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While the recent economic environment has led to both domestic and international 
declines in air passenger and cargo traffic, many signs are pointing to an economic 
rebound in the industry. Like most other sectors across the country, the aviation 
industry is likely to experience a significant number of retirements in the near future. 
Retirements are anticipated to be particularly concentrated amongst commercial pilots. 
This attrition, coupled with a rebounding economy and industry growth, has led to 
projections of a shortage in the supply of adequately trained commercial pilots 
domestically and globally.  
 
In light of these future challenges, the Canadian Aviation Maintenance Council, in 
partnership with the Air Transport Association of Canada, commissioned R.A. Malatest 
& Associates to complete the 2010 Human Resource Study of the Commercial Pilot in 
Canada — an update to the 2001 Human Resource Study of the Commercial Pilot in 
Canada. This executive summary is a brief overview of the findings from the research 
and data analysis completed for the study, including highlights related to training, 
regulation, and occupational standards. 
 
Internationally, China and India are leading the way in industry growth and increasing 
fleet size. This presents an opportunity for Canadian flight training units to fill their 
current training capacity with foreign students, however, it is also important that 
Canadian flight training units have the capacity to admit and train sufficient Canadian 
pilots to meet domestic demand. This is particularly noteworthy, as the domestic supply 
of commercial pilots may not meet the domestic demand. Both in Canada and in the 
United States, youth are increasingly unlikely to consider a career as a commercial pilot, 
as the costs can be prohibitive and there is insufficient funding available for training. 
In addition, among those who do choose to begin their training, those who do not 
complete their training do so due to limited job opportunities and/or too little pay. While 
many student pilots continue to choose to become a pilot for the love of flying, more 
effective marketing of the career to prospective students is needed through outreach 
programs, and more funding and training dollars need to be made available.  
 
Historically, Canada has been a leader in flight training, attracting students from abroad 
and having a reputation for producing many highly skilled and competent pilots for the 
domestic and international markets. If Canada is to maintain this reputation, it is crucial 
that its training institutions have access to the latest technology available to the training 
community. Flight training devices and simulators are becoming more technologically 
advanced with the ability to recreate in-aircraft scenarios for students under safe and 
affordable conditions. It is increasingly incumbent on industry, operators, flight training 
units, and the regulator to take advantage of the benefits these devices have to offer. 
It is a necessity to increase the number of recognized hours trained in Flight Training 
Devices (FTDs) and simulators. Transport Canada has looked into the future of flight 
training developing regulations for flight training units to become Approved Training 
Organizations (ATO), which will support the Multi-crew Pilot Licence.  
 
Another notable change in the approach to training is the increased popularity of 
competency-based training over hours-based training. The skills, knowledge, and 
attitudes required of today’s pilots, such as crew resource management, threat and 
error management, situational awareness, and safety management systems, are  
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multi-dimensional and interlaced. As such, it is no longer effective to train pilots as 
though each were a stand alone skill. It is increasingly recognized by operators and 
flight training units alike that simply logging flying hours does not adequately prepare 
pilots in these skill areas. Advances in the area of flight instruction — both in course 
content and how instructors themselves are trained to teach pilots are imminent. 
 
The changes to the industry have resulted in a call to professionalize the flight instructor 
occupation and to develop professional occupational standards, which identify the skills 
knowledge and attitudes of various professional pilots’ occupations while revisiting the 
existing national occupational classification (NOC) 2271, which puts pilots, flight 
engineers, and instructors under one umbrella classification. If air operators and flight 
training units expect to meet future demands with trained, skilled, and knowledgeable 
pilots, these issues need to be taken seriously, and be systematically addressed. 
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Background for the Study 

 
In 2009, the Canadian Aviation Maintenance Council (CAMC), in partnership with the 
Air Transport Association of Canada (ATAC) commissioned the 2010 Human Resource 
Study of the Commercial Pilot in Canada to identify gaps in pilot skills and training 
capacity. The study was commissioned as a follow up to the 2001 Human Resource 
Study of Commercial Pilots in Canada.  
 
The information contained in this report draws on a number of data sources, including 
an extensive scan of available literature and articles published relevant to the industry; 
32 interviews with industry representatives, experts, and others; 13 consultations with 
pilots and/or pilot candidates; a survey of 110 fixed-wing and 31 helicopter operators; 
a survey of 51 fixed-wing and 13 helicopter flight training units; and six focus groups in 
five cities across Canada.  
 
