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Impact of a USAirways Failure to Survive 

 
To practically no one�s surprise, USAirways has filed for bankruptcy again, barely 18 months 
after exiting its first bankruptcy. Beset by high costs inherent to its short haul route structure, 
expenses associated with hubbing, legacy labor costs, rising fuel costs and growing competition 
from low cost carriers, the airline had little choice but to seek bankruptcy protection.  For western 
Pennsylvania, the overriding questions are; (1) will the carrier survive? (2) and if it does not, what 
will be the impact on Southwest Pennsylvania?  
 
Other than airline spokesmen, it is difficult to find news quotes from experts who believe the 
airline will survive for very long, certainly not in anything resembling its current configuration. 
And little wonder. Consider the situation facing the airline. According to the Bureau of 
Transportation Statistics, USAirways has a domestic operating cost per available seat mile of over 
16 cents. The comparable average for the seven network carriers (Delta, United, American, etc.) 
is 12.6 cents while the average for low cost carriers (Southwest, Air Tran, Jet Blue, etc.) is 7.8 
cents.   
 
Because personnel costs represent only 35 percent of total expenses, even with the $800 million 
in labor savings the airline is seeking, costs would fall by only a couple of cents per available seat 
mile.  Clearly, that is not nearly enough to make USAirways competitive with the low cost 
carriers and still leaves the company among the highest cost network carriers.    
 
In short, the consensus of experts seems to be the company will be able to make it through only a 
few months before it faces liquidation. There are no buyers for the carrier although some of its 
gates, slots and aircraft might be marketable.  
 
Assuming, as seems probable, that USAirways goes out of business, there will be a tough period 
of transition for Pittsburgh originating and destination (O and D) travelers due to the lack of 
adequate route options at the other carriers. Currently about 3.5 million passengers are enplaning 
as originating passengers. USAirways has accounted for 60 percent to 70 percent of those 
passengers. Therefore, if USAirways ceases operations, capacity at other carriers will have to 
more than double to serve Pittsburgh�s O and D travelers.  Optimistically, it will take no more 
than a year or two to have flight offerings grow adequately to handle demand. The best-case 
scenario would have other carriers take over USAirways flights before the airline shuts down 
completely.  
 
What does all this mean for airline employment at Pittsburgh International (PIT)?  At non-hub 
airports across Pennsylvania, USAirways uses an average of one employee per 4,000 enplaned 
passengers per year �with a range of 3,000 to 5,300.  Prior to the first bankruptcy, the airline 
was using one employee per 750 enplaned passengers at its Pittsburgh hub. This figure reflects 
the large number of pilots, mechanics, flight attendants, reservation staff, baggage handlers, 
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ground crews and administrative personnel based in Pittsburgh necessary to operate the hub. 
Without a hub those employees will no longer be needed.  
 
If the airlines at PIT employ only enough personnel to handle the 3.5 million annual enplaning 
passengers, we estimate they will need only one employee per 3,000 enplaning passengers per 
year.  This means it will take less than 1,500 employees to handle all O and D traffic at the 
airport.  A USAirways liquidation would result in 8,000 jobs lost in the region. New hiring by 
other carriers will make up only a small fraction of that loss.   
 
USAirways employees in the Pittsburgh region have an average salary estimated at $65,000 to 
$70,000.  This fairly high average salary reflects the large number of pilots and mechanics who 
live in the area.  The elimination of USAirways jobs would produce more than a half billion-
dollar reduction in income in the region.   
 
In addition, local suppliers to USAirways and the shops and restaurants in the Air Mall would see 
substantial cuts in sales and jobs.  Meanwhile, the airport itself will need fewer personnel to 
operate and maintain the facility. All told the region�s economy could take a hit well in excess of 
a billion dollars per year when the ripple effect of all the cuts are factored in. And while that is a 
large impact, the good news is that with a total income of over $50 billion in the affected 
counties, the impact is not an economic catastrophe.  However, it will be felt sharply in the 
communities with large concentrations of USAirways employees and suppliers.   
 
On a positive note, as more carriers and more competition come to PIT, local travelers and people 
visiting the region will have more airline choices and lower fare options. PIT is likely to 
experience a pick up in traffic as travelers who have previously gone to Cleveland, Columbus or 
Akron to catch cheap flights choose PIT. Likewise many who have chosen to drive to Harrisburg, 
Washington or Philadelphia because the air fares were simply too high will opt to fly out of 
Pittsburgh when fares are no longer set by a monopolistic pricing model.  
 
The success of the airport in attracting new carriers in an environment where USAirways is still 
the hugely dominant airline carrier should reassure us that they will be even more successful 
when the dominant carrier is no longer an obstacle.   
 
Make no mistake, the transition to the new regime at the airport will not be quick or without 
irritation and inconvenience for local travelers, especially business travelers.  There will be fewer 
flights to many destinations and substantially fewer non-stop destinations. Service will, of 
necessity focus on the most popular travel destinations and the hub cities of any remaining 
network carriers.  
 
Ready or not, this region appears to be on the verge of experiencing market driven changes in air 
travel.    
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