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Staff Opinion: Airline Delays—Both A  
Limitation And Opportunity
R. MICHAEL BAIADA

FAA proposes implementing a new artificial intelligence (AI)-powered tool as a core 
piece of its sweeping air traffic control (ATC) modernization effort. Despite the glowing 
projections, industry should remain skeptical if the agency continues to drive aircraft 
trajectory decisions instead of the airlines/owners.

An FAA fact sheet says the Strategic Management of Airspace, Routes, and Trajecto-
ries (SMART) system will leverage AI and analyze “airline schedules, weather, airport ca-
pacity, airspace conditions, and operational constraints” in-real-time.  This will “identify 
potential conflicts before they occur,” it adds.

But while FAA’s SMART fact sheet sounds good, it does not address the data accu-
racy issue and leaves ATC in charge of efficiency. ATC’s job is safety and separation, not 
efficiency.

Air Space Intelligence, Inc. was awarded a 12-year, $875 million contract that includes 
SMART deployment. Initial operations are slated to begin this fall—as in weeks from now.

SMART’s primary purpose is to help ATC reduce airline delays. But airline delays are 
just that: airline delays—something ATC can’t fix at their root.

SMART’s underlying premise is that a centrally managed, ATC-centric, pre-planned 
aircraft trajectory controlled by FAA can solve a delay problem that is mostly created in 
real time—day-of—unmanaged arrival queues. Rather than unclogging the skies, FAA’s 
approach is likely to suboptimize airline efficiency, profitability and competition.  

It doesn’t have to be this way. As independently validated by FAA, GE Aviation and 
others, each airline is in a position to efficiently mitigate its delays by inserting bespoke 
day-of operational business needs into internally managed arrival queues at capaci-
ty-challenged airports.

SMART misses the mark in several ways.
Airports are not full and ATC does not cause delays and congestion. These assump-

tions reflect an outdated analysis that is primed for updating.
Airport/airspace capacity does not drive most airspace inefficiencies, yet this is the 

problem SMART is trying to solve. Airline delays stem from intermittent airport point 
overloads created by highly variant, unmanaged arrival queues, forcing ATC to ineffi-
ciently linearize the flow near the airport.

FAA defines flight efficiency as less fuel and shorter routes; however, there are many 
other factors involved in an efficient and profitable outcome for each aircraft.

SMART does not consider schedule, connections, gate availability, crew legality, fuel, 
capacity, ramp, maintenance and numerous other operational issues. Ignoring such 
day-of business factors ensures a sub-optimized solution.

SMART will reduce competition by managing all aircraft toward a common, system-
wide, less-than-optimum, first come, first served result, limiting an individual airline’s 
ability to achieve day-of operational excellence, thus bringing the whole airline industry 
to the lowest common denominator.

Data accuracy, including weather, winds, temperature, and aircraft position, is only ac-
tionable day-of, yet FAA proposes adjusting airline schedules days or weeks in advance 
based on the outdated perspective that airline schedules drive delays.

ATC’s plan is to assign each aircraft a strict, time-based, four-dimensional, con-
flict-free trajectory. This may help ATC manage traffic near the airport but has little to 
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FlyDubai Launches Freighter Ops,  
Eyes 737 P2F Conversions by 2029
KURT HOFMANN, hofmann.aviation@netway.at

FlyDubai has launched dedicated freighter operations and plans 
to wet-lease three Boeing 737-800BCFs/SFs from SolitAir.

FlyDubai is also evaluating 737-800 passenger-to-freighter 
retrofits from 2029 onward.

Starting Oct. 1, the wet-lease agreement will integrate three 
737-800 freighters from Dubai-based SolitAir into the FlyDubai 
fleet, marking the launch of the first phase of FlyDubai’s cargo 
fleet expansion.

FlyDubai has wet-leased nearly the entire 737-800 freighter 
fleet from SolitAir. According to data from CAPA – Centre for 
Aviation, SolitAir operates four 737-800 freighters and is based 
at Al Maktoum International at Dubai World Central (DWC).