This report presents the findings from the 2010 Human Resource Study of the 
Commercial Pilot in Canada. This study was completed by R.A. Malatest & Associates 
Ltd., in collaboration with Joan Williams and Lawrence Dupuis. Research was prepared 
under the direction of a multi-stakeholder group, including representatives from the 
Canadian Aviation Maintenance Council, the Air Transport Association of Canada, the 
Helicopter Association of Canada, training organizations, and operators.  
 
Key Findings 
 
1) The current National Occupational Classification (NOC) description 

for pilots (2271) is insufficient and does not adequately reflect today’s 
pilot profession. 
The aviation industry lacks a systematic method for identifying, updating and sharing 
the skill sets required by employers in the various commercial operations. NOCs are 
important for a number of reasons. They help guide people who are making a career 
choice, they can help identify particular attributes that can inform employers when 
searching for candidates, and they allow employers to better develop and grow their 
current employees. The current NOC is limited in four main ways:  

1) it does not include other technical tasks that pilots are required to perform, 
beyond flying the aircraft;  

2) it does not include the non-technical skills required of pilots, such as 
situational awareness and decision-making;  

3) it does not adequately convey the differences between various commercial 
pilot operating environments; and  

4) it does not distinguish between a pilot, a flight engineer, a flight instructor, 
or even between fixed-wing and helicopter pilots. 

In addition to updating the NOC of the commercial pilot, the development of National 
Occupational Standards will help potential employees, employers, and industry to 
better understand and identify the skills needed to succeed as a commercial pilot. 
Sixty-five per cent (65%) of fixed-wing and 79% of helicopter operators believed that 
developing Occupational Standards for the industry was important. 

SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS 
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2) The commercial aviation sector experienced significant declines in both 
traffic and revenue in 2009, but is expected to rebound in 2010. 
In 2008, the overall contribution of the air transportation industry to Canada’s 
GDP was almost 5%. In 2009, both passenger and cargo traffic were down 
dramatically, but industry experts predict that in 2010 each will grow by 5.6% and 
12.7% respectively1. Economists also expect that in 2010, the air transportation 
industry’s contribution to the country’s GDP will increase, though moderately and 
not necessarily to the levels prior to the economic downturn. In addition, northern 
air operations are growing in both cargo and passenger traffic, as exploration and 
production of natural resources increases in Canada’s northern regions. 

 
3) The industry is at risk of a shortage of fixed-wing pilots with the 

appropriate knowledge skills and competencies, if the industry recovers 
as predicted. 
Several factors point to the potential for a significant gap in trained pilots available 
to the industry. These factors include both demand and supply side trends. For 
example, operators reported in the survey that 15% of fixed-wing pilots are 
expected to retire over the next five years. More than half also reported that they 
anticipate additional hires in the next five years, beyond replacing those who 
retire. Furthermore, based on survey findings, it is estimated that only 
approximately 70% of Canadians obtaining their commercial pilot licence (CPL) will 
actually become career pilots. The results of the study suggest that Canada could 
experience a significant shortage in commercial pilots with the necessary 
knowledge, skills, and experience as the economy recovers. 
 
Examining the supply-demand gap for helicopter pilots, the picture is slightly 
different. While no shortage is expected in the actual number of trained helicopter 
pilots available to work, the critical shortage is, and will continue to be, pilot 
experience. Helicopter operators have reported that often they cannot hire recent 
graduate helicopter pilots because they lack sufficient flying hours to satisfy the 
minimum requirements set by many of the clients for whom the operators fly. 
Additional pressure exists in the helicopter industry with respect to ensuring an 
adequate supply of instructors, as helicopter instructors are typically required to 
have experience and flight hours greater than those possessed by new graduates. 
This is a practice that stands in stark contrast to the fixed-wing flight training 
industry that typically hires recent graduates as instructors for ab initio training.  
 
Operators also report a slightly higher retirement rate among helicopter pilots 
relative to fixed-wing (17% of helicopter pilots are expected to retire in the next five 
years relative to 15% among fixed-wing pilots). It should be noted that collective 
agreements for unionized pilots often stipulate retirement at age 60.  
 

4) The current approach to marketing commercial pilot careers to youth 
is outdated.  
Guidance counsellors suggest that marketing the pilot career using interactive web 
sessions would be more popular with youth than traditional marketing approaches. 
During a focus group session, some participants felt that high school guidance 

                                                
1 http://www.iata.org/pressroom/pr/Pages/2010-03-11-01.aspx 
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its own transport association — the Northern Air Transport Association (NATA)40. 
Transport Canada in the Prairie and in the Northern Region lists 17 operators regulated 
pursuant to CAR 705, all of which provide north/south service. Three of these operators 
in fact provide service to the north with aircraft capable of carrying more than 100 
passengers each.41  
 
Growing interest in Arctic sovereignty, natural-resource exploration and development 
(gold, diamonds, oil and gas) and construction of the Mackenzie Oil and Gas Pipeline has 
affected demand for air transportation in recent years.42 It is expected that demand for 
aviation in the North will continue to increase, given the recent political interest and the 
vast natural resources in the area. Currently, there are four diamond mines in operation 
in the Arctic, producing one-third of the world’s top gem-quality diamonds, with an 
additional five mines under construction. Furthermore, recent estimates show that oil 
and gas reserves in the Arctic rival those of the entire Middle East.  
 
