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 In April 2003, Titus Naikuni 
moved from the helm of Kenyan 
soda-ash producer Magadi Soda 

to become chief executive of Kenya 
Airways. In the decade since, he 
has brought a period of stability 
and profitability to the airline sel-
dom seen in the highly fragmented 
African aviation market.

During the course of his tenure, 
revenue has more than trebled to 
$1.2 billion, passenger numbers 
have jumped to 3.6 million and 
the airline’s fleet has doubled to 
34. It has totally revamped its fleet 
and become the first carrier in the 
region to join a global alliance, as 
well as a leading beacon of private 
enterprise in a region where state 
ownership remains the norm.

“I found an airline that had 
done well after privatisation and 
was beginning to rest on its lau-
rels,” Naikuni said in a 2005 inter-
view with Airline Business. “Com-
placency had crept in, and I found 
a lack of realisation within the 
whole organisation about the wors-
ening position, especially among 
senior and middle management.”

Naikuni, who had served on the 
board of the airline, acted swiftly 
by overhauling the business and 
axing short-lived spin-off ventures 
Flamingo Airways and Kencargo.

The challenges have kept on 
coming. Not just the decade of glo-
bal shocks – high fuel prices, the 
economic slowdown – that stifled 
all airlines; or the slow pace of lib-
eralisation in the region; but local 
shocks as well. Most notably, this 
included the fallout from the out-
break of sporadic unrest and the 
political deadlock following elec-
tions in Kenya at the end of 2007.

“That really shows we are no 
longer a Kenyan airline; we are an 
African airline,” Naikuni told 
Airline Business in the summer 
of 2008. “The traffic out of Kenya 
almost disappeared, but we were 
able to survive because of the traf-
fic out of the rest of Africa. That’s 
why it didn’t hurt us as badly as 
perhaps it would have seven 
years ago.”

Those challenges have resur-
faced in its most recent financial 
year, with new travel advisories is-
sued by key markets in Europe 
playing a part in a slump in de-
mand that ended the SkyTeam 
carrier’s run of operating profits.
The airline has already taken ac-
tion to tackle the losses.

“I am happy with where we are, 
but there are still a number of op-
portunities and challenges ahead,” 
Naikuni told Airline Business last 
year. “I feel happy the team is more 
focused than perhaps we were 
eight or nine years ago on what we 
need to achieve. People are talking 
about expansion and making sure 
our customer service is good.” 

That future includes the arrival 
of more new aircraft, including 
Boeing 787s, and a shift in focus to 
take advantage of Africa’s growing 
business links to the east. “If I look 
at the next five years, we should 
see this airline grow [by] about 6 
million passengers,” he says.

Perhaps above all, Naikuni has 
impressed as a passionate advocate 
for African development, who 
rather than complain about tough 
competition from non-African car-
riers entering the market, urges oth-
ers to take the lead in unlocking the 
region’s potential.

“Africa has a population of at 
least 900 million,” he said in 2011. 
“Look at the opportunity, which is 
as large as India and maybe China, 
and ask what is stopping us from 
unlocking that potential?” 
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“In the next five 
years, we should see 
this airline grow by 

about 6 million 
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