
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Media release  

17 October 2024   

Pilot and engineer shortages threaten future recovery of aviaƟon industry 

New Zealand’s aviaƟon sector is facing workforce shortages that could see the industry become 
unsustainable without policy change, according to new research from the AviaƟon Industry 
AssociaƟon of New Zealand (AIANZ) and the Ringa Hora Services Workforce Development Council. 

The AviaƟon Workforce Insights* research focused specifically on the pilot and engineering 
workforce. In the context of pilots, the research shows on average New Zealand needs an addiƟonal 
100 pilots annually. This gap is anƟcipated to grow further without any changes to current terƟary 
policy seƫngs.  

Chief ExecuƟve of the AIANZ, Simon Wallace, says demand for pilots is increasing by about 2-3% per 
year and can’t be met by New Zealand’s training system due to the high cost of study locking 
students out. 

“A major disincenƟve at the supply end is the cap on student loan borrowing for domesƟc students 
that has been set at $35,000 per year since 2013. Back then government agreed to review the cap 
but this has not occurred. 

“Now, with inflaƟon and the cost of living increases, training costs have increased to as much as 
$120,000 for a two-year course of study. So students are expected to fund at least an addiƟonal 
$50,000 on top of the $70,000 student loan they are limited to.  

“The cost is shuƫng out a lot of young Kiwis aspiring to become pilots. Only those with financial 
support from families can afford to train.”  

Mr Wallace says New Zealand’s flight schools bear the brunt of the shortages due to the typical 
career progression for trained pilots starƟng in roles as flight instructors, moving to general aviaƟon 
and into airlines.  

“Flight schools are the ‘canary in the mine’ for workforce shortages. If they are unable to employ the 
flight instructors they need, they will not be able to maintain even the current supply of new pilots. If 
current trends conƟnue, flying schools will quickly become unsustainable due to a lack of 
instructors.” 

Further amplifying the situaƟon is the increasing global demand for pilots as the internaƟonal 
industry recovers from COVID-19. 

“Airlines globally lost pilots during COVID-19 and while passenger numbers are geƫng back to 
normal, pilot numbers are not, and shortages are expected to conƟnue. The shorƞall of pilots in 



 

 

North America alone is esƟmated at 17,000 in 2024 and expected to remain significant over the next 
decade. 

“This internaƟonal demand could double the rate of our trained pilots leaving the New Zealand 
workforce to move overseas in the next 10 years. That will drasƟcally accelerate the situaton we 
already face.” 

From 2024, workforce entries are projected to grow at 1.4% per year on average, with exits at 3% per 
year on average, leading to a sustained shortage without intervenƟon. 

The long-term aviaƟon industry growth of approximately 3% is likely to translate into similar growth 
in demand for new aviaƟon maintenance engineers. However, the New Zealand aviaƟon engineering 
workforce is only projected to grow at a rate of about 1% over the next decade. 

“Engineers are crucial to the aviaƟon industry. Without them our planes don’t fly. We know exisƟng 
shortages are already biƟng and we are very keen to work with government and the industry to help 
address this.” 

Mr Wallace says the industry wants to work with government on soluƟons to closing the growing 
workforce supply-demand gap, including addressing the high cost of  training. 

“AŌer more than a decade of working with successive governments to address this issue, we now 
have the hard evidence to make a case for change. For New Zealand to maintain its aviaƟon services, 
we need to start by ensuring a sustainable flow of new pilots and engineers into the industry.” 

Mr Wallace says the industry also wants to see changes to immigraƟon policy seƫngs allowing 
internaƟonal students that have been awarded their commercial pilot’s licence to stay in New 
Zealand for a period and work as flight instructors.  

“This approach could increase supply relaƟvely quickly to reduce the acute shorƞall at flight schools. 
The recently announced Air New Zealand cadet scheme may contribute to reducing the pilot 
shortage, but won’t solve the problem long-term.  

“UlƟmately, aviaƟon industry workforce shortages are a major concern for New Zealand. The 
industry is criƟcal to the economy, connecƟng us to global markets and providing vital services across 
search and rescue, agriculture and primary industries, forestry, tourism, energy, security and 
biosecurity. 

“We need government to step up and take this seriously.”  

* The AviaƟon Workforce Insights report was undertaken by Scarlaƫ for the AviaƟon Industry 
AssociaƟon of New Zealand (AIANZ) and Ringa Hora Services Workforce Development Council.  
Modelling and data analyses has used the Integrated Data Infrastructure (IDI) and the Longitudinal 
Business Database (LBD) managed by Stats NZ. 

The summary and full report can be read at www.aianz.org.nz as can the interacƟve data dashboard.  
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