As economic growth and development continue in the region, so too will the 
requirement for increased air transportation — both passenger and freight. As the need 
grows, air carriers and operators will recruit greater numbers of professional pilots to 
their airlines and to the routes that service the North.  
 

                                                
40 Ibid.  
41 Though the remaining 14 operators are CAR 705 certified, they do not necessarily  
provide service to the north with their aircraft of this size. 
42 Ibid.  
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As with most occupations, the supply-demand curves for pilots are seldom, if ever, 
aligned. New entrants typically lag behind the demand due to the length of pilot training 
required. Over the years, periods of surpluses and shortages have been commonplace. 
Often the situation is mixed, with shortages in some sectors and surpluses elsewhere.  
 
The recent economic downturn has affected the demand side for aviation services and, 
consequently, the number of pilots needed. In addition, shifting patterns in the supply of 
available pilots, though less volatile, is equally significant. According to the International 
Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) estimates, aviation worldwide will require 207,600 
new pilots by 2018, and 352,900 by 2026, with Asia-Pacific and the Middle East Regions 
leading the growth in demand. These figures are based on a survey conducted by the 
IATA Training and Qualifications Initiative. Though the projections were made in 2007 
prior to the 2008 financial collapse, many experts maintain that there is a serious global 
pilot shortage looming in the near future and an international coordinated effort must be 
put forth to ensure that enough commercial pilots are trained and qualified to fly safely.  
 
In a recent article published by the Associated Press, entitled, “Future Pilots May Not Be 
Up To Snuff”43, the US National Transportation Safety Board was cautioned that not only 
is there predicted to be a shortage in the supply of pilots in the United States, but that 
the pilots of the future will be less experienced and less ethical. According to the article, 
in the U.S. there are currently approximately 54,000 pilots working for major airlines, 
another 19,000 for regional airlines, and an additional 2,500 available for hire. Recent 
estimates in the States are that airlines will need to hire about 42,090 pilots over the 
next decade to replace retirees and to keep up with domestic industry growth. Two key 
challenges in the States to meet demand include, fewer military pilots seeking jobs with 
airlines, and fewer college students pursing a career in aviation due to perceived poor 
industry economics and increasing competition from private corporations.  
 
According to Dr. Thomas Carney, Chair of the Next Generation Aviation Professionals 
(NGAP) Task Force, Boeing projects that, in the Asia-Pacific region, air travel will grow at 
an average annual rate of 6.5% over the next 20 years. China alone is expected to triple 
its fleet to 4,610 airplanes by 2028 to meet demand, and subsequently to increase its 
number of professional pilots. According to the ICAO, Chinese pilots-in-training already 
currently occupy a large number of seats in global training institutions. Canadian flight 
training centres continue to admit a high percentage of international students — likely a 
reflection of the increasing demand for pilots by China, India and other countries. And 
while a number of flight training units have scaled back or gone out of business, likely 
due to financial pressures, inability to replace aging fleets and increased regulatory 
requirements on business aspects of the operation, the remaining Canadian flight 
schools continue to update their fleets and simulators with the latest technology, 
developing capacity to supply Canada and the international community with the training 
need for the next generation of professional pilots.  
 

                                                
43 http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=126898497  

CHAPTER 5: THE SUPPLY AND DEMAND FOR PILOTS 
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5.1 Supply 

 
Number of Pilots in Canada 
 
As of December 2008, there were a total of 24,598 in force commercial pilot licences 
held in Canada. 44 The following graph illustrates the number of in-force pilot licences as 
of December 2008 by licence type.  
 

