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regional leadership

past winners*

2011
BILL AYER, ALASKA AIR GROUP

2010
EftIchIOS vASSILAKIS, AEGEAn AIRLInES

2009
BRYAn BEdfORd, REPUBLIc

2008
jIm fREnch, fLYBE

2007
jOE LEOnARd, AIRtRAn AIRwAYS

2006
cOnStAntInO dE OLIvEIRA jR, GOL

2005 
tOnY fERnAndES, AIRASIA

2004
PhIL tREnARY, PInnAcLE AIRLInES

2003
jIm REAm, ExPRESSjEt

2002
jERRY AtKIn, SKYwESt AIRLInES
* Up until 2008, the Low-cost Leadership and Regional Leadership awards 

were combined

Copa Airlines has added 13 new destinations 
to its network in the past two years

pedro heilBron
PRESEntEd tO

 W
ith consolidation and ac-
quisitions dominating the 
Latin American airline 
industry in recent years, 
it is natural to ask stan-

dalone player Copa Airlines whether it sees 
itself merging with another carrier. But if chief 
executive and president Pedro Heilbron has it 
his way, the Panama-based airline will con-
tinue standing on its own two feet. 

Asked at last November’s Latin American 
and Caribbean Air Transport Association 
leaders forum if Copa sees a “marriage” with 
another airline, he quipped: “There are al-
ways beautiful girls who never get married.” 
And if Heilbron’s record at Copa is anything 
to go by, the airline could stay single a while 
longer. In his 20 years at the helm, Copa has 
expanded from serving 14 destinations with a 
fleet of four older-generation aircraft in 1991 
to 63 destinations in 29 countries. It will be 
operating 83 new-generation aircraft by the 
end of 2012.

The airline owes its success to a business 
strategy developed by Heilbron that rests on 
five pillars: leveraging on Panama City Tocu-
men International airport’s ideal location as 
an intra-Latin American hub; operating an ex-
tensive network in the region; having a mod-
ern fleet; offering a high-quality product; and 
constantly delivering strong financial results.

Heilbron gives credit to the Panamanian 
government for keeping Tocumen’s develop-
ment in pace with Copa’s growth. The airport 
opened a north concourse this year, increas-
ing the number of gates to 34 from 22. A new 
terminal is being planned for the next few 
years and Heilbron expects 20–30 additional 
gates at the new terminal in its first phase.

After rapidly expanding its network, Copa 
took a break in 2010 but renewed its push in 
2011 and 2012, adding 13 new destinations. Be-
sides serving major cities in the region, Copa is 
also moving to connect them with secondary 
cities. Under Heilbron’s leadership, the airline 
has renewed its fleet, now operating Boeing 737 
Next Generation aircraft and Embraer 190 re-
gional jets. In March 2011, Copa became the first 
Latin American airline to take delivery of a 737 
with the new Boeing Sky Interior. Heilbron says 
the airline would be interested in the re-engined 
737 Max Boeing is offering. As of April, the aver-
age age of Copa’s fleet is 4.3 years.

The airline has built a strong reputation for 
reliability, with a high completion factor of 

99.4–99.6% and consistently strong on-time 
performance of 89–92%. As a result, it is a fa-
vourite among business travellers in the region. 
It is also a darling among analysts, with Mor-
gan Stanley recently stating: “Copa Airlines 
continues to be our preferred airline stock.” 
The judges said it “picked a winning strategy 
from the start” and “it’s very disciplined and 
very successful at keeping its costs in line”. 

Copa posted a net margin of 17% and a net 
profit of $310 million in 2011. In the past six 
years, the airline’s net margin ranged from 
9.2% to 19.2%. It has also steadily grown its 
load factor while increasing capacity. Copa’s 
load factor rose from 66% in 2002 to 76%, 
while capacity has been lifted from 2.8 billion 
available seat miles to 13.3 billion ASMs. Rev-
enue per ASM has grown to 13.1 cents in 2011 
from 10.6 cents in 2002. 

All this while Copa retains a tight rein on 
costs – its operating cost per ASM, excluding 
fuel and fleet impairment charges, was cut 
from 7.0 to 6.7 cents in 2011.

The airline’s entry into  the Star Alliance in 
June, along with Latin American carrier Avi-
ancaTaca, is set to open up new traffic oppor-
tunities. Copa is expecting to boost capacity 
by 22% this year, so 2012 looks to be another 
big year in Heilbron’s record book.

Ghim-lay yeo 

“There are always 
beautiful girls that never 

get married”
pedro  heilbron

Chief executive, Copa Airlines
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