significant reduction in the risk of importation of new COVID-19 cases through international 

travel comes from a multi-layered approach to the management of risk as I have just outlined. As 

such, the introduction of a rapid testing regime is one of multiple risk mitigation measures that are 

part of the passenger journey.  

There is a requirement for Ireland to introduce a rapid testing protocol for passengers that is aligned 

with the European Commission’s free movement proposal and enables the lifting of movement 

restrictions which is currently suppressing passenger demand to uneconomic levels.  

In the first instance – for passengers travelling from ‘Green’ or ‘Orange’ coded countries or areas, 

the EC proposal recommends that there is no requirement for movement restrictions nor a 

requirement for testing. 

For passengers arriving from ‘Red’ areas / countries, the EC proposal explicitly recommends testing 

rather than movement restrictions and therefore the following should apply which is based on the 

A4E/IATA EU testing protocol2 proposed on 1st October: 

1) Test certified by the health regulator, made maximum 72 hours in advance  

OR 

2) Rapid test made at the airport premises, preferably before entering the terminal (if pre -

departure)  

OR  

3) Rapid test made at the airport premises on arrival  

Aer Lingus believes that the critical considerations in the establishment of a testing regime (whether 

it is pre-departure or on arrival) are the following:  

 
2 https://a4e.eu/publications/covid-19-testing-and-the-recovery-of-travel-tourism/ 
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• It should not consume the capacity of the State’s Covid-19 testing regime; 

• It should be scalable; 

• It should be affordable; 

• It should be capable of delivering results on a rapid basis.  

Aviation requires a screening testing capability, not a diagnostic testing capability . The adoption of 

a rapid Antigen testing regime appears to be the most appropriate in this regard. The International 

Air Transport Association (IATA) advise that rapid and affordable antigen tests that can be 

administered by non-medical staff, are expected to become available in the “coming weeks” and 

IATA is seeking the endorsement of their use by the International Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO). 

There have been a number of recent positive developments3 in terms of deployment of Antigen 

testing with new Antigen tests being made available by Abbot and Roche and Antigen testing being 

utilised Alitalia and their use planned by Lufthansa . 

Aer Lingus is therefore calling for urgent progress to be made in Ireland on the establishment of a 

rapid testing regime. Such a regime can represent a significant addition to the existing multi-layered 

approach to the management of risk by its application to passengers coming from ‘high-risk’ or ‘Red’  

areas or countries.  

Prior to the establishment of a rapid testing regime (such as Antigen testing) Aer Lingus is also 

supportive of the immediate application of currently validated testing (such as PCR testing) to 

passengers coming from ‘high-risk’ or ‘Red’ areas or countries.  Aer Lingus looks forward to the 

European Union Aviation Safety Agency (EASA) and the European Centre for Disease Prevention & 

Control (ECDC) making urgent progress on the adoption of a European-wide testing protocol for 

travel.    

 

 

 

 
• 3 The Abbott Antigen Test  is scalable with 97.1% sensitivity and 98.5% specificity and has been authorized by the Food & Drug 

Administration (FDA) 

• Roche is to launch the SARS-CoV-2 Rapid Antigen Test  in countries accepting the CE mark, with a sensitivity of 96.52% and a 
specificity of 99.68% 

• Alitalia are currently offering pre-departure rapid antigen tests for passengers on dedicated Milan-Rome covid tested flights  

• Lufthansa plans to begin offering the Roche SARS-CoV-2 Rapid Antigen Test  to passengers in October; 

• Australia’s drugs regulator has approved four rapid antigen Covid-19 tests (Abbott, Becton, Quidel, SD Biosensor) for 

distribution with health workers and departments among the first to use the tests; 

• The World Health Organisation (WHO) has made 120 million affordable, high-quality COVID-19 Antigen rapid diagnostic tests 

available to developing countries. 
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Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme 

I will now comment briefly on the subject of the participation by Aer Lingus in the Temporary Wage 

Subsidy Scheme (TWSS). This has unfortunately been the subject of much inaccurate commentary 

over recent months. 

