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AIRLINE BUSINESS AWARD

SPONSORED BY PAST WINNERS
2013 Titus Naikuni, Kenya Airways | 2012 Akbar Al Baker, Qatar Airways | 2011 Tim Clark, Emirates Airline | 2010 Steven 
Udvar-Hazy, Air Lease | 2009 Pedro Heilbron, Copa Airlines | 2008 Giovanni Bisignani, IATA | 2007 Norm Mineta, former US 
Transportation  Secretary | 2006 Dr Assad Kotaite, ICAO | 2005 Herb Kelleher, Southwest Airlines | 2004 Maurice Flanagan, 
Emirates | 2003 Jürgen Weber, Lufthansa | 2002 Pierre Jeanniot, IATA

 In 2003, Adel Ali brought the 
low-cost airline model to the 
Middle East when he set up Air 

Arabia in the UAE. In the decade 
since its launch, the airline has 
gone from strength to strength, 
despite generating its fair share of 
local impersonators.

Air Arabia broke even during 
its first year, and has been profit-
able in every successive one. 

In 2013, profits rose slightly to 
Dh435 million ($118 million), 
while revenues increased 14% to 
Dh3.2 billion.

Starting out in 2003 with just 
two Airbus A320s and operating 
from the lesser-known emirate of 
 Sharjah – less than 30min by car 
from Dubai – Air Arabia 

employed all the classic no-frills 
techniques – single-type fleet, one-
class seating, high utilisation 
(aided by Sharjah airport’s 24h 
operation), and online booking. 

“By leading Air Arabia since 
its creation, Adel Ali has been a 
force for the development of air 
transport,” says Abdul Wahab 
Teffaha, secretary general of the 
Arab Air Carriers Organisation.

Teffaha cites three unique 
achievements by Ali: creating the 
first hybrid low-cost business 
model, overcoming ownership 
and control restrictions by forg-
ing partnerships across the Arab 
world – and in so doing deliver-
ing a bottom line many other 
 airlines envy.

“The fact that we decided not to 
name the airline after a city or a 
country gave us the opportunity to 
expand,” Ali told Airline Business 
during a cover interview in 2010.

The airline group, which Ali 
heads, now flies 35 A320s serv-
ing some 90 destinations, with 
Sharjah supplemented by divi-
sions in Egypt and Morocco. 

Expansion has been steady, 
with no headlong rush to bring 
on capacity. The carrier’s fleet is 
expected to pass 50 aircraft by 
2016, when the last of 19 A320s 
on order are due to arrive. 

The Middle East’s first low-
cost airline was created through a 
decree from the emirate of Shar-
jah in 2003. An IPO was 
launched in 2007, but the govern-
ment retains a minority stake, 
leaving the airline among those 
in the region exposed to suspi-
cions from afar of benefitting 
from state assistance.

“Being successful doesn’t 
mean everybody likes you,” Ali 
said in 2010, pointing out that the 
airline paid international rates for 
its crews and engineers. “We’ve 
not been accused, but I think 
there have been assumptions. 
We’re a private business and not 
subsidised at all.”

Air Arabia also had to deal with 
the Arab Spring, which has had a 
major impact across its markets 
over the last three years. Despite the 
pressures, its passenger numbers 
rose by 15% to 6.1 million in 2013.

“The biggest challenge cur-
rently is the political instability 
[in Egypt and Syria], which does 
have an impact on travel,” Ali told 
Flightglobal last year. “I believe if 
it was not there we would be 
 seeing even higher growth.”

However, Ali already has new 
opportunities in his sights. Last 
year, Air Arabia was cleared to 
open routes to China. “There are a 
lot of logistical challenges” to 
clear before the new services can 
begin, Ali says, but surely these 
are no greater than the ones he has 
already tackled.
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“The biggest 
challenge is the 

political instability...
Without it, we would 

be seeing even 
higher growth”

ADEL ALI
Group chief executive, Air Arabia
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Traffic grew 15% last year
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