
MARKETS PRODUCTS SERVICES EVENTS ABOUT  MY ACCOUNT 

SHARE

Pandemic Prompts U.S. Big 
Four Fleet Shuffle

May 07, 2020

American will speed up the retirement of its Boeing 757 fleet as part of its response to the 

novel coronavirus and related decline in passenger demand. 

Credit: joepriesaviation.net

With the global recovery in air 
traffic demand expected to last 
2-5 years, airlines that survive 
will emerge from the novel 
coronavirus pandemic as 
smaller businesses operating 
more efficient fleets. Moreover, 
several of the largest U.S. 
airlines have taken significant 
steps in preparation for the 
world after the COVID-19 crisis.

U.S. carriers had 3,317 aircraft parked as of the week ending April 28, 
totaling roughly half of the U.S. commercial fleet, according to data from 
Airlines for America. The Aviation Week Network’s Fleet Discovery database 
shows that many of the aircraft listed as in service are flying no more than 
two days per week as airlines prioritize flexibility until they have reliable 
demand trend data. 
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• Largest U.S. carriers are parking at least 300 aircraft permanently

• American’s changes remove five entire sublets, effectively immedi-
ately 

• United has not unveiled any major fleet decisions, but cuts there are 
inevitable

While many parked aircraft will return, a significant percentage—
particularly older airframes—are not likely to see scheduled passenger 
service again. An early wave of retirements, led by three of the four largest 
U.S. carriers, has been confirmed. And more will come, necessitated by very 
sluggish demand growth (see graph) and continued new deliveries, albeit at 
a reduced pace. Negotiations with OEMs to postpone deliveries are ongoing, 
but U.S. carriers have not revealed any major order cancellations despite the 
massive first-quarter losses suffered across the industry because of the 
coronavirus crisis.

Southwest Airlines went a step further, reiterating its preference for the still-
grounded Boeing 737 MAX, even if lightly used 737NGs become available. 
“Our preference is to get new airplanes from Boeing,” Southwest Chief 
Financial Officer (CFO) Tammy Romo told analysts on a recent earnings call.

But they will come in slowly—so slowly, in fact, that the airline probably will 
not take a MAX fresh from the factory until well into 2021. The Dallas-based 
carrier has reached a deal with Boeing according to which it will take “no 
more than” 48 MAX deliveries between now and 2022. The change removes 
59 planned Boeing deliveries from the next two calendar years. Another 16 
MAXs ordered from lessors remain in the carrier’s fleet plan—at least for 
now.

*Includes total hours and cycles for mainline aircraft flown by American Airlines, 
Delta Air Lines, Southwest Airlines, and United Airlines

Source: Daniel Williams/Aviation Week Network Fleet Discovery



Romo said the carrier’s prepandemic plan had it taking delivery of 27 MAXs 
in 2020, assuming the grounded model gained regulatory approval to return 
to service. That number will now be less than 27 no matter when the MAX is 
cleared to fly again and deliveries resume. 

The figure is notable because Southwest has 27 MAXs among the 450 in 
Boeing’s backlog of built but undelivered MAX aircraft. Southwest’s revised 
delivery schedule means the airline will not need an aircraft from Boeing’s 
737 production line until sometime next year. Manufacturing is just 
restarting after a three-month pause related to the MAX’s March 2019 
grounding and related delivery halt.

Even with fuel prices sitting comfortably at multiyear lows, Romo said the 
14% fuel-cost savings offered by the MAX will amount to “very meaningful 
and significant” operating cost reductions in the future. “[We want] to do our 
fleet planning in a way that delivers good economics on an operating basis 
and also delivers low ownership costs for years and years to come,” Romo 
said.

Southwest had been holding back on retirements prior to the pandemic, in 
part due to the continued delay in MAX deliveries. Now management 
intends to speed up retirements of older 737s. The plan hinges on the airline 
sticking to its commitment to make the MAX a key subfleet going forward. 
Southwest has taken delivery of 34 MAXs and has 265 on order. The carrier 
ended March with 742 aircraft in its fleet, including the 34 grounded MAXs 
and 350 aircraft sidelined to cut capacity as a result of the pandemic. Even 
factoring in about 100 737-700s that are prime candidates for permanent 
removal, Southwest has significant flexibility.

