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Smart technology, Smart innovation, Smarter travel.

Michael Jackson recently attended the SITA Air Transport IT Summit in Cannes, France to discover the emerging technologies and trends that will soon come to affect air travel and passengers around the world. Created and owned by the air transport community itself, SITA is the global air transport community's dedicated partner for information and communications technology. Almost every airline and airport in the world does business with SITA and virtually every passenger using air transport will be impacted by this organisation's amazing activities...

With an opening keynote from Willie Walsh, worldwide CEO of British Airways, spelling out the state of the aviation industry in no uncertain terms, delegates to the SITA Air Transport IT Forum were pointedly told that, "the predicted 2009 industry losses of US$9 billion are actually 'optimistic' in as much as the industry is facing its biggest crisis ever; with numbers far surpassing the post 9/11 industry downturn of some 7% - and now showing a massive 15% market decrease overall."
"If we don't respond as an industry we won't survive/'said Walsh, adding that change is needed across the airline business. The market is not just down, it is changing. Cost control is essential as competition becomes even more intense. What's needed," he said is smart innovation and smart technology. "Isn't it ironic/'he added/'that the Internet, once hailed as our biggest threat, has saved our industry billions of dollars already and will continue to grow in importance."

So far, airlines, including BA, have responded to the downturn by trimming route networks and capacity, grounding surplus aircraft, implementing various measures to reduce staff costs, and working within their existing supplier networks as a measure to further reduce costs and operating expenses. Walsh, however, went on to point out thaf technology remains

a strategic area of extreme importance in order to assist the industry in the key areas of customer management and service, cost control and continuity of business operations."

Five key trends for the next five years have been identified by SITA (which the organisation is exploring and developing in conjunction with its industry members and partners) that will make the travel journey simpler and easier for all air passengers in the future, namely mobile device use, web 2.0, near field communications, RFID and biometrics.

1. Mobile Devices

With 90% of passengers already carrying some form of mobile device, mobile ticketing will definitely become the standard for ticket purchases. Juniper Research, a SITA service provider, predicts that this will grow to some 1.8 billion transactions a year in the next 24 months, from a current level of around 38 million transactions a year.

Already some airlines have begun to allow passengers to check in via mobile devices and by 2012 it is expected that over 75% of the world's airlines will be offering this service. It has also been estimated that this technology alone will save the industry over $500 million per year. In addition, some 80% of flight status and delay notifications will be carried by mobile to passengers and furthermore, in-flight mobile use adoption is expected to be rapid.
SITA partner On-Air has stressed at the conference that whilst voice calls remain largely unwanted by passenger surveys (until passengers trial the service), the implications for other mobile platform uses are amazing, such as mid-flight text, gaming, purchasing and even passenger and related baggage tracking services.

All of which, whilst offering significant informational and passenger service benefits will allow airlines to reduce passenger processing costs and IT infrastructure at airports.

Social media, or people-generated content is having a dramatic impact upon businesses, and the way people interact with air travel is no exception. Airlines are beginning to offer more dynamic content' as well as deepening the relationship amongst themselves and their passengers.

Forrester Research believes that by 2013 airlines will be spending some $4.6 billion on such activities; helping provide access to relevant information; offering a 'one stop shop scenario and personalising themselves and their products via a much enhanced Internet experience. Think flights, cars, hotels and currency - all at one mouse-click. Such technology is being presented as a further'win-win'for airlines, airports and passengers, which in itself will speed up the rate of its roll-out and adoption as a new standard.

3. Near Field Communications (NFC)

This new, short-range high-frequency wireless communication technology

enables the fast exchange of data between devices over a 10cm distance in an intelligent, secure and interactive format which will simplify and deliver a richer experience for air travellers.

Frequent flyer cards and mobile phones will soon be transformed into e-wallets leaving passengers to carry very little through airports and the travel journey. It has been estimated that 70% of mobile phones will have NFC capabilities in the next two years, allowing customers to wave cards or phones over a wireless reader and receiving access, security clearance or even purchases from embedded readers. Automated check-in, lounge access, airport parking, duty free and vending machines are all areas that will be simplified by such technology.

4. RFIO

RFID, or e-Passports as the radio frequency biometric tags are to become best known in the travel industry, were first mooted back in 2003 and are slowly becoming reality, with many countries opting to adopt them as the new passport information processing standard. Allowing basic biometric data including fingerprints and photographs to be stored, they will ultimately allow faster passage through security controls.

In addition these chips', smaller than the width of a human hair and with 64K of memory, are also rapidly becoming used to track baggage through the system. Whilst the industry is yet to adopt a universal system, it is estimated that RFID chips will save the airline business some $750 in lost baggage in current terms alone.

5. Biometrics

With the increasing demands upon the airport systems, large-scale human intervention is both necessary and -and is also subject to mistakes. Realtime passenger identification, necessary in our security-aware world, is already in place at 20% of the planet's airports, yet still remains an exception rather than the norm. Designed to instantly read human physical characteristics, certain modern biometric scenarios such as fingerprint check-in and subsequent boarding have already been proven to allow faster processing through airports, as well as the reduction in queuing times and improved operational security. It is now anticipated that this technique currently employed at less than 2% of the world's airports will be adopted by one-third of them by 2013.

For more information about SITA and its activities go to www.sita.aero.
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