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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

1.1  Background 

The Australian airline industry has experienced continuous growth since 
September 2001. At the same time, there has been significant growth 
worldwide in airlines, particularly in Asia and the Middle East. An 
international shortage of pilots is reportedly developing, with high demand for 
Australian-trained pilots particularly from Asia and the Middle East.  

Regional airlines that have traditionally acted as “feeders” to larger airlines are 
encountering problems as they struggle to retain pilots as major airlines accept 
lower experience thresholds to fill vacancies. Also of concern are reports that 
experienced flight instructors are being recruited to fill pilot positions, which 
impacts on the ability of the industry to train future pilots. 

The increasing demand for pilots is likely to have a severe impact on the 
industry in the near future, with possible implications for economic growth 
and coverage of services in regional Australia.   

Following industry representations and discussions with other government 
agencies, the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 
(DEEWR) in partnership with the Department of Infrastructure, Transport, 
Regional Development and Local Government (Department of Infrastructure) 
undertook to investigate the reported shortage of pilots that has been affecting 
the aviation industry.  As a result, DEEWR conducted a phone survey of 
employers of pilots of fixed-wing aircraft (pilots) in November 2007. This 
report contains the results of that survey along with other information relating 
to the supply of, and future demand for, pilots within Australia. 

1.2  Main Findings 

Difficulties recruiting for pilots in the aviation industry were much less 
commonly reported than for other sectors of the Transport and Storage 
industry, although in line with the overall result from regions surveyed by 
DEEWR to date1.  However, these difficulties varied significantly by aviation 
sector, with smaller general aviation businesses such as Flying Training 
operations experiencing significantly more difficulty than the major domestic 
airlines (Passenger Transport operations) and Emergency Services, 
particularly the Royal Flying Doctors’ Service experiencing a critical shortage 
of suitably qualified pilots. As the traditional career path for pilots depends on 

                                                 
1 Comparative results are taken from the Regional Survey of Employers’ Recruitment Experiences  
9 months to December 2007 and cover all industries. Although not strictly comparable, as the surveys 
differ slightly between regional and industry focus, the results give a fairly accurate measure for 
comparison. 
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the experience gained in these smaller general aviation sectors, this could have 
a substantial impact on the future supply of qualified pilots.  

The survey covered 172 employers of pilots, of whom 68 per cent had 
recruited for pilots in the past 12 months. Employers reported a slightly higher 
proportion of unfilled vacancies (11.9 per cent), in the 12 months preceding 
the survey compared with both the Transport and Storage (9.4 per cent) 
industry as a whole and the average of all industries (9.2 per cent) surveyed to 
date by DEEWR. The proportion of vacancies remaining unfilled did, 
however, vary significantly across the aviation sectors with Coast Watch, 
Emergency Services and Defence Support businesses reporting 67 per cent,  
38 per cent and 33 per cent of vacancies respectively remaining unfilled. By 
comparison, Recreation Flying and Crop Dusting businesses reported no 
unfilled vacancies.  

Employers reported that the tight labour market and movement of pilots to 
major airlines as being the main reasons for recruitment difficulty. Major 
airlines reported that the difficulty arose as pilots were moving between other 
major airlines and sometimes overseas to work. The results of the survey 
suggest that there is fairly high competition for pilot vacancies, with an 
average of 5.6 applicants per vacancy which is above the average for all 
industries (4.6 applicants) surveyed to date (Professional vacancies only2). Of 
these, 2.6 pilot applicants (46 per cent) were considered suitable, which was a 
higher proportion than other Professional occupation applicants across all 
regions. Insufficient flying hours and inappropriate experience were the most 
common reasons reported by employers for rating applicants as unsuitable. 

Looking forward, overall the survey results suggest lower than average 
recruitment expectations (50 per cent expect to recruit pilots), however, this 
also varied significantly by size of business and aviation sector, with 
Passenger Transport and Charter Flight operations indicating that they would 
have much higher future recruitment needs than other industries and larger 
businesses indicating the same. Expectations that future recruitment would be 
difficult were high across the aviation industry (69 per cent expected difficulty 
recruiting), with expectations slightly exceeding those of the Transport and 
Storage industry (68 per cent) itself and significantly above the average of all 
regions (58 per cent) surveyed. 

When asked about traineeship or cadetship schemes that could help alleviate 
some of the anticipated pilot shortages, some employers reported that they had 
a cadetship or traineeship program in place. Of those who did not, more than 
one quarter indicated that they would consider such a scheme in the future. A 
further 35 per cent of employers indicated that they would consider taking on 
and training an under or non-qualified applicant. 

                                                 
2 Comparative results are taken from the combined results Survey of Employers’ Recruitment 
Experiences - 9 months to December 2007. 
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1.3 Recommendations 

With the current and expected increased expansion of the aviation industry, 
both nationally and internationally, the ongoing supply of suitably qualified 
pilots will need to be managed. The results of the survey indicate that the 
recent growth will not subside in the near future and, in fact, the current 
recruitment difficulties are likely to increase. To overcome some of these 
difficulties and ensure a future supply of suitably qualified pilots, it is 
recommended that employers in the aviation industry: 

·  Implement transparent workforce planning and clearly communicate 
future recruitment needs to one another;  

·  Consider alternative retention strategies that offer increased workplace 
flexibility to attract and retain pilots and encourage retired pilots to 
stay engaged with the workforce, particularly in flying training; 

·  Improve and market the image of becoming a pilot as a career option 
by visiting schools, having a presence at career fairs and increasing the 
number of cadetship and traineeship programs; and 

·  Increasing the use of ‘return of service’ or bonding arrangements that 
meet the cost of initial training as a way of reducing the cost barriers 
for people interested in becoming pilots. 
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2.      BACKGROUND  

2.1. Methodology 

The survey aimed to gather information identifying the extent to which pilots 
are in shortage and why recruitment may be difficult, with a view to inform 
strategies aimed at increasing the supply of suitably qualified pilots in 
Australia.   

The survey looked at employers’ experiences recruiting pilots. The questions 
covered issues relating to:  

·  details about their aviation business, including diversity, 

·  recent recruitment experiences and strategies, 

·  training experiences and strategies, 

·  retention experiences and strategies (including staff turnover), and 

·  future recruitment expectations.  