“The industry is going to rebound, and we’re ultimately going to need 
airplanes to fly in the fleet,” Southwest Chief Operating Officer Michael Van 
de Ven said. “We do want to bring the MAX into the fleet, and if we need to 
early-retire or manage the fleet by taking older airplanes out, I think that’s 
the best position for us to be in.”

American Airlines, which ended the first quarter with an industry high of 
1,484 aircraft in its combined mainline and regional fleets, has accelerated 
removal of its least efficient assets. The company took the unusual step of 
announcing the immediate retirement of five separate aircraft types totaling 
more than 120 aircraft, the majority of which have been in service for 20 
years or more and were earmarked to be parked in the coming years. 

Removing the Airbus A330-300, Boeing 757 and 767, Bombardier CRJ-200 and 
Embraer 190 fleets amounts to a substantial simplification of the carrier’s 
cost structure, lower maintenance expenses and greatly reduced operating 
complexity. The airline in early March said 17 767-300ERs and 34 757-200s 
would be parked by mid-2021 due to lower demand. The A330s and regional 
jets were added to the list, and the entire group was moved to immediate 
retirement status. They may not be the last.

American is eyeing 42 older 737-800s, its 15 A330-200s and an unspecified 
number of older A320ceos and other regional jets as additional retirement 
candidates. The Fort Worth-based carrier still plans to take delivery of $1.7 
billion worth of new aircraft during the year, with the bulk arriving in the 
back half due to the extended MAX grounding.



“These savings include reduced aircraft sparing, reduced parts inventories 
and crew scheduling efficiencies, all of which will have a significant effect 
on our cost structure going forward,” American CFO Derek Kerr said of the 
retirements. “Even with these changes, we retain the flexibility to pursue 
efficient growth through increased utilization or further reduce our fleet to 
match demand across our system and hubs.”

Delta Air Lines, which reported 677 active aircraft in its mainline fleet as of 
March 31—a figure that excludes about 200 that are parked—is also retiring 
its most inefficient jetliners ahead of schedule. The company has announced 
that its MD-88 and MD-90 workhorses will end their decades-long careers in 
June. The Atlanta-based carrier has indicated its 757s and 767s are next on 
the chopping block, along with more smaller regional jets. Deliveries were 
put on hold this year as the company assesses the path of recovery and its 
future fleet needs.

“Anything that was scheduled to retire over the next five years has an 
accelerated path toward retirement—just to be very straightforward,” Delta 
CEO Ed Bastian said. “We’ll be taking the time to accelerate into the future 
and fast-forwarding many of these decisions with simplification and 
streamlining of our entire business model at the core of the new normal for 
Delta.” 

United Airlines will continue receiving new deliveries for this year and next 
at a slowed pace, taking delivery of 40 MAXs through 2021. This figure is less 
than half the number initially expected. If all 40 of those jets are delivered, 
United CFO Gerald Laderman said the company has an additional 131 MAX 
aircraft scheduled for delivery in 2022 and beyond. “We are discussing the 
timing of these deliveries with Boeing,” he said. “However, one thing is 
certain: I do not anticipate taking any of those aircraft unless and until we 
need them.”

The Chicago-based carrier has not yet announced any aircraft retirements, 
but a review of Aviation Week’s fleet data shows its 1,488-strong mainline 
and regional fleet includes 103 aircraft in long-term storage. Excluding the 14 
grounded MAXs, that figure includes a host of aging 737NGs, 757s and 767s 
as well as some older A320ceos. 

“We have a lot of parked aircraft,” Laderman said. “Those are, in our view 
right now, temporarily parked. And until we see what’s needed to run the 
operation, we’re not going to make any firm decisions.”
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