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Qatar Airways once envisaged a fleet no larger 
than 25 aircraft, it now has over 100
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n his 15 years at the helm of Qatar Air-
ways, Akbar Al Baker has transformed the 
airline from a small regional player into a 
global network carrier to rival the best in 
the world.

On his journey to this success, he has been 
no stranger to controversy − whether it be from 
chastising one manu facturer for failing to act 
upon his demands or another for its inability 
to keep its promises. But one thing is for sure, 
he commands huge respect from anyone 
 involved in business dealings with him.

I first came across Akbar Al Baker 14 years 
ago, shortly after he became chief executive 
of Qatar Airways. At the time he was on the 
prowl for some new widebodies to help his 
fledgling airline to – in his words – “capital-
ise on the growth in the region”.

He had found his way into the airline busi-
ness after making his name as a young, enthusi-
astic director of finance, administration and the 
secretariat, with Qatar’s ministry of civil avia-
tion. Here he was appointed chief executive 
with the task of bringing direction to the airline.

His ambitions at the time were modest – 
remember back then the Qatar government 
owned a quarter of the region’s established 
network player Gulf Air, so the local carrier’s 
role in the Middle East’s airline order was un-
clear. In fact, Al Baker saw his fleet growing 
no larger than 15 aircraft to serve a 30-point 
network. Last year, the airline’s fleet and des-
tination count passed the 100 mark and 
transported 16 million passengers.

“My statements were being taken by the 
industry peers with a pinch of salt,” he told 
Airline Business in a cover interview last 
year. “In particular, both Emirates and Gulf 
Air used to think that I was a joker when I 
mentioned my plans – even though I was 
very modest.”

Al Baker quickly went to work updating 
the fleet and the brand and expanding the 
network. But the catalyst to Qatar Airways’ 
explosive growth came in 2002, when Doha 
pulled out of Gulf Air and threw its weight 
behind its local airline. At the time, Qatar 
Airways’ expanded fleet skyline was 25 air-
craft, but these included Airbus A380s and 
also its first all-cargo widebodies.

As the expansion continued, so too did the 
request for proposals to suppliers for addi-
tional aircraft. And it was during these nego-
tiations – and when preparing new airliners 
for hand-over to the airline – that Al Baker’s 

reputation as a hard-nosed negotiator pre-
pared to accept nothing but the best, became 
firmly established in Toulouse and Seattle.

“Mr Al Baker is certainly the most de-
manding customer I’ve ever dealt with,” is 
the sort of comment I’ve heard more than 
once from senior OEM executives.

And as Qatar Airways’ stature has grown, 
so has Al Baker’s. His airline has been a 
launch customer for the last two all-new air-
liners launched by Airbus and Boeing, and 
has been hugely influential in their designs. 
Along the way, he has become almost an in-
stitution at the major air shows, with huge 
anticipation among the press corps about 
who will be in his firing line this time.

“Sometimes the manufacturers don’t like 
me criticising them, but I am a customer and I 
can say what I want,” says Al Baker.

And it seems that with each new year comes 
something different. The airline is consistently 
setting benchmarks for onboard product offer-
ings. It has launched a business jet arm, and is 
developing a major cargo hub – aided by its sig-
nificant investment in Cargo lux. And on the 
symbolic 12-12-12 Qatar Airways will get its 
all-new hub, for that’s when the New Doha air-
port will open. And yes, this is another project 
that has been masterminded by Al Baker. 

max kingsley-jones

“my statements were 
being taken by the industry 
peers with a pinch of salt”

akbar al baker 
Chief executive, Qatar Airways
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