The development of the survey questionnaire was undertaken in consultation 
with representatives of the Department of Infrastructure and the Civil Aviation 
Safety Authority.   

Interviews were conducted primarily via telephone in November 2007 with a 
number of face to face interviews with larger employers occurring in 
November and December 2007. 

2.2. Profile of pilots 

At the time of the 2006 Census, there were a total of 7427 aircraft pilots 
employed throughout Australia, with a high proportion of these pilots residing 
in NSW (31 per cent), Queensland (29 per cent) and Victoria (15 per cent). 
There were 742 flying instructors with a similar pattern of residential 
distribution with a high proportion in NSW (26 per cent), Queensland (24 per 
cent) and Victoria (20 per cent).  

At the time of writing the report, the distribution by age and gender was not 
available for aircraft pilots or flying instructors from the 2006 Census. 
However, the 2001 Census shows approximately 3 per cent of the pilot 
population were female (survey results indicate similar proportions). In terms 
of distribution by age, at the time of the 2001 Census, 64 per cent of pilots 
were of prime working age (25-44 years) while a further 26 per cent were 
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approaching retirement (45-64 years) which is a younger working age 
distribution than for Professional occupations overall.  

Australia is one of the only jurisdictions that do not discriminate on the basis 
of an upper age limit for pilots. Pilots can continue to exercise the privileges 
of their licence provided they remain medically fit.3 

Table 1 provides a breakdown of employment by occupation by Air Transport 
Professional occupations compared with Professional and all occupations 
Australia-wide. 

Table 1: Change in employment by occupation, Austra lia  

 2001 Census 2006 Census Number 
change 

% Change 

Aircraft Pilots 7456 7427 -29 -0.4% 
Flying 
Instructors 

592 742 150 25.3% 

Total 8048 8169 121 1.5% 
Total Air 
Transport 
Professionals 

9049 10114 1065 11.8% 

Professionals 1 491 474 1 748 229 256 755 17.2% 
Total 
Occupations 

8 050 606 9 029 264 978 658 12.2% 

Source: 2006 and 2001 Census 

As can be seen in Table 1, there was a slight decline in the actual number of 
aircraft pilots employed, between the 2001 and 2006 Census, however, an 
overall increase of 25.3 per cent (or 150) in the number of flying instructors in 
Australia. The overall increase of Air Transport Professionals4 is slightly 
below the overall workforce (11.8 per cent compared with 12.2 per cent), 
however, when compared with the increase in Professionals employed overall, 
the proportional change in number of Air Transport Professionals employed is 
well below Professionals (1.5 per cent increase compared with 17.2 per cent 
increase).  

According to the 2006-07 Civil Aviation Safety Authority (CASA) Annual 
Report, the number of current flight crew licences is significantly higher than 
the number of employed persons although, again, there has been a decline 
over the last few years (see Table 2).  

                                                 
3 Information provided by CASA. 
4 Air Transport Professionals fly aircraft or perform functions such as air traffic control to ensure the safe 
and efficient operation of aircraft in flight and on the ground. For the purposes of this study, only those 
who fly aircraft are considered. 
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Importantly, there are also large numbers of current Private Pilot Licences 
(PPL) and Student General Flight Progress Test (GFPT) Licences, which is 
positive in terms of future supply. 

Table 2: Flight crew licences current, Australia  

Type of licence  2003–04 2004–05 2005–06 2006–07 
Air Transport (ATPL) 6028 6103 6024 6226 
Commercial (CPL) 1303 4220 3712 3686 
Subtotal 7331 10 323 9736 9912 
Private (PPL) 15 498 15 014 15 304 11 448 
Student GFPT 4564 4449 3704 3085 
Subtotal    14 553 
Total 27 393 29 786 28 744 24 445 

Source: CASA Annual Report 2006-07, Appendix 3, Operating Statistics 

2.3. Pilot Training and Career Path 

Since the end of the Second World War, airlines have been able to rely on a 
supply of military trained pilots.  This supply has been complemented by a 
large number of pilots prepared to self-fund their training due to a strong 
personal interest. The focus of this research is primarily concerned with the 
CPL and ATPL which are the qualifications necessary for a pilot to fly 
commercially. The cost of these qualifications varies, with student pilots often 
emerging with debts of between $50 000 and $100 000, with the bulk of the 
costs being for practical flying training and lessons. 

There are five local training options for those wishing to enter the Australian 
aviation industry. 

1. Local flying training organisations (part-time or full-time); 

2. Full-time training at specialist schools; 

3. Flying training as part of a university or institute of technology degree 
or diploma; 

4. Flying training in ultralight aeroplanes; and 

5. Flying training in the military5. 

In order to be considered by one of the major domestic airlines, pilots have 
traditionally needed to hold an ATPL and have gained at least 1500 hours 
experience over a period of three to four years. Pilots generally increase their 
flight hours by taking on seasonal opportunities, moving to different locations 

                                                 
5 Although Defence Force Careers were not interviewed as part of this study, some information relating to their 

recruitment experiences and retention strategies is at Appendix 1. 
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to gain experience in smaller operations or taking flying lessons (working as a 
flying instructor). The diagram at Appendix 2 outlines the possible career 
paths and associated costs of training for pilots as they progress towards their 
ATPL.  

Larger domestic airlines have reported that they are reducing the minimum 
hours and qualifications for entry level pilots in order to increase their pool of 
potential applicants. These reports are of concern to the regional and general 
aviation sectors who are finding it more difficult to retain qualified pilots in 
their business. Also of concern are media reports that experienced instructors 
are being recruited by airlines to fill pilot vacancies, limiting flying school 
capacity to operate and impacting on the ability for industry to train future 
pilots. 

2.4. Profile of respondents 

Overall, 172 employers of pilots of fixed-wing aircraft were surveyed 
Australia-wide. Table 3 below shows the breakdown of respondents by type of 
aviation business and the number of pilots employed by their business.  