CHART 5-1 

NUMBER OF COMMERCIAL/ATPL PILOT LICENCES IN FORCE IN 2008  

BY LICENCE TYPE 
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Source: Transport Canada 

 
 
The number of licences, even commercial licences, does not necessarily reflect the 
number of pilots available to the aviation industry. Some portion of the active licences 
will represent pilots working in other industries or pilots not actively flying. As a result, it 
is useful to compare the data from Transport Canada to that from Statistics Canada 
showing the number of people in Canada reporting that they are employed as 
commercial pilots. According to the 2006 Census, there were 14,575 Canadians working 
in NOC 2271 — air pilots, flight engineers, and flight instructors. Not surprisingly, the 
majority of employees (11,935) in NOC 2271 work in the air transportation industry. The 
second most common industry is Support Activities for Transportation (655), followed by 
Educational Services (500), which are likely flight training units (FTUs).  
 
According to Transport Canada, there were 1,113 commercial fixed-wing and 646 ATPL 
fixed-wing licences issued in 2008. Further, there were 838 commercial helicopter and 
86 ATPL helicopter licences issued in 2008. There was a substantial drop in the number 
of licences issued in 2005 and 2006, with the total number of licences falling to 1,665 in 
2005 compared to 1,819 in 2003. However, in 2007 and 2008 there was an increase in 
the number of commercial licences issued.  
 
                                                
44 Transport Canada web site, accessed July 9, 2009 
http://www.tc.gc.ca/civilaviation/general/personnel/stats/stats007_pg2.htm 
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CHART 5-2 

LICENCES ISSUED BETWEEN 2003 AND 2008, BY LICENCE TYPE 

 
Source: Transport Canada 

NOTE: All ATPL licence holders are required to have previously held a commercial licence.  
 
 
The number of international students trained in Canada has increased rapidly in recent 
years. In total, 149 commercial fixed-wing licences were issued to international students 
in 2005. This number has risen to 346 in 2008, which means that the share of licences 
issued to foreign students has increased from 19.7% in 2005 to 31.1% in 2008. 
International students should be removed from the total supply of Canadian pilots 
available to Canadian operators, as these students often return to their native countries 
or move to other countries to pursue their aviation careers.  
 
According to Transport Canada, in 2008, 46% of foreign students were from India, 33% 
from China, 15% from France, and 3%, respectively, from the UK and the United States. 
As one respondent noted, Canadian schools have a sound reputation internationally and 
have the equipment, expertise, geography and weather to produce highly competent 
pilots, which has attracted the attention of international airlines and students. But 
according to another interviewee from the flight training community, if Canada does not 
remain at the forefront of training with its training devices, simulators and methodology, 
the foreign student market is likely to decline in the coming years as other countries 
develop their own capacity to train pilots.  
 
According to information provided by Transport Canada, approximately 767 of the fixed-
wing commercial licences and 234 helicopter commercial licences were issued to 
Canadians in 2008.45 
 
The following graph details the trend in the number of commercial aeroplane licences 
issued to Canadians between 2001 and 2008. Since 2005, the proportion of licences 
issued to Canadians has declined from over 80% to just under 69%, whereas the total 
number of licences issued to Canadians over this same period increased from 606 to 
767. 

                                                
45 initial issuance of licences as opposed to re-issuing to people who already held the licence 
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CHART 5-3 

COMMERCIAL AEROPLANE LICENCES ISSUED TO CANADIANS BETWEEN 2001-2008  
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Source: Transport Canada 

 
 
Another point for consideration is that not all graduates from pilot training pursue a 
career as a commercial pilot. Although this information is not formally tracked by FTUs, 
respondents were asked about the percentage of Canadian graduates from their 
organization/institution that go on to become commercial pilots as a career. FTUs 
reported that 71% of Canadian graduates become commercial pilots. However, these 
data should be considered with caution since the responses are based on respondent 
perception rather than actual figures. Nonetheless, there were some slight differences in 
the responses given by private training organizations and colleges. Colleges reported a 
higher percentage of Canadian students becoming commercial pilots (75%) compared 
with private training organizations (68%). It should be noted that only six of the 42 
respondents were classified as colleges, and none of these was a helicopter FTU.46 
 

                                                
46 n=26 private fixed wing FTUs; n=6 college FTUs; n=10 private helicopter FTUs 
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CHART 5-4 

PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS ISSUED A COMMERCIAL LICENCE  

WHO INTEND TO MAKE AVIATION A CAREER, BY INSTITUTION TYPE 
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Source: Flight Training Unit Survey (question E4) “Based on your experience interacting with your training organization’s 
recent students, what percentage of Canadian individuals obtaining a commercial pilot licence go on to become a 
commercial pilot as a career?” n=32 Fixed-wing, n=10 helicopter 

 
 
Immigration continues to play a key role in the country’s labour force, as a number of 
industries rely heavily on immigration to fill labour shortages and to meet demand for 
skilled labour. As illustrated in the table below, compared with the national averages 
across all occupational groups, immigrants comprise a smaller proportion of employees 
in NOC 2271. While immigrants account for 21% of the labour force across all 
occupations, they only account for 14% of the labour force in NOC 2271.  
 