“By building on the strength of our network and expanding our 
cargo offering ... we are creating new pathways for businesses 
to move goods more efficiently, access new markets and 
contribute to economic growth across the region and beyond,” 
FlyDubai CEO Ghaith Al Ghaith said in a Sept. 11 statement.

FlyDubai says that the announcement marks a significant 
milestone in the carrier’s diversification strategy. The operation 
delivers 23,000 kg of additional payload capacity per flight and 

introduces specialized freight capabilities for high-demand 
sectors, including pharmaceuticals, perishables, live animals, 
dangerous goods and aerospace components. The dedicated 
capacity will complement belly-hold operations across Fly-
Dubai’s fleet of 98 737 passenger aircraft (73 of which are 737 
MAX family aircraft).

FlyDubai says this initial phase provides immediate main-deck 
capability ahead of the fourth-quarter peak season, with plans 
to evaluate passenger-to-freighter retrofits from 2029 onward. 
A FlyDubai spokesperson confirmed on Sept. 11 that converting 
some of the airline’s current fleet of 25 737-800s into freighters 
is part of its long-term strategy.

Operating out of DWC provides FlyDubai Cargo, the carrier’s 
cargo division, with dedicated airside infrastructure and direct 
multimodal access via Dubai South. The expansion will transi-
tion FlyDubai Cargo into a full-service logistics provider, offering 
both scheduled freight routes and ad hoc charters across its 
expanding global network.

The next large step in cargo capacity for FlyDubai will begin 
with deliveries of its 30 787-9s starting at the end of 2027.

According to CAPA, SolitAir commenced operations on Dec. 4, 
2024, and received an air operator certificate from the UAE’s General 
Civil Aviation Authority in March 2025. FlyDubai operates 25 737-
800s, 69 737-8s and four 737-9s to more than 125 destinations.  

no value to airlines.
Airlines can speed and slow down aircraft to manage the 

arrival queue, but ATC’s only option is delay.
As presented, SMART lacks the rich, internal airline day-of 

business data necessary to meet the airline’s goals. SMART 
also ignores the pilot’s ability to manage their enroute speed to 
achieve the airline’s more efficient arrival queue.

Airlines, not ATC, can internally manage their aircraft to build 
an efficient arrival queue that results in less ATC intervention 
near the airport.

SMART permits airlines/users to file their preferred flight 
plans. What this means is yet to be determined but if this is like 
FAA’s Collaborative Decision-Making program, FAA adjusts the 
airline’s preferences based on FAA’s perspective, not the airline’s 
business needs.

SMART’s goal is to manage arrival queues farther from land-
ing by building conflict-free trajectories and setting hard times at 
waypoints along each aircraft’s flight path. This depends on the 
accuracy of the forecast winds and would add a waypoint timing 
task to the controller’s workload.

Even if SMART bypasses the controller and manages en-
route waypoint timing with electronic messages to pilots, this 

ATC-centric control will significantly limit an airline’s critical 
day-of operational flexibility.

For an airline, which aircraft lands in what order is critical to 
profitability. The second and third order negative impacts of not 
addressing these internal, real time, “day of” business issues 
in the arrival queue affects schedules to gate availability, crew 
legalities, airport throughput, and more.

The narrow view of FAA’s SMART tool, and similar ATC centric 
programs, will produce limited positive outcomes and will likely 
make our airspace/airports less efficient. Some delays will 
undoubtedly shift into the enroute airspace, saving fuel, but 
the negative impact of the underlying first come, first served, 
non-business-oriented arrival-queue inefficiencies and delays 
will remain unresolved.

One of aviation’s enduring challenges is that aircraft arrival 
queues are both a limitation and—for those that mitigate their 
ramifications by managing or avoiding them—an opportunity. 
Only individual airlines and their data-rich internal controls can 
efficiently thread this needle.

—R. Michael Baiada is president of air traffic management spe-
cialist ATH Group, developer of the GreenLandings aircraft flow 
and arrival time management software. 
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