Table 3: Number of businesses responding by type of  
aviation business and number of pilots employed 6 

Type of business  
(# surveyed) 
 

2-4 pilots 
employed 

5-19 pilots 
employed 

20 to 99 
pilots 

employed 

100+ pilots 
employed 

Aerial Photography (5) 3 2 - - 
Charter Flights (50) 8 28 12 2 
Coast Watch (2) 1 - - 1 
Crop Dust-Spraying (24) 19 5 - - 
Emergency Services (2) - - 1 1 
Flying Training (38) 8 24 6 - 
Mapping/Surveying (9) 4 3 1 1 
Passenger Transport (17) 1 - 6 10 
Recreational (10) 6 3 1 - 
Combined Businesses (10)7 1 7 1 1 
TOTAL (172) 51 74 28 19 
Proportions  30% 43% 16% 11% 

 

                                                 
6 Despite a low number of responses for the Coast Watch and Emergency Services operations, they have 
been included as they employ 20 or more pilots. Mining Fly In Fly Out, Defence Support and Freight 
Mail have been included in the totals. 
7 Combined businesses are those businesses that identified two or more activities as their main business 
operations. 
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Overall, 73 per cent of businesses employed between 1 and 19 pilots. At the 
other end of the spectrum, only 27 per cent of businesses surveyed employed 
20 or more pilots (and only 11 per cent employed 100 or more pilots).  

Table 3 also shows the responses by type of aviation business. Charter Flight 
businesses made up 29 per cent of all businesses surveyed. This was closely 
followed by Flying Training (22 per cent) and Crop Dust-Spray (14 per cent) 
operations. Passenger Transport made up 10 per cent of respondents, however, 
this type of aviation business was more likely to employ a larger number of 
pilots with 65 per cent of businesses employing more than 20 pilots in their 
business, reflecting the dominance of major carriers, all of whom took part in 
the survey. 
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3. RECRUITMENT EXPERIENCES 

3.1. Recruitment Experiences Last 12 Months 

Of the 172 employers surveyed, 117 (or 68 per cent) had attempted to fill 
more than 1500 vacancies in the past year.  Recruitment activity was highest 
for Passenger Transport, Flight Training and Charter Flight Operators. Crop 
Dusting businesses reported the lowest level of recruitment across the aviation 
sectors with only 29 per cent of businesses reporting recruitment activity in 
the last 12 months, perhaps reflecting the general downturn in agricultural 
businesses due to the drought. 

Overall, recruitment activity in the aviation industry over the last 12 months 
was above that of both the Transport and Storage industry as a whole  
(59 per cent of businesses recruiting in the last 12 months) and all regions 
surveyed to date (56 per cent of businesses). 

Overall, 47 per cent of businesses reported that the number of pilots employed 
by their business had remained the same, while 22 per cent reported that the 
number of pilots had decreased. Again, Crop Dusting operations were most 
likely to report a decrease in the number of pilots employed. Of the 68 per 
cent of aviation businesses that had recruited, 31 per cent indicated that this 
was due to an increase in the number of pilots employed by their business. The 
largest increases were experienced by Charter Flight (28 per cent of businesses 
reported an increase in the number of pilots employed), Flying Training (42 
per cent) and Passenger Transport (59 per cent) businesses.  

Table 4: Recruitment activity by size of business 

Business size 
(number of pilots 
employed) 

Proportion 
recruited for 

pilots in last 12 
months 

Proportion 
increased number 
of pilots employed 

Proportion 
replaced pilots 

2 to 4 31.4% 9.8% 17.6% 

5 to 9 75.0% 29.5% 52.3% 

10 to 19 86.7% 43.3% 53.3% 

20 to 99 85.7% 32.1% 64.3% 

100 plus 94.7% 68.4% 89.5% 
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Recruitment activity also varied by size of business with lower levels of 
recruitment activity reported by smaller businesses (those employing less than 
5 pilots) as well as lower levels of employment growth. By contrast, almost all 
businesses (94.7 per cent) employing 100 or more pilots had recruited in the 
last 12 months, more than half increasing the number of pilots employed in 
their business.   

3.2. Recruitment Activity 

The main recruitment methods used by employers were informal methods, 
including word of mouth (56.9 per cent of employers), approaching the 
applicant (22.4 per cent) and/or being approached by the applicant  
(23.3 per cent). More formal methods commonly included advertising on 
company websites, and the internet in and national newspapers. 

Table 5: Recruitment methods used for last recruitm ent 
process 

Formal Method 44.8% 

Company website / Internet 32.8% 

National newspapers 31.9% 

Aviation magazine 11.2% 

Educational institution 10.3% 

Recruited from overseas 6.0% 

Informal Method 70.7% 

Word of mouth 56.9% 

Approached applicant 22.4% 

Approached by applicant 23.3% 

 

3.3. Recruitment Difficulties Last 12 Months 

Employers reported marked differences in the extent to which they had 
difficulty filling vacancies across industries.  Table 6 presents three key 
indicators of recruitment difficulties for each industry sector which outline the 
proportion of: 

·  unfilled vacancies in the past 12 months;  

·  employers with unfilled vacancies in their business; and 
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·  employers who reported difficulty recruiting staff for one or more 
occupations in the past 12 months. 

 

Table 6: Indicators of Recruitment Difficulties by industry 

Industry Vacancies unfilled 
in last 12 months 

Had unfilled 
vacancies in their 

business 

Experienced 
difficulty recruiting 

in last 12 months 

Total pilots 11.9% 22.2% 61.4% 

Transport and 
Storage 

9.4% 21.6% 71.6% 

All industries 9.2% 19.9% 62.5% 

 

One indicator of recruitment difficulty is the number of employers reporting 
unfilled vacancies in their business. We can see from Table 6 that aviation 
businesses were slightly more likely to report unfilled pilot vacancies, 22.2 per 
cent compared with 21.6 per cent for all Transport and Storage businesses and 
19.9 per cent for all industries. 

All businesses from the Coast Watch, Defence Support and Emergency 
Services sectors reported unfilled vacancies in their businesses whereas Aerial 
Photography, Crop Dusting and Recreational Flying businesses did not report 
any unfilled positions. 

The level of difficulty reported by aviation businesses recruiting for pilots was 
well below other Transport and Storage businesses surveyed in the past 12 
months (61.4 per cent compared with 71.6 per cent).  However, the level of 
difficulty was in line with the average experienced across all industries.8  

The difficulty did, however, vary by type of aviation business. The greatest 
difficulty was reported by Passenger Transport (71 per cent of businesses 
reported difficulty), Charter Flight (67 per cent) and Flying Training  
(65 per cent) businesses. Conversely, Recreational Flying businesses did not 
report any difficulty recruiting.  