Table 5-1 

Immigrant Status of Employees in NOC 2271 

 
MALE FEMALE 

TOTAL  

(NOC 2271) 

TOTAL (All 

Occupations) 

Non-immigrants 11,740 86% 795 93% 12,535 86% 78% 
Immigrants 1,960 14% 55 6% 2,020 14% 21% 
Before 1991 1,400 10% 30 4% 1,435 10% 11% 
1991 to 2000 360 3% 20 2% 380 3% 6% 
1991 to 1995 190 1% 10 1% 195 1% 3% 
1996 to 2000 175 1% 10 1% 185 1% 3% 
2001 to 2006  195 1% 10 1% 200 1% 3% 
Non-permanent 
residents 

20 0% 0 0% 25 0% 
1% 

TOTAL 13,725 100% 855 100% 14,575 100% 100% 

Source: Statistics Canada, 2006 Census of Population, Statistics Canada catalogue no. 97-564-XCB2006005. 
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Discussed in more detail in the next section, the main challenge in the helicopter sector 
in Canada is that newly trained pilots do not have sufficient flying time to meet the 
minimum requirements set by clients. This has resulted in a number of operators being 
forced to look beyond Canadian borders to hire helicopter pilots. According to survey 
results, helicopter operators reported that typically, 7% of their new hires come from 
foreign operators. In contrast, fixed-wing operators reported that only about 1.2% of 
new hires come from foreign operators.  
 
Some operators have obtained approval from Citizenship and Immigration Canada to 
hire foreign pilots by securing a Labour Market Opinion (LMO) identifying a need for the 
foreign worker because there are no qualified Canadians available to fill the job. 
According to the Immigration and Refugee Protection Regulations, an LMO, which is 
provided by the Department of Human Resources Development, is based on the 
following factors:47 

(a) whether the employment of the foreign national is likely to result in direct job 
creation or job retention for Canadian citizens or permanent residents; 

(b) whether the employment of the foreign national is likely to result in the creation or 
transfer of skills and knowledge for the benefit of Canadian citizens or permanent 
residents; 

(c) whether the employment of the foreign national is likely to fill a labour shortage; 

(d) whether the wages offered to the foreign national are consistent with the prevailing 
wage rate for the occupation and whether the working conditions meet generally 
accepted Canadian standards; 

(e) whether the employer has made, or has agreed to make, reasonable efforts to hire 
or train Canadian citizens or permanent residents; and 

(f) whether the employment of the foreign national is likely to adversely affect the 
settlement of any labour dispute in progress or the employment of any person involved 
in the dispute. 

However, according to one respondent’s interpretation, the operator simply has to 
demonstrate that a Canadian pilot with the required ratings cannot be found.  
 
Findings:  
Almost one-third of fixed-wing and helicopter commercial pilots licences issued in 2008 
were to international students. In 2008, the share of Canadian pilot licences issued to 
international students jumped from 19.7% in 2005 to 31.1% of all Canadian commercial 
licences issued. 
 
Not all Canadians who obtain a commercial pilot licence become professional pilots. 
Flight training units estimated that 71% of Canadians who obtain a CPL go on to 
become professional pilots. One caveat is that since many FTUs do not formally track 
this information, their estimates are hypothetical. 
 
Helicopter operators reported that typically 7% of their new hires come from foreign 
operators, compared with just over 1% of new hires to fixed-wing operations.  

                                                
47 http://laws.justice.gc.ca/en/ShowDoc/cr/SOR-2002-227/bo-ga:l_11::bo-
ga:l_12//en?page=6&isPrinting=false&noCookie  



2010 Human Resource Study of the Commercial Pilot in Canada 

 

Canadian Aviation Maintenance Council June 2010 

27 

5.2 Helicopter Pilots — Supply Considerations 

 
The main challenge among helicopter operators and pilots alike is how to bridge the gap 
between the many pilots who have low flying hours with client demand for pilots with 

high flying hours. According to the author of an 
article written for Heli-College Canada Training Inc., 
the dilemma in the helicopter industry, which has 
only really developed in the last three years, is that 
many customers/clients, in a desire for increased 
safety and efficiency, require that their helicopter 
crews have a very high ‘minimum experience’ — 
generally in the range of 1,000 hours as a Pilot In 
Command (PIC).48 This puts a significant amount of 
pressure on operators and pilots alike. In response, a 
few companies and organizations have convinced 
some government agencies to consider allowing 
“lower numbers such as 600 hours PIC, 100 on type, 

and where applicable, an ‘approved’ mountain course”49, which may help bridge the gap. 
Anecdotally, one industry expert commented that some helicopter training companies 
are now hiring their own graduates in the charter branch of their company, or are 
developing relationships with other charter operators to hire their recent graduates. 
 
