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home nations but also from points 
in Europe, Asia, and elsewhere, it’s 
time we revisit select open skies 
agreements that may no longer be 
working for u.s. airlines and their 
employees. 

Across the Atlantic, the debate 
over liberalization versus protection-
ism has generated significant 
attention, in part because of ALPA’s 
aggressive advocacy campaign to 
deny Norwegian Air International’s 
(NAI) application for a foreign 
air carrier permit from the u.s. 
Department of transportation. NAI 
falsely claims that ALPA is engaging 
in protectionism by seeking to 
block its application and that liber-
alization should win out at all costs. 
this is far from accurate. 

In fact, the NAI issue is quite 
grey and quite complicated. In short, NAI is the subsidiary of 
Norwegian Air shuttle (NAs), an existing European low-cost 
airline that is based in Norway. NAs has an existing subsidiary, 
Norwegian Long Haul (NLH), also based in Norway, that already 
has existing service to the united states using open skies. to 
gain an advantage over its competitors, however, NAs set up 
NAI in Ireland to get out from under Norwegian tax, regulatory, 
and labor laws to use the more lax laws in Ireland. Irish laws 
would allow NAI to use contract crews employed by a singapore 
contract firm and base those crews in thailand. this is a bas-
tardization of the open skies agreement, in violation of u.s. 
and international law, and the u.s. Dot should deny NAI. that 
isn’t protectionism—it’s the proper enforcement of liberaliza-
tion laws.

 As we move into the next 
phase of our save our skies 
(sos) campaign (sos.alpa.
org), we will be working with 
our allies to find solutions to 
these problems to ensure that 

liberalization is working for North American pilots. that isn’t 
protectionism. We know that opening global markets has been 
good for our pilots. our position is much more nuanced. It’s grey, 
and with your help, we will be successful. 

We live in an era of black and white, without a lot of grey. 
too often, perfect is the enemy of good in an all-or-
nothing end game, and this applies to many elements 

of our lives. this is unfortunate, both in terms of our larger so-
ciety and the airline industry, as aviation policy is certainly not 
immune to this severity. 

 Liberalization. the pursuit of open markets by the relax-
ing of government regulation.

 Protectionism. using government policy to restrict market 
access.
One policy is black; one is white. 
the right path forward for global aviation, however, is actually 
quite grey. the problem in Washington, D.C., ottawa, brussels, 
and other capitals around the world, however, is that there is 
too often the narrow belief that there is no room for grey, and 
one must pick a side. Are you for liberalization or are you for 
protectionism? For the Air Line Pilots Association, and for good 
government policy, the answer is in the grey.

liberalization is best manifested through open skies and 
bilateral agreements, which have greatly benefited both u.s. and 
Canadian pilots. the opening of new markets around the world 
has allowed u.s. and Canadian carriers to reach new markets and 
has expanded flying opportunities around the globe.

In some cases, however, liberalization has not worked as 
intended. many of the u.s. open skies agreements were negoti-
ated decades ago, using a template that changes little from 
country to country. the united Arab emirates (uAe) open skies 
agreement was inked when emirates, now the largest airline in 
the world by some measures, was a small, gulf-focused airline, 
and Etihad, the fastest-growing airline in the world, didn’t yet 
exist. Fueled by pro-aviation government policies that prioritize 
airlines as a driver of the broader uAE economy and, at times, by 
direct and indirect state subsidies, these state-supported enter-
prises have massively benefited from liberalization—including a 
combined more than two dozen routes to the united states from 
the gulf, and now using Fifth Freedom rights from europe.

 As united Ceo Jeff smisek said recently, “emirates, the carrier, 
can fly anywhere it wants in the united states of America in 
return for which we can fly anywhere we want within the emirate 
of Dubai.” this is a problem for u.s. carriers and their employees. 
And while protectionism is not the answer, nor is the continued 
blind pursuit of liberalization as government policy. the answer 
falls somewhere in the grey in the middle.

 liberalization does not always work for all sides, particularly 
when the open market is no longer a free market because one side 
skews the market with state subsidies. state-owned enterprises 
from the middle east (including gulf airlines), Asia, and elsewhere 
continue to expand at rates only possible given the support of 
their home governments. And as they seek to broaden their use 
of Fifth Freedom rights to fly to North America not just from their 
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Too often, perfect is 
the enemy of good 
in an all-or-nothing 
end game, and this 
applies to many ele-
ments of our lives.
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