 

Aer Lingus is acutely aware of how challenging the Covid-19 crisis is for all of our employees. The 

position has been made worse in Ireland by the uniquely restrictive travel policies that have been 

adopted here. A consequence of this is that practically our entire workforce has had to be placed on 

reduced hours and pay. 

 

Throughout this crisis Aer Lingus has sought where at all possible to maintain a direct employment 

relationship with its employees. This was indeed the stated aim of the TWSS and Aer Lingus has tried 

to apply that aim. An alternative approach - and one taken by many other employers - would have 

been to lay-off significant numbers of employees across the business and direct employees 

exclusively towards the social protection system for welfare support. This is a decision that Aer 

Lingus decided not to take. 

 

I outline the following in order to clarify the inaccurate commentary that I mentioned: 

 

• Aer Lingus has at all times acted fully in accordance with the guidance it received from the 

Revenue Commissioners and Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection 

(DEASP) in relation to each of the TWSS, the Employment Wage Subsidy Scheme and various 

job-seeker benefit schemes; 

 

• In all cases, the TWSS was calculated in the first instance based on the Average Revenue Net 

Weekly Pay (ARNWP) for the January-February 2020 period defined by the Revenue 

Commissioners, i.e. before any hours/pay cuts were applied to Aer Lingus employees.   As 

such the subsidies were based on the unreduced salaries of employees.  

 

• As the qualification for TWSS was based on the ARNWP for the January-February 2020 

period, the subsequent reductions in hours (when Aer Lingus had to reduce hours and pay to 

50% and 30%) did not reduce the subsidy payments calculated or made under the TWSS. 

 

• Aer Lingus applied the full amount of the subsidy and paid it to its employees.  
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, Aer Lingus would like to request that the Transport and Communications Committee 

lend its voice to calling for the following: 

 

1. The urgent and complete adoption by Ireland of the co-ordinated approach to free 

movement across the European Union and European Economic Area that was proposed by 

the European Commission (i.e. the ‘Traffic Light System’); 

 

2. The urgent development and implementation of a rapid testing regime to facilitate an 

increase in the level of safe international travel; 

 

3. The urgent implementation of the recommendation of the Aviation Recovery Taskforce as 

published in its Final Report on 10th July. 

 

All of the above is critical not just to enable a recovery in the aviation sector, it is critical for the 

future recovery of the Irish economy. 
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Appendix 2 

Aer Lingus Opening Statement to Oireachtas Covid-19 Response Committee  

– 28th July 2020 

 

Introduction 

The Covid-19 pandemic has brought about the greatest crisis that the global aviation industry has 

ever experienced. The crisis is much more severe than that experienced at the time of 9/11 in 2001 

and the Global Financial Crisis in 2007-2008. 

I will outline a few statistics from the International Air Transport Association (IATA) setting out the 

scale and depth of the crisis: 

• The losses in the global industry this year will be the biggest in aviation history—over $84 

billion in 2020 and already estimates of $16 billion losses in 2021. 

•  By comparison, airlines lost $31 billion with the Global Financial Crisis and oil price spike in 

2008 and 2009. There is no comparison for the dimension of this crisis. 

• IATA research indicates that fewer passengers are saying that they will travel again in the 

first months after the pandemic subsides. In early April 61% said that they would. By early 

June that fell to 45%. And about two thirds are seeing less travel in their future—be it for 

vacation, visiting friends/relatives or business. 

• Deloitte consumer sentiment in Ireland puts consumer confidence in air travel as low as 19% 

in July.  

• Industry commentators are predicting  that capacity will not revert to 2019 levels until 2022 

at the earliest. 

There is not a clear understanding in Ireland about the scale of the crisis or indeed its significance for 

the Irish economy and its prospects for future recovery. 

 

Contribution of the aviation sector to the Irish economy 

The Aviation Recovery Taskforce published its Final Report on 10th July and very succinctly captured 

the importance of the aviation sector in Ireland. 
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It referenced some Key Numbers (from Oxford Economics in 2018) which I think are worth 

reiterating: 

• €8.9 billion – the estimated GDP contribution of air transport to Ireland 

• 140,000 – the number of jobs supported by the aviation sector in Ireland 

• €8.7 billion – estimated GDP contribution of foreign tourists 

• 8.8 million – number of overseas tourists arriving by air 

The report of the Taskforce highlighted the critical importance of aviation to the Irish economy – 

saying that it was a strategic foundation for Ireland’s small, open economy.  