While it has always been difficult for a pilot to secure the first job, in the current 
environment, it has become harder for operators to hire low-time pilots. This has led to 
a loss of trained helicopter pilots to the industry. According to the president of the 
Helicopter Association of Canada, the attrition rate of students either not completing 
their training or in leaving the industry after graduation is frequently due to the cost of 
training and the frustration of getting a first job. “There are jobs available for qualified 
pilots, but those coming out of flight school with, say, typically 100 hours of flight time, 
really means they have not been exposed to a lot of the specialized flying missions that 
they may be called upon to complete as a working commercial helicopter pilot.”50 
 
As pilots with higher time either retire or move onto different careers, operators will 
need to consider creative ways of retaining their younger, lower-hour pilots, and 
providing them with the opportunities to build up their hours.51 This is at the heart of 
the dilemma: How do you bring new pilots up to the level of experience needed to be 
really productive?  
 
There are two main options that have been proposed to address this “gap”: 
accreditation and mentoring programs. 
 

                                                
48 Heli College Canada Training Inc. “Bridging the Gap… Helping Low time pilots enter the industry”  
available at http://www.heli-college.com/ar+ticles/art5.htm  
49 Ibid.  
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid.  

According to one operator: “I’m finding there 
is a huge disconnect between ab initio 
training and the industry. We have to put 
15 to 20 hours into students just to get them 
to an operational level for what we do. The 
people we fly for are setting standards that 
are so high — we’ve got pilots that can’t fly 
for certain companies that require 2,000 
hours. We have difficulty even placing 500- 
or 600-hour pilots and being able to bill their 
time.” 
- Focus Group Participant (helicopter operator) 
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Accreditation 
According to Gavin Miller, in his article entitled “HAC: The Move to Best Practices”52, the 
helicopter industry would benefit considerably from developing a program geared 
toward industry best practices and accreditation. Miller states that industry would 
benefit greatly, both in terms of safety and efficiency, from developing, following, and 
auditing its own rules. In a presentation called “The Future of Best Practices in the 
Canadian Helicopter Industry” made at the 2009 HAC convention, president and CEO of 
HAC, Fred Jones, conveyed to the audience the importance for HAC to create its own 
best practices and voluntary member accreditation program. Though it would come at 
some cost, Miller argues that both HAC and the HAI (Helicopter Association 
International) would be the best vehicles for educating customers about efforts to 
improve safety.  
 
Miller suggests that it is ultimately the customer’s decision to support the design, 
development and implementation of such a program, as it is customer demand that will 
drive operators to implement best practices and/or accreditation programs. As Miller 
states, “If accreditation for HAC/HAI best practices is offered, then the customer base 
should be encouraged to use operators who have it”. 53 This will, in turn, encourage 
more operators to get accredited. Focusing more on operator accreditation rather than 
exclusively on pilot hours of experience could result in safer standards and practices 
across the board. 
 
The International Association of Oil and Gas Producers (OGP) appears to be leading the 
way in setting minimum standards for pilots and aircraft used for working in the 
industry. In its June 2008 Aircraft Management Guidelines report54, the OGP outlines 
several best practices and safety standards that could be adopted by helicopter 
operators to help improve both safety and the skill of pilots. The OPG recognizes that 
different aviation authorities can only outline minimum requirements, and that “the 
ultimate responsibility for safety in the air lies with the aircraft operator”. 55 There is no 
single template that would fit all operators. Thus, the purpose of the OGP guidelines is 
to help those who are responsible for managing aviation (either at the operation level or 
policy level) to better “plan, develop and control, safely and efficiently, air transport 
operations that are best suited to their needs”. 56  
 
One focus group, which included helicopter operators, explored the idea of a carding 
system: “In the United States, the forestry industry cards its pilots, say, for forest fires. 
If you have a certain amount of training and [can] demonstrate this… [you’ve] got a 
great chance at getting a job”. According to another helicopter operator, “It would 
increase transferability and mobility of that carding system, it would be national 
recognition. It would mean that we’re all on the same page with respect to the 
competency end result.”  