Not surprisingly, given their low level of recruitment activity, Crop Dusting 
businesses were much less likely to report difficulty recruiting for pilots, in 
fact, only 8 per cent of Crop Dusting businesses had recruited and had 
difficulty doing so compared with 41 per cent of other businesses surveyed. 

                                                 
8 Comparative results have been taken from the combined results of Survey of Employers’ Recruitment 
Experiences - 9 months to December 2007. 
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3.4. Positions vacant and filled in last 12 Months 

The survey asked employers about the number of pilot vacancies that they 
attempted to fill in the 12 months prior to survey and how many they were 
able to fill.  

Overall, 117 aviation businesses attempted to fill 1544 vacancies for pilots of 
fixed wing aircraft, of which 11.9 per cent (or 183) had remained unfilled in 
the last 12 months. This figure is above that reported by businesses from the 
Transport and Storage industry (9.4 per cent) overall and for all regions 
surveyed (9.2 per cent).     

Chart 1: Proportion of vacancies unfilled by busine ss type
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Chart 1 shows the proportion of pilot vacancies unfilled by type of aviation 
business. The number next to the axis indicates the number of vacancies 
reported by each sector. Coast Watch operators reported that 66.7 per cent of 
vacancies remained unfilled, followed by Emergency Services  
(37.8 per cent) and Defence Support9 (33.3 per cent) operators. While these 
proportions are very high, the actual number of vacancies is quite low. 

Of note though is the 24.5 per cent of Flying Training operators who reported 
unfilled pilot vacancies in the 12 months prior to the survey. Despite the 
media focus on Passenger Transport operators and their apparent difficulties 

                                                 
9 Please note that Defence Support operators does not include the Australian Defence Force (ADF), 
rather organisations classifying themselves as Defence (and a capability partner to the ADF). 
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filling vacancies for pilots, the proportion of vacancies remaining unfilled was 
significantly lower than the industry average, although it still equates to  
56 vacancies for pilots remaining unfilled. 

Chart 2: Proportion of vacancies unfilled by size o f business 

30.4%

22.9%

9.5%

8.9%

3.2%

11.9%

0.0% 5.0% 10.0% 15.0% 20.0% 25.0% 30.0% 35.0%

2 to 4

20 to 99

100+

5 to 9

10 to 19

Total

N
um

be
r 

of
 e

m
pl

oy
ee

s

Proportion of vacancies unfilled over past 12 month s

 

Chart 2 shows the proportion of unfilled vacancies for pilots by size of 
business. This tells an interesting story with both small and medium sized 
businesses reporting high proportions of unfilled vacancies. The majority of 
these businesses are made up of Regional Airlines, Flying Training businesses 
and Charter Flight businesses. 

3.5. Recruitment difficulties in the last 12 months  

Employers were asked for the reason they thought recruitment of pilots was 
difficult in the last 12 months. As shown in Chart 3, tight labour market 
conditions were reported as the principal cause of recruitment difficulties for 
employers in the last 12 months (76 per cent of employers). Endorsement for 
specific aircraft was reported by 60 per cent of employers, followed by the 
technical skill requirements of the job (26 per cent of employers).  
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Chart 3: Reasons why Employers Found Recruitment 
Difficult in last 12 months 
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4. MOST RECENT RECRUITMENT EXPERIENCE 

To gain greater insight into the recruitment experiences and difficulties 
encountered, employers were asked detailed questions about the most recent 
pilot vacancies for which they had recruited. 

In total, 116 aviation businesses reported 1022 vacancies for pilots that they had 
most recently attempted to fill. Employers were asked about the number of 
applicants they received for those positions and how many of those applicants 
they considered suitable.   

4.1. Level of Competition and Applicant Quality 

The level of competition between applicants for positions and the quality of 
these applicants provides additional insight into the difficulties being 
experienced by employers in the aviation industry. Overall, there was 
reasonably high competition for pilot vacancies, with an average of 5.6 
applicants per vacancy, although, as shown in Chart 4, there is considerable 
variation across the business types.  

Chart 4: Average Applicants and Average Applicants 
Suitable per Vacancy – by Selected Occupations 

 

2.6

3.1

1.0

1.5

1.6

2.0

2.3

1.1

0.0

1.0

1.1

0.1

5.6

6.8

4.8

3.3

3.0

2.9

2.6

2.1

2.0

1.9

1.1

0.8

0.0 1.0 2.0 3.0 4.0 5.0 6.0 7.0 8.0

Total

Passenger Transport

Defence Support

Charter Flights

Mapping Surveying

Crop Dust Spray

Recreational

Miscellaneous Businesses

Coast Watch

Flying Training

Mining Fly In Fly Out

Emergency Services Average no. of applicants per position

Average no. of suitable applicants per position

 

The level of competition for pilot vacancies was lowest for Emergency 
Services and Mining Fly in Fly out operations, with an average of 0.8 and 1.1 
applicants respectively per position. Employers in Passenger Transport and 
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Charter Flight operations reported averages of 6.8 and 3.3 applicants per 
vacancy respectively. Interestingly, there was a fairly high level of 
competition for Defence Support operations with 4.8 applicants per vacancy, 
however, this is based on one medium sized business (20-99 employees). 

The number of applicants alone, however, only tells one part of the story in 
regard to the level of competition. The suitability of applicants is also a key 
indicator of recruitment difficulty. As evident from Chart 4, a large number of 
applicants for pilot vacancies were rated as unsuitable for the position for 
which they applied.  

Charter Flight operators reported an average of 3.3 applicants per vacancy, of 
whom, only 1.5 were deemed suitable. Similarly, there was an average of 3.0 
applicants for vacancies in Mapping Surveying operations of whom only 1.6 
were considered suitable. By contrast, employers recruiting for pilots in 
Mining Fly in Fly out operations fared the best, with all applicants deemed 
suitable, while Recreation Flying businesses also reported a high proportion of 
suitable applicants. Additionally, due to the sheer number of applications and 
vacancies, Passenger Transport operators reported an average of 3.1 suitable 
applicants per position, which still indicated that less than half of the 
applicants they received were suitable for the position for which they applied.  

Also of note is that Coast Watch businesses received an average of 2.0 
applicants per vacancy for which no applicants across 21 vacancies were 
considered suitable. Applicants were considered unsuitable as they had 
insufficient flying hours or experience. 

