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ATM performance: Europe and the USA compared
How similar are the aviation
markets of Europe and the USA?
They are quite similar, in terms of size, traffic and
passengers handled. Europe’s airspace is larger
than that of the USA. Its air traffic controllers
handle more flights than their US counterparts
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and the number of sectors (a portion of airspace
managed by a single controller team) is fewer.

How much do airlines pay for ATM services?
There are two ways in which ATM service efficiency effects airline profitability – the direct cost
of delivering ATM services and the indirect cost of delays caused by ATM capacity problems
or inefficiencies. The USA and Europe fund their ATM systems in different ways. In the USA,
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the government pays for ATM services from a tax on domestic passenger tickets, international
passenger arrivals and departures and frequent flyer air travel miles. European ANSPs charge
directly for the flights they manage – depending on how large the aircraft is and how far it
flies. US airlines pay more for ATM services than their European counterparts.
Source: Calculation based on EC/EUROCONTROL: U.S.-Europe comparison of ANS cost-efficiency trends (Updated 2006-2014); December 2016

How important is ATM
efficiency for airlines?
Air navigation service providers (ANSPs)

Are ANSPs becoming more
or less efficient at delivering
ATM services?

are responsible for providing air traffic

The cost efficiency of an ANSP is the measure

management (ATM) services – ensuring that
airspace and airport operational areas are
safe, that delays are kept to a minimum, that
costs to airlines are kept as low as possible
and that aviation’s overall environmental
footprint is kept as light as possible. An

A - 2008 U.S./Europe Comparison of ATM-related Operational Performance
B - only scheduled IFR Flights; Source: FAA
C - Amount of IFR Passenger Flights x average amount of PAX per movement
D - Pax x average distance (from 2015 U.S./Europe Comparison of ATMRelated Operational Performance)

efficient ATM system will ensure an aircraft
flies from its origin to destination airport
via the most optimal route possible – taking
into account all the variables listed above.

of the balance between the productivity
of the air traffic controller and the cost of
providing the service. A recent survey by the
global ANSP trade association CANSO1 shows
that 2017 around 55 per cent of ANSPs have
seen either a decrease or no change in their
cost per flight hour and that overall “ANSPs
have been more cost-efficient, while safely
managing the increasing flow of air traffic.”
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What about the cost of delays as a
result of ATM capacity problems or
inefficiencies?

ATFM departure delays – airport related
Flights to or from the main 34 airports
Delays of over 15 minutes

It is difficult to be entirely precise about this because
sometimes congestion at airports – which could be due to a
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lack of runway, taxiway or apron area capacity – is counted as
air traffic control delay factor and sometimes it is not. European
airlines themselves identify air traffic flow management
(ATFM) problems as being the cause of 2.4% of their network
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delays; US airlines say ATFM bottlenecks account for 6.2% of all
their delays. And controllers at Europe’s hub airports are also
managing traffic more efficiently than their US counterparts –
on fewer runways (see above right)

Does Europe or the USA have the
more punctual airlines?
Europe. Of the world’s top 20 most punctual airlines in 2017,
measured by transport data group OAG, seven are based in
Europe and only one is based in continental USA. The world’s
most punctual airline in 2017 was Europe’s airBaltic, flying
short and medium haul routes throughout the European
continent.

So how does Europe’s ATM system perform
compared to that of the USA?
Europe’s ATM system manages more passengers and more aircraft over longer
distances with fewer controllers and at a lower cost than in the USA. And Europe
is improving its ANSP efficiency performance faster than its US counterpart –
European Union ANSPs increased their cost-efficiency performance by 29%
between 2010 and 2015, 15% more than in the USA. However, exact comparisons
are impossible. There is a different traffic mix between the two systems, currency
fluctuations impact cost estimates and there are wide variances in the social
conditions of the ATM workforces.
While performance figures indicate the EU system is 15% more cost efficient than
that of the USA the differences are too many for objective comparison and can
therefore not be used as a basis for measuring European ATM efficiency with the
EU performance scheme.
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e. FAA Air Traffic Controller Workforce Plan 2012 – 2021, 2010 U.S./Europe Comparison of ATM-Related Operational Performance (EUROCONTROL)
f. 2014 U.S./Europe Continental Comparison of ANS Cost Efficiency Trends