                                                
52 Vertical Article, “HAC: The Move to Best Practices”, April 5, 2009, available at  
http://www.av-basesystems.com/downloads/press/VerticalArticle.pdf  
53 Vertical Article, “HAC: The Move to Best Practices”, April 5, 2009, available at  
http://www.av-basesystems.com/downloads/press/VerticalArticle.pdf 
54 International Association of Oil and Gas Producers, Aircraft Management Guidelines Report, June 2008,  
available at http://www.ogp.org.uk/pubs/390.pdf  
55 Ibid. 
56 International Association of Oil and Gas Producers, Aircraft Management Guidelines Report, June 2008,  
available at http://www.ogp.org.uk/pubs/390.pdf 
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In Canada, the Pilot Qualification Working Group, a sub-committee of HAC, was formed 
to address HAC members’ concern that the minimum number of hours required by 
clients does not accurately measure a pilot’s ability or skill, thus making it difficult for 
new competent pilots to gain entrance into specialty operations such as forestry 
wildfire.57 Though in earlier years, a working group met to determine the minimum fixed 
hours required to assess the competency of pilots, today’s operators and clients agree 
that the criteria need to be refined to better reflect pilots’ abilities according to current 
wildfire operations requirements.  
 
The working group identified the following eight key skills and developed Industry Best 
Practices for both training to the skill and operating in the circumstance: 

1. General Wildfire Operations Knowledge  
2. Mountain Flying  

3. External Load — Short Line (horizontal reference), Long Line (vertical reference), 
Precision Load Placement, Water Bucketing / Tanking  

4. Class D External Loads  

5. Aerial Ignition Device (AID) and Drip Torching  

6. Hover Exit  

7. Confined Area Operations  

8. Low Visibility Flight  
 
Clients will be required to identify which skills they need of pilots to complete the flight 
operation, and the operator must be able to prove to the client that their pilots have the 
identified skills.  
 
Mentoring Programs  
The Helicopter Association of Canada (HAC) has proposed a mentoring program wherein 
newer pilots accompany more experienced pilots on the job. Ten of 13 helicopter FTUs 
reported that there was a need in the industry for a formal mentoring program for 
recent graduates. However, currently, there is little use of mentoring programs or of 
partnerships between FTUs and operators. Only three of 13 helicopter flight training 
units reported having a formal mentoring program for graduates with operators. 
However, six helicopter FTUs had a hiring relationship with one or more commercial 
helicopter charter operators. 
 
 
Findings:  
Due to increasing requests from clients for ‘minimum experience’ for helicopter pilots — 
generally in the range of 1,000 hours as a pilot in command — it has become 
increasingly difficult for helicopter pilots to secure a first job.  
 
Accreditation and mentoring programs have been suggested strategies to address this 
human-resource challenge.  
 

                                                
57 http://www.h-a-c.ca/PQWG-Pilot_Competencies_for_Helicopter_Wildfire_Operations.pdf 
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5.3 Demand 

 
As with most sectors’ employee base in the country, the increasing likelihood of 
retirements among fixed-wing and helicopter pilots is expected to affect the overall 
demand for pilots as employers will need to fill these vacancies.  
 
Among Western developed countries, as in most sectors and industries, Robert Donald, 
Executive Director of CAMC, said, “There are simply not enough people in the pipeline 
coming up to replace retirees… And in aviation, that trend is even more pronounced 
than in other sectors given the very significant growth of the worldwide industry”.58 
 
Presented in the following table are the projected figures for global pilot and training 
demand, according to IATA ITQI Report, 2009: 
 

Table 5-2 

Projected Global Pilot and Training Demand 
 

PILOT AND TRAINING DEMAND 2018 2026 

Total pilots needed to fly new aircraft 193,100 350,200 

New pilots for additional aircraft 135,000 227,500 

New pilots needed to fill the fluctuation and retirement 
gap 

72,600 125,400 

Total new pilots (additional aircraft and fluctuations) 207,600 352,900 

Total new pilots needing transition training on 
replacement aircraft 

57,930 122,700 

Source: IATA ITQI Report, 2009; reproduced from ICAO Journal, issue 06-2009, pp. 8. 
 
 
One respondent felt that the economic recovery will prompt a pilot shortage, not only 
nationally but also globally. Until recently, China and India have tended to hire their 
pilots from within. However, the current rate of growth of the aviation market in these 
countries has resulted in somewhat more relaxed hiring policies; thus opening the door 
to international pilots. In addition, according to this participant, operators in Asian and 
Middle Eastern countries may be in a position to offer attractive salary and benefit 
packages, which could act as an incentive for many Western trained pilots to choose to 
work abroad. Nonetheless, the growth in international demand for pilots can be 
considered an opportunity for many Canadian would-be pilots. According to survey 
results, 4.1% of fixed-wing pilots and 10.8% of helicopter pilots who resigned in the last 
two years from Canadian operations left for an overseas offer.  
 