The following table compares the average number of applicants and applicant 
suitability across all Professional occupations for all industries and for the 
Transport and Storage industry alone. 

Table 7: Competition for vacancies – Professional 
occupations 

Industry Average number 
of applicants 

Average number 
of suitable 
applicants 

Proportion of 
applicants 
suitable 

Pilots 5.6 2.6 46.3% 

Transport and 
Storage 
(Professional 
occupations) 

11.8 3.8 32.2% 

Professional 
occupations)  

4.6 1.8 39.1% 

 

While employers of pilots received a smaller number of applicants than other 
Transport and Storage businesses, a larger proportion were considered suitable 
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for the position for which they applied. By contrast, there were a larger 
average number of applicants for pilot vacancies than for Professional 
vacancies across all industries.  

4.2. Reasons Applicants Unsuitable  

Understanding the reasons that surveyed employers had difficulty recruiting is 
essential if strategies aimed at easing these difficulties are to be developed. 
Chart 5 shows the most commonly reported reasons for applicant unsuitability. 
Employers most commonly rated applicants as being unsuitable due to 
insufficient flying hours (65 per cent) and inappropriate experience (56 per 
cent). Other reasons included unsuitable licence type or qualifications, 
followed by inadequate communication and teamwork skills and a failure to 
pass either psychometric or medical testing. 

Chart 5: Main Reasons Employers Rated Applicants as  
Unsuitable 
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4.3. Minimum requirements 

Chart 6 indicates the minimum skills / qualifications that employers required 
for applicant suitability in their most recent recruitment round. 

Chart 6: Minimum Requirements for Most Recent 
Recruitment 
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Not surprisingly, given the strong emphasis on insufficient flying hours and 
inappropriate experience or licence type as the reasoning for applicant 
unsuitability, 65 per cent of employers required pilots to possess sufficient 
flying hours and 63 per cent required a Commercial Pilot Licence. Sufficient 
flying hours varied greatly by business type, although surprisingly, in general, 
Passenger Transport operators had a lower number of minimum flying hours 
as a prerequisite.  Other important benchmarks included an Instructor Rating  
(28 per cent), acquiring experience in flying Multi-engine aeroplanes  
(24 per cent) and an Instrument Rating (22 per cent). 

One issue that did arise in meetings with the larger airlines was that in 
response to the difficulty they were having attracting applicants with sufficient 
flying hours, they had reduced the number of flying hours required as an entry 
minimum.  
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4.4. Retention strategies and training 

Employers were asked about their experience in retaining pilots over the 12 
months preceding the survey. Overall, 48 per cent of aviation businesses had 
replaced pilots in the 12 months prior to the survey. This need to replace pilots 
was highest for Passenger Transport businesses (94 per cent of businesses 
surveyed). 

Of businesses that had not recruited in the past 12 months, 9 per cent had 
experienced pilots leaving their business (and had not replaced them). 

Chart 7: Reasons pilots left business by size of bu siness (in 
last 12 months) 
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The major reason pilots left a business was to work with another airline, 
usually a major Australian airline (76 per cent of businesses reported this as 
the reason for a pilot leaving). A further 13 per cent left to work with an 
airline of similar size, and 10 per cent retired from the workforce. The reasons 
varied by size of business with larger businesses employing more than 100 
staff more likely to report that pilots left for a another airline of either a larger 
or similar size, but also due to pilots retiring from the workforce. Larger 
businesses were primarily major airline Passenger Transport businesses. 
Smaller businesses employing between 2 and 19 staff were most likely report 
that pilots left their business to work for a major Australian airline. 

In light of the number of pilots leaving businesses and needing to be replaced, 
aviation businesses were asked about their retention strategies. Overall,  
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61 per cent of employers reported that they had implemented retention 
strategies in order to encourage pilots to stay with their business. 

Chart 8 shows the different strategies that employers reported they had offered 
in order to encourage pilots to remain as pilots in their business. The majority 
of businesses had increased wages (37 per cent of employers), followed by 
offering development and training (28 per cent). Retention bonuses were 
offered by a number of airlines as well as improving conditions through 
rostering and flexibility of hours, for example, ensuring pilots are able to 
return home each night.  

Chart 8: Retention strategies implemented by employ ers 
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Employers were also asked about any training strategies or employer funded 
training they had in place. Of the businesses surveyed, only 19 per cent had a 
cadetship or traineeship program in place for pilots, however, a further  
25 per cent would consider implementing such a scheme in the future to help 
alleviate their current recruitment difficulties. Furthermore, 35 per cent of 
employers would consider training non-qualified or under-qualified 
candidates. 

In terms of current on-the-job training, 58 per cent of businesses had pilots 
undertaking further training while on the job, and of these, 63 per cent 
reported that this training was funded by the business. Encouragingly, a 
further 46 per cent of businesses, not already doing so, would consider 
funding further training for pilots in the future. 
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4.5. Future Employment Expectations 

Employers were asked about their future employment expectations. As can be 
seen in Table 8, recruitment expectations were significantly lower in the 
aviation industry than those in the Transport and Storage industry and all 
industries combined (50.0 per cent of aviation businesses expect to recruit 
compared with three quarters of businesses from all regional surveys). It should, 
however, be noted that these expectations varied significantly between sectors 
and by size of business. Importantly, 72.3 per cent of businesses employing 
more than 20 staff expected to recruit which is more in line with other industry 
averages. 

Employment growth expectations were not dissimilar to those of the Transport 
and Storage industry and all industries combined, with around half of employers 
surveyed expecting to increase the number of pilots employed by their business. 
Again of note is that the larger businesses (20 + employees) were much more 
likely to report anticipated employment growth (78.9 per cent of employers). 

Most likely to recruit in the next 12 months were Passenger Transport (94 per 
cent) and Charter Flight (62 per cent) businesses, while those running 
Recreational Flight operations (30 per cent) were least likely to recruit.  

In addition, 68.5 per cent of employers are anticipating recruitment to be 
difficult. This is in line with businesses in other Transport and Storage industry 
as a whole (67.8 per cent of employers) but is significantly above the 
expectations of all industries (57.5 per cent expect recruitment to be difficult). 
Again larger aviation businesses were more likely to anticipate difficulty 
recruiting (almost three quarters of employers with 20 or more staff). 

