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A
irlines can be extremely cau-
tious about implementing new 
technology because of the po-
tential financial consequences 
if it fails to take hold.

The uncertain global economic outlook, not 
to mention volatile fuel environment, means 
airlines often prefer to install a technology 
after it has been proven successful.

In this context, the breadth and ambition of 
how to utilise technologies in Cathay Pacific’s 
$120 million investment in its e-Enabled Air-
craft programme is even more impressive. 

The Oneworld carrier has devised a solu-
tion for its aircraft to communicate with the 
ground in realtime, which its chief informa-
tion officer Tomasz Smaczny says bring a 
range of operational and commercial benefits. 

Among these is the ability to instantly 
record service incidents that were previously 
noted and then manually recorded in ground 
systems after the aircraft landed. 

“So, for example, if a seat becomes defec-
tive in flight, rather than a note being passed 
to ground staff after the plane lands, an engi-
neer with parts can then be waiting for it. An-
other example is if a flight is running late, pas-
sengers can be booked onto another flight and 
issued boarding passes, and told where to go, 
before the aircraft has even landed,” he says.

Another customer service advantage is that 
Cathay’s loyalty scheme has been integrated 
into its e-Enabled Aircraft programme, mean-
ing cabin crew with tablet computers can ac-
cess passengers’ history and preferences. 
While Smaczny says this function is only just 
rolling out, he envisages that the personalised 
service it will provide to high-value passen-
gers will see increases in loyalty and revenue.

He says the e-Enabled Aircraft technology 
will have paid for itself by 2014, and will gen-
erate HKD$250 million ($32 million) in sav-
ings for Cathay each year after that. 

Fuel will be economised through the need 
for fewer antennae on board e-Enabled air-
craft, and the significant reduction in paper it 
allows also means less weight. A saving in 
subscription fees on maps is another of its fi-
nancial benefits. 

Because the platform enables the push of 
updated navigation databases as well as 
firmware, this eliminates the use of software 
disks for updates, and also simplifies both 
training and maintenance.

Constant communication with the ground 

also allows for credit-card transactions to be 
verified during flight, leading to reductions in 
fraud and the potential to expand the portfolio 
of products on sale.

While the hardware required to e-Enable 
aircraft is readily available,  “the difficult and 
innovative part is the integration of the soft-
ware and its implementation across the air-
line’s departments”, according to Smaczny. 

This coordination and considered use of 
technology is what won Cathay the plaudits of 
the judges, who described the programme as 
“an effective use of technology as a platform 
to improve operations” that would provide 
“benefits to other airlines if they adopt it”.

He says the e-Enabled technology has been 
rolled out in around half of Cathay’s fleet, and 
is due to be installed in the rest as aircraft 
come in for maintenance. It will be certificat-
ed for installation on both Airbus and Boeing 
aircraft, which Smaczny describes as “a first 
in the industry”. 

While Airbus and Boeing offer their own e-
Enabled solutions, Smaczny says these are 
both costly and inflexible. As such, he says 
they have seen limited uptake, leading both 
manufacturers, along with Cathay’s Oneworld 
partner airlines, to closely observe the roll-out 
of the e-Enabled programme with a view to 
installing it in their aircraft. 

Alex ThomAs

Cathay expects its e-Enabled Aircraft 
programme to generate savings of  
$32 million a year from 2014
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“The innovative part is...
its implementation across 
the airline’s departments”

TomAsz smAczny
Chief information officer, Cathay Pacific
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