One interviewee reported that as the market for pilots becomes increasingly global, 
there will be a need for an international harmonization initiative for pilot training. 
Similarly, another participant posited that given the global nature of the industry, there 
should be an agreed upon “universal pilot licence”. 
 

                                                
58 ICAO Journal, issue 06-2009, pp7. 
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Operators were asked about the expected retirement rates at their company in the next 
two years and five years. Both helicopter and fixed-wing respondents estimated that 
approximately 6% of their current pilot employee base would retire in the next two 
years (between 2009 and 2011). The retirement rates increase dramatically when 
predicted over five years. Fixed-wing and helicopter operators estimate that 
approximately 15% and 17%, respectively, of their current pilots will retire between 
2009 and 2014. Their responses are illustrated in Table 5-3 below.  
 

Table 5-3 

Estimated Pilot Retirement Rates 
 

Operator 

Type 

# of 

Companies 

Responding 

# of Full 

Time and 

Part Time 

Pilots 

Estimated # 

to Retire in 

2 years 

(cumulative) 

% of 

Current 

Pilots 

Estimated # 

to Retire in 

5 years 

(cumulative) 

% of 

Current 

Pilots 

Helicopter 32 710 45 6.3% 119 16.7% 

Fixed-wing 61 6,768 385 5.7% 991 14.6% 

Source: Operator Survey, QB1: How many pilots do you currently employ? QB5: How many pilots do you expect will retire in the 
next 2 and 5 years? 

NOTE: only those companies who provided data for QB5 were included 
 
One issue for consideration is that Air Canada’s pilots are currently required to retire 
at the age of 60. However, the airline and its pilots’ union may be required to change 
the age of retirement to 65. This could affect the estimated number of retirements in 
the next two and five years. 
 
In addition to retirements, operators further expect that they expect the total number of 
pilots they employ to either increase or stay the same in the next two and five years. In 
total, 31.1% of fixed-wing and 41.9% of helicopter operators expect that in the next 
two years the number of pilots they employ will increase, and 49.5% and 64.5% expect 
that in the next five years the number of pilots they employ will increase, over and 
above replacing retirements.  
 
Findings:  
The looming retirements coupled with projected growth in the Asian markets have many 
experts predicting significant pilot shortages in the coming years — both on the global 
scale. According to survey respondents, 4% of voluntary separations among fixed-wing 
pilots and almost 11% among helicopter pilots were attributed to pilots accepting jobs 
overseas. 
 
Almost 17% of helicopter and 15% of fixed-wing pilots are expected to retire in the next 
five years. In addition, more than one-half of all operators project that the number of 
pilots they employ will increase in the next five years, over and above replacing 
retirements.  
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5.4 Current Capacity to Meet Demand 

 
The number of new pilot licences issued each year must cover increases in demand for 
pilots, retirements of existing pilots and pilots leaving the industry.  
 
Number of Flight Training Units in Canada 
According to Transport Canada, there are 39 helicopter training schools and 
168 aeroplane training schools across the country.59 Transport Canada further reports 
that there are five flight training units offering the fixed-wing ATPL integrated course, 
seven that offer the CPL(A) integrated course, and nine that offer the CPL(A)/IR 
integrated course60.  
 
However, the number of flight training centres has diminished since 2001. According to 
the 2001 Human Resource Study of Commercial Pilots, there were 287 flight training 
units in Canada at the time.61 Today, there are only 207, and industry experts expect 
that the number of FTUs offering commercial pilot licences will continue to decline. 
According to one participant, there are several reasons for this: 1) Transport Canada’s 
mandate to have an SMS (Safety Management System) in place in 2010 for schools 
offering commercial pilot training will involve substantial cost to implement; 2) In 
Ontario, all FTUs that want to offer the commercial licence and flight instructor rating 
must be registered with the province (which costs money); and, 3) Many FTUs, 
especially the smaller, non-college affiliated ones, have aging infrastructure (aircraft and 
training devices) and will be unable or unwilling to make the capital investment required 
to offer the quality of training programs that will be increasingly needed.  
 
As reported by several participants, more schools, particularly smaller ones, will continue 
to close. According to these individuals, the end result will be that remaining smaller 
schools will likely focus on private licences, recreational flying, and basic commercial and 
instructor training. The larger schools, however, will grow in size and their focus will be 
on training commercial pilots, and addressing the skills gap between today’s minimum 
standards adhered to by training programs and the skills required by commercial 
operators. Fewer schools