Table 8: Future recruitment expectations 

Industry Expect to recruit  Expect to recruit 
due to 

employment 
growth 

Expect 
recruitment to be 

difficult  

Total pilots 50.0% 52.9% 68.5% 

Transport and 
Storage 

77.5% 51.0% 67.8% 

All industries 74.8% 55.1% 57.5% 
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Employers were asked about the reasons they would need to recruit in the next 
12 months. As can be seen in Chart 9, employers most commonly reported 
that recruitment activity would be due to major airlines attracting pilots of 
smaller carriers (58.1 per cent) and to pilots moving sectors (43.0 per cent). 

These reasons varied by the size of business, with smaller and medium sized 
businesses more likely to report that they would need to recruit due to pilots 
being attracted to the major Australian airlines and moving sector. Larger 
businesses reported a fair spread of reasons for future need to recruit, 
including pilots moving overseas to work for international airlines and 
businesses expanding. 

Chart 9: Reasons employers will need to recruit in next 12 
months by size of business 
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5. RECRUITMENT EXPERIENCES BY TYPE OF AVIATION 
BUSINESS 

Due to the expansion of the aviation industry, the traditional career path of 
pilots is reportedly being shortened and it has been suggested that the pool of 
pilots available to work for general aviation and regional airlines is being 
compromised as the minimum experience levels are lowered by major airlines 
to enable them to meet their increased demand for pilots. Another issue raised 
by employers related to the supply of suitably qualified flight training 
instructors with many being recruited by airlines to fill pilot vacancies which 
impacts on the ability of the industry to train future pilots.  Smaller regional 
airlines, charter operators and services providers such as the Royal Flying 
Doctor Service and search and rescue operators (Emergency Services) are 
reporting critical shortages that are compromising their ability to operate.  

The difficulty being experienced by smaller regional airlines and general 
aviation businesses will likely compromise the future supply of pilots if it is 
not addressed immediately. 

The survey results indicate that recruitment experiences vary across the 
different sectors of the aviation industry. An analysis of recruitment 
experiences by some aviation sectors follows. Table 9 outlines headline results 
from the Passenger Transport, Charter Flying, Emergency Services and Flying 
Training businesses included in the survey.  

Table 9: Recruitment experiences by aviation sector  

Experiences in last 12 months Future recruitment expectations 
for next 12 months 

 

Had 
recruited  

Unfill 
Rate 
(%) 

Experienced 
Difficulty 

Will 
recruit  

Expects 
number of 
pilots 
employed 
to increase 

Expects 
difficulty 
recruiting 

Passenger 
Transport  

100.0% 6.7% 70.6% 94.1% 88.2% 73.3% 

Charter 
Flying 

76.0% 11.3% 66.7% 62.0% 50.0% 76.0% 

Emergency 
Services10 

100.0% 37.8% 100.0% 100.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

Flying 
Training 

84.2% 24.5% 64.5% 57.9% 63.2% 56.0% 

 

                                                 
10 While only 2 employers from the Emergency Services sector were surveyed, both employ more than 
20 pilots (one more than 100 pilots) each and are therefore major employers in the aviation industry. 
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5.1. Passenger Transport Operations 

Passenger Transport operations are dominated by the major airline carriers. 
Nearly all of the 17 businesses that identified passenger transport as their main 
form of business employed 10 or more pilots (in fact, almost one third 
employed more than 100 pilots). In the last 12 months each of these 
businesses had undertaken a recruitment process for pilots, attempting to fill 
842 vacancies, of which 6.7 per cent (or 56) were not filled. Much of this 
recruitment activity was due to an increase in the number of pilots employed 
by the business.   

In addition, 29 per cent of Passenger Transport operators reported that they 
had unfilled positions in their business. Of recruiting employers, 71 per cent of 
businesses reported that they had had difficulty recruiting. When asked for the 
reasons that recruitment had been difficult in the last 12 months, many 
employers indicated that the tight labour market was the main cause. Other 
issues that were raised were that pilots were attracted to the larger airlines and 
the cost of training or qualifications which were described as prohibitive by 
regional and domestic airlines. 

It is interesting to note, that many of the major airlines indicated that they had 
not recruited in the last few years, they had only started to recruit again in the 
last 12 months, and that they intended to increase their recruitment activity 
fairly significantly to cater for the increased demand for air travel and their 
expanding fleets. Survey results indicated that 94 per cent of Passenger 
Transport operators expect to need to recruit to replace pilots mainly due to 
pilots moving to larger airlines (including overseas) or different aviation 
sectors. Some 88 per cent of employers expect the number of pilots employed 
in their business will increase and 73 per cent expect that recruitment will be 
difficult.  These results are well above the expectations for other aviation 
businesses.  

Looking at the level of competition for vacancies in the Passenger Transport 
sector, employers had the largest pool of applicants from which to choose, 
receiving an average of 6.8 applicants per vacancy, of whom 3.1  
(or 46 per cent) were considered suitable. This is much higher than for other 
aviation businesses on the whole who for the most part received far fewer 
applicants on average than the aviation industry average of 5.6 applicants per 
vacancy. When asked for the main reasons applicants were unsuitable for the 
position for which they had applied employers mainly reported that applicants 
had insufficient flying hours or inappropriate experience. 

In terms of staff retention and turnover, nearly all Passenger Transport 
businesses reported having to replace pilots in the last 12 months, the majority 
being due to pilots leaving for a larger/major airline (94 per cent). In addition, 
employers reported having to replace pilots who had moved to another airline 
of a similar size or retiring from the workforce (31 per cent for both).  
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Passenger Transport operators were much more likely to offer cadetships or 
traineeships to underqualified applicants, with 59 per cent of businesses 
indicating that they already offered such programs and of those who did not, 
71 per cent indicated that they would consider undertaking such a program for 
development in the future. Employers were also asked if they would consider 
training a non/under qualified applicant and 76 per cent of Passenger 
Transport operators indicated they would. Also of note, was that almost one 
quarter of employers surveyed indicated that they were looking to introduce a 
‘bonding’ scheme to assist with the cost of training, meaning that the pilots 
would be required to stay with their business for a period of time in return for 
salary sacrificing or payment of upfront training costs. 

5.2. Charter Flight Operations 

Charter Flight operations have been expanding in the last five years. Media 
reports indicate that the uptake of charter flying has overtaken scheduled 
passenger transport as a preferred method of transport for executives as they 
are not bound by curfews and check-in times. In total, the survey covered 50 
Charter Flight businesses, of which, 62 per cent employed 5 or more pilots in 
their business. 

