
 
 

 
 

ICYMI: Passengers Always Have to Be Prepared for the Next IT Outage  
When They Fly With the Big Airlines 

 

Washington, DC - Airlines have been increasingly responsible for technological 
glitches that cause system-wide flight delays and cancelations in the last few years, 

according to a recent report in The Washington Post. The airlines have thoroughly 

demonstrated that they are not up to the task of managing even their own IT systems to 
the point that passengers can now expect major meltdowns when they fly. Yet, the big 

airlines still insist that we give them command over the air traffic control (ATC) system 
through privatization. If their approach to their own IT system investment is any indication 

of the approach they would take to managing our nation’s ATC system, handing the airlines 

control is the last thing we should do. 
 

The Airline Industry Is Responsible for an Increasing Number of IT Glitches, 
Resulting in More Delays for Passengers. 

 

• Over the past decade, according to research cited by the Washington Post, IT 
outages have been getting increasingly worse. “The number of technology-related 

outages among domestic airlines has risen unevenly during the past decade, from 

three in 2007 to six in 2017, with the highest number being 11 in 2015.” (The 
Washington Post, 1/11/18) 

 
• In the same article, Gojko Adzic, software expert and author of Humans vs 

Computers, noted how fragile and error-prone the airline industry’s current 

technology infrastructure has become. (The Washington Post, 1/11/18) 
 

• There have been numerous examples of recent computer glitches caused by the 
airlines, including the Altea meltdown in September, which impacted people across 

the globe, leaving passengers stranded for hours. (NPR, 9/28/17) 

 
• Alaska Airlines experienced a meltdown just two weeks earlier on September 

8, delaying 70 flights. 
 

• A “network issue” with SkyWest just a week earlier led to hundreds of Delta, 

American, United, and Alaska Airlines flights being delayed and up to 62 flights being 
cancelled. (SkyWest Statement, 8/21/17) 

 

• Just in the last couple of months, American Airlines experienced an embarrassing 
glitch in its internal computer system, which allowed thousands of pilots to be 

granted time off, creating uncertainty for passengers scheduled to fly over the 
holiday season. The fiasco created uncertainty as to whether there would be flight 

crews for more than 15,000 American flights scheduled between Dec. 17 and Dec. 

31. (CBS News, 11/30/17) 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/travel/the-next-airline-it-outage-could-happen-at-any-time--are-you-prepared/2018/01/11/60547c80-e421-11e7-833f-155031558ff4_story.html?utm_term=.981ec60f58e3
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/travel/the-next-airline-it-outage-could-happen-at-any-time--are-you-prepared/2018/01/11/60547c80-e421-11e7-833f-155031558ff4_story.html?utm_term=.981ec60f58e3
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/travel/the-next-airline-it-outage-could-happen-at-any-time--are-you-prepared/2018/01/11/60547c80-e421-11e7-833f-155031558ff4_story.html?utm_term=.981ec60f58e3
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/travel/the-next-airline-it-outage-could-happen-at-any-time--are-you-prepared/2018/01/11/60547c80-e421-11e7-833f-155031558ff4_story.html?utm_term=.981ec60f58e3
http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/09/28/554193833/software-glitch-causes-brief-delays-at-airports-worldwide
http://www.skywest.com/assets/Uploads/PressReleases/Statement2.pdf
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/american-airlines-pilots-holiday-flights/


 

Airline Consolidation and Lack of Market Competition Exacerbate This Issue. 
 

• Airline consolidation has only made this worse. According to Jack Vonder Heider, 
president of Technology Briefing Centers, “Carriers that have been through multiple 

mergers are most likely to suffer an IT outage. This is due to the patchwork of 

systems, components and staffing that is prone to error.” (The Washington Post, 
1/11/18) 

 

• According to The Wall Street Journal, “Mergers have left a handful of big carriers 
operating many more flights with millions more passengers. Systems designed 

decades ago to automate simple tasks like selling tickets to travel agents now 
underpin huge networks that set prices and schedules, communicate with mobile 

apps and assist pilots before takeoff.” (The Wall Street Journal, 3/17/17) 

 
At the Root of the Problem, Commercial Airlines Have Admitted That Investing in 

Their Own IT Systems Is a Low Priority. 
 

• You don’t have to look far to find executives with the major commercial airlines talk 

about how they don’t care about IT infrastructure investment. According to one 
airline executive, “We don't necessarily believe that it's cost-effective to end up in 

the top quartile for on-time performance,” senior vice president at Frontier Airlines 

Daniel Shurz told Bloomberg. (The American Prospect, Fall 2017) 

 
• Delta CEO Ed Bastian recently said there’s a “lost decade” with regards to technology 

investment; “Where [Delta] was under-invested in a lot of areas with technology 

probably being the largest." (Yahoo! Finance, 12/17/17) 
 

• And you can see how little the commercial airlines care about investing in their IT 
systems compared to other industries, like banking and healthcare, by how they 

spend their money. According to Computer Economics, a firm that tracks IT 

spending, “U.S. and Canadian airlines are projected to spend an average of 3 percent 
of their revenue on information technology this year - compared to 8 percent by 

commercial banks and 4 percent by healthcare firms.”(Reuters, 8/12/16) 
 

• Airlines are driven by their bottom line, and information technology ranks pretty low 

when it comes to where they choose to spend their money. According to Henry 
Harteveldt, founder of the travel consultancy Atmosphere Research Group, “some 

airlines are choosing to risk outages that might cost them $20 million to $40 million 

rather than invest, for example, $100 million on technology upgrades…When fuel 
prices are low and there’s extra cash on hand, they want to spend it on the cool 

shiny things like planes and mobile apps. Nobody gets excited about the data 
center.” (Reuters, 08/12/16) 

 

But the Airlines Relentlessly Argue that Putting Them in Control of the ATC System 
Would Hasten Its Technological Development and Reduce Delays 

 
• The record is clear that the airlines do not effectively manage their own technological 

systems. What gives them the credibility to claim they can run air traffic control? 

 
• If the airlines wish to improve efficiency in the aviation system and reduce flight 

delays, they can easily do so (without an act of Congress). There’s nothing stopping 

the airlines from upgrading their own technology. 
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• According to 2016 data by the U.S. Department of Transportation, it’s the big airlines 

themselves that are responsible for the majority of delays. (Department of 
Transportation. Any effort to alleviate delays should begin with upgrading their own 

systems.  
 

http://www.transtats.bts.gov/ot_delay/OT_DelayCause1.asp?pn=1
http://www.transtats.bts.gov/ot_delay/OT_DelayCause1.asp?pn=1