International connectivity is a key driver of that economy and in recent years that connectivity to 

Europe, North America, the Middle-East and Asia has significantly increased. The level of 

international connectivity that Ireland enjoyed prior to the crisis was looked upon envy in many 

other countries, cities and markets.  

That connectivity isn’t about serving local Irish demand to go on holiday overseas. That only 

represents a part of it. That connectivity connects Ireland with other markets and economies, is 

allows business to done internationally, it allows Foreign Direct Investment into Ireland (which is a 

critical driver of the Irish economy). That connectivity is critical for regional development. Key 

business and services sectors such as technology, software, pharmaceutical, medical, finance, food 

and beverage depend on that connectivity. And of course SMEs across the country depend on the 

inbound tourists brought to the country by the aviation industry.  

There is also a lack of understanding in Ireland about the leadership position that Ireland has from a 

global aviation perspective. It is not just about the airlines and the airports. The global leasing 

market for aircraft had its origins in Ireland and Ireland controls over 60% of that market. Ireland 

also punches above its weight international in aircraft maintenance, repair and overhaul (MRO).  

The aviation sector in Ireland is of systemic importance of the Irish economy. It is therefore of 

strategic national importance that the sector be protected so that it can survive the unprecedented 

global crisis in the aviation sector and be in a position to contribute to Ireland’s economic recovery.  

 

Final Report of the Aviation Recovery Taskforce 

I would urge the Committee to review the Final Report of the Aviation Recovery Taskforce published 

on 10th July. 
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It had a number of key recommendations on rebuilding regional and international connectivity . It 

said: 

▪ Government should provide a rebate directly to the airlines of all Dublin Airport 

charges and air navigation charges as paid by the airlines 

▪ A stimulus package should be put in place concurrently for each of Cork, Shannon, 

Ireland West, Kerry and Donegal airports  

▪ The current waiver for 80:20 slot use-it or lose-it should be extended to the 

2020/2021 winter season 

▪ Government should adopt the interim recommendations from the Tourism 

Taskforce 

▪ Government should ensure delivery of planned Airport infrastructure programmes 

in full and on time  

Unfortunately, none of these recommendations have as yet been progressed or implemented.  

It also had a number of key recommendations on saving jobs and supporting Irish business. It said: 

▪ Government should enable a liquidity initiative for the aviation sector to help 

companies that make a material contribution to the Irish economy  

▪ Government should ensure that a sizeable amount of funding is drawn down for the 

Irish aviation sector from the ‘Next Generation EU’ €750 billion funding   

Unfortunately, these recommendations have not yet been progressed or implemented either.  

 

Green List 

Regarding the ‘Green List’ published on 21st July – it is more restrictive than in any country in Europe.  

Ireland now stands alone in Europe in applying this policy – the rest of Europe has opened for travel.  

The criteria used for the ‘Green List’ is even more restrictive than that used by the European Union 

for passengers from third countries entering the EU.  

Ireland has failed to act upon the European Commission’s request to Member States to lift all border 

restrictions within the EU to allow free movement of people within the EU by 15th June.  
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The ‘Green List’ published last week means that Ireland is effectively ‘Closed for Business’ and this 

will have profoundly negative impacts on the Irish economy and on the aviation and tourism sectors 

and jobs within them. 

Conclusion 

I started my remarks by stating that the Covid-19 pandemic has brought about the greatest crisis 

that the global aviation industry has ever experienced. The situation in the Irish aviation sector is 

even worse than is being experienced by our international peers and competitors.  

Ireland is in the unfortunate position of firstly having the most restrictive travel policies in Europe 

and secondly having so far done the least in Europe to support its aviation sector.  

These issues will need to be urgently addressed given the strategic importance of the aviation sector 

to Ireland’s economic recovery. 

We are hopeful that the scale and depth of the crisis will soon be understood in Ireland and that the 

actions required to address the crisis will be taken. Aer Lingus will continue to engage with the 

relevant stakeholders for this purpose. 

 

  

 

 