In the last 12 months, 76 per cent of Charter Flight operators had recruited for 
pilots, reporting 364 vacancies of which 11.3 per cent (or 41 vacancies) 
remained unfilled. In addition, 13.2 per cent of businesses reported that they 
had unfilled vacancies in their business. Of recruiting employers, 67 per cent 
said that recruitment had been difficult. The main reasons given for this 
difficulty were the tight labour market followed very closely by an indication 
that pilots found larger airlines a more attractive employment proposition. 

When asked about their most recent recruitment round, Charter Flight 
operations reported an average of 3.3 applicants per vacancy, of whom, 1.5 (or 
45 per cent) were considered suitable for the position for which they applied. 
These results indicate that Charter Flight operators have problems in relation 
to supply of applicants when compared with other aviation businesses, 
particularly Passenger Transport. The main reasons given for applicant 
suitability were again insufficient flying hours and inappropriate experience. 

In terms of staff retention and turnover, more than half (54 per cent) of Charter 
Flight businesses surveyed reported having to replace pilots in the last 12 
months, the majority being due to pilots leaving for a larger/major airline. In 
addition, 10 per cent of businesses had had pilots leave their business and had 
not replaced them.  

When asked about training, Charter Flight operators were less likely to offer 
cadetships or traineeships to underqualified applicants, with only 12 per cent 
of businesses indicating that they already offered such programs, and of those 
who did not, 30 per cent indicated that they would consider undertaking such a 
program for development in the future. Employers were also asked if they 
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would consider training a non/under qualified applicant and only 36 per cent 
of Charter Flight operators indicated they would undertake this development. 

5.3. Emergency Services Operations 

Emergency Services operators feature as large employers of pilots in this 
survey. Although only two employers were interviewed, they were both major 
employers of pilots employing more than 20 (one with more than 100) pilots 
each in their business. There have been concerns voiced by this sector that 
they cannot compete with the larger airlines and larger salaries, compromising 
their ability to attract and retain suitably qualified pilots in an industry where 
safety is of utmost concern. 

Both Emergency Services businesses interviewed reported that they had 
recruited in the last 12 months attempting to fill 45 vacancies for pilots of 
which 37.8 per cent remained unfilled. In addition, all businesses reported that 
they had unfilled vacancies in their business and that recruitment had been 
difficult. The main reasons given for this difficulty were the tight labour 
market and required endorsement for specific aircraft. Also indicated as 
reasons for recruitment difficulties were the technical skill requirements of the 
job and expansion of budget / low cost airlines.  

When asked about their most recent recruitment round, Emergency Services 
operators reported a very low average of 0.8 applicants per vacancy, of whom 
only 0.1 was considered suitable for the position for which they had applied. 
These results indicate that Emergency Service businesses are having severe 
problems not only in relation to a lack of supply of applicants when compared 
with other aviation businesses, but also in the number suitable for positions. 
The main reason given for applicant unsuitability was insufficient flying hours 
or unsuitable licence type or qualifications. 

In terms of staff retention and turnover, 30 pilots were replaced in the last 12 
months, mostly due to pilots leaving for a larger/major airline. When asked 
about training, half of the businesses offered cadetships or traineeships to 
underqualified applicants. Employers were also asked if they would consider 
training a non/under qualified applicant and only one of the two businesses 
surveyed indicated they would undertake this development. Both businesses 
reported that they had pilots undertaking further training and that this training 
was funded by the business. 



 

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 
Aircraft Pilots: Survey of Employers’ Recruitment Experiences 

29 

 

 

5.4. Flying Training Operations 

Flying Training organisations are of particular interest, as there is anecdotal 
evidence to suggest that flying instructors are being enticed to work for larger, 
well paying airlines, thus creating a void in available instructors to ensure a 
sufficient and well qualified supply of pilots within Australia. 

Overall, 46 per cent of all businesses (not just Flying Training operations) 
surveyed indicated that they employed a flying instructor in either a flight 
instructor capacity or simply as a pilot.  Much anecdotal evidence also pointed 
to flying training as being a step along the career path for pilots, by increasing 
their flying hours through training student pilots. 

In total, the survey covered 38 Flying Training businesses, of whom, 66 per 
cent employed 5 or more pilots in their business. In the last 12 months, 84.2 
per cent of Flying Training businesses surveyed had recruited for pilots, 
reporting 151 vacancies of which, a very high 25 per cent remained unfilled. 
In addition, 25 per cent of businesses reported that they had unfilled vacancies 
in their business. Of recruiting employers, 65 per cent said that recruitment 
had been difficult. The main reasons given for this difficulty were the tight 
labour market followed very closely by an indication that pilots found larger 
airlines a more attractive employment proposition. Interestingly, 15 per cent of 
businesses indicated that increased security restrictions were having an impact 
on their ability to recruit in terms of increased delays in the recruitment 
process. 

When asked about their most recent recruitment round, Flying Training 
businesses reported a low average of 1.9 applicants per vacancy, of whom 
only half (or 1.0 applicant) was considered suitable for the position for which 
they had applied. These results indicate that Flying Training businesses have 
problems in relation to supply of applicants when compared with other 
aviation businesses, particularly Passenger Transport. The main reason given 
for applicant unsuitability was inappropriate experience followed by 
unsuitable licence type or qualifications. 

In terms of staff retention and turnover, 58 per cent of Flying Training 
businesses surveyed reported having to replace 77 pilots in the last 12 months, 
the majority being due to pilots leaving for a larger/major airline (68 per cent).  

When asked about training, Flying Training businesses were less likely to 
offer cadetships or traineeships to underqualified applicants, with only  
16 per cent of businesses indicating that they already offered such programs 
and of those who did not, only 19 per cent indicated that they would consider 
undertaking such a program for development in the future. Employers were 
also asked if they would consider training a non/under qualified applicant and 
only 34 per cent of Flying Training businesses indicated they would undertake 
this development. 
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6. RECOMMENDATIONS 

Although expectations for growth were not high across the Aviation industry, 
there was significant variance across the sectors, with many large employers 
indicating that they had only recently increased their recruitment activity and 
that they plan to continue at this level over the next few years. The increase in 
the number of planes owned by the major carriers and resulting expansion of 
their services combined with the entry of new airlines to the Australian market 
will place pressure on the available supply of suitably qualified pilots, 
particularly for the smaller general aviation businesses, which will need to be 
managed.  

The results of the survey of employers’ recruitment experiences, particularly 
in relation to their future expectations indicate that the recent growth will not 
subside in the near future and in fact current recruitment difficulties are likely 
to worsen before they get any better. 

In response to these issues, the following recommendations are proposed: 

·  Implement transparent workforce planning and clearly 
communicate future recruitment needs to one another.  

Employers within the aviation industry should consider implementing industry 
wide workforce planning and introducing transparency to ensure the survival 
of smaller general aviation businesses and regional airlines. As the larger 
domestic airlines rely on these businesses to produce their future trained 
supply of pilots, they need to ensure their continued operation. 

It is recommended that clear communication of future recruitment needs by 
larger airlines would better enable smaller airlines to prepare to replace pilots 
who move to larger companies or different sectors which is an often inevitable 
and necessary part of the pilot career path. Similarly it could provide flight 
training schools with the opportunity to share their forecasts about the length 
of time and investment required for training pilots.  

Industry has shown that they are able plan effectively in terms of building the 
capital infrastructure that future demand is dictating by increasing the number 
of planes and services being provided. Future demand will be better met by 
planning for the number of pilots needed to use this infrastructure and 
communicating this both amongst the major airlines and to regional and 
general aviation operations so they can prepare themselves for future 
recruitment demands. 

 



 

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 
Aircraft Pilots: Survey of Employers’ Recruitment Experiences 

31 

 

 

·  Consider alternative retention strategies that offer increased 
workplace flexibility to attract and retain pilots and encourage 
retired pilots to stay engaged with the workforce, particularly in 
flying training.  

There is evidence to suggest that there are many more licenses that are active 
than are in use. To help alleviate some of the current lack of supply, airlines 
could adopt flexible working practices in the form of part–time or casual 
work, particularly for flying instructors. By encouraging experienced 
instructors to engage on a part-time basis, the short-term problems will have 
less impact on the current supply of pilots. Discussions with regional airlines 
indicate that they are often seen as an employer of choice for some pilots due 
to their flexible work practices and rostering systems which support a work 
family life balance.  

·  Improve and market the image of becoming a pilot as a career 
option by visiting schools, having a presence at career fairs and 
increasing the number of cadetship and traineeship programs.  

Discussions with some airlines indicated that there was a reduced supply of 
school leavers interested in becoming a pilot. Airlines also considered that 
there was the common misconception by school leavers that to become a pilot 
they need certain subjects and academic results, whereas aviation businesses 
indicated they are more interested in physical ability to fly (not necessarily 
experience) and a passion for aviation. By clarifying the prerequisites to 
becoming a pilot, including by increasing presence at career fairs, visiting 
schools and better marketing of the industry, airlines could perhaps encourage 
more school leavers, particularly women, to consider becoming a pilot.  

Discussions with airlines indicate that many of the major airlines have 
marketing programs in place, however, the expansion of such programs will 
further enhance the image of becoming a pilot. 

Survey results indicate that airlines were willing to consider cadetship and 
traineeship options as a way to build their own supply of pilots trained to their 
specifications.  

·  Increasing the use of ‘return of service’ or bonding arrangements 
that meet the initial cost of training as a way of reducing the cost 
barriers for people interested in becoming pilots. 

One of the main barriers to becoming a pilot for many young people is the cost 
of training that is required up front. What is also evident is that there are many 
pilots with their PPL (Private Licence) who possibly, given a financial 
advantage, might take the opportunity to work towards their CPL 
(Commercial Pilot Licence). Several airlines indicated that they had in place a 
system of ‘bonding’ the cost of training. For example, pilots paying back the 
cost of training over several years in the form of salary deductions following 
their successful completion of training. 
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APPENDIX 1: DEFENCE CAREERS  

Although Defence Careers were not interviewed as part of this survey, 
discussions were had with their recruitment section. Defence or military 
trained pilots have traditionally been a large source of highly trained pilots for 
both regional and domestic airlines. Discussions with airlines indicate that 
they are not receiving any flow of trained pilots from the military anymore. 

A discussion with Defence Careers indicated that at this point in time, Defence 
are not experiencing any difficulties recruiting. They are finding that they 
have a steady supply of applicants for Air Force pilot positions as well as 
Army and Navy pilot positions. 

That said, their annual report indicates that they have many recruitment and 
retention strategies in place including retention and loyalty bonuses and 
instructor allowances. They also have a largely publicised marketing 
programme in place encouraging school leavers to consider Defence as a 
career.  
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APPENDIX 2: PILOT CAREER PATH 

 Student Pilot’s Licence Requirements
Over 16 years old

Basic qualifications in English
Obtained security clearance

Obtained an aviation reference number

Private Pilot’s Licence Requirements
Over 17 years old

Current class 2 medical
Passed the radio operator’s licence test

Passed the GFPT (optional)
Passed PPL(A) theory examination

40 hours total time
5 hours cross-country time

5 hours general flying time as pilot in command
2 hours instrument flying time

Approximate Cost: $8,000

Commercial Pilot’s Licence
Over 18 years old

Flight radiotelephone licence
Passed full CPL theory exam

200 hours flight time
100 hours pilot in command

100 hours in registered aeroplanes
20 hours cross-country time as pilot in command

10 hours of instrument flight time
Passed the CPL flight test

Endorsement on the specific type of aeroplane
Approximate Cost: $23,000

Agricultural RatingInstructor Rating

Instrument Rating Crop DustingInstrument Rating

Multi-Engine Advanced Instructing Single-Engine Charter

Senior Instruction/Management Multi-Engine Charter Corporate Flying

Approved Test Officer/Chief Flying Instructor Senior Pilot/Management

Air Transport Pilot’s Licence Requirements
Over 21 years old

Passed the full ATPL theory exam
Command (multi-engine) instrument rating

Total of 1500 flight time
750 hours in aeroplane

250 hours as pilot in command
200 hours cross-country

Check and Training Captain

75 hours instrument flight time
100 hours at night

Approximate Cost: $2600 + cost of CPL + cost of 1500 hours 
experience

CASA Flying Operations Inspector Regional and Major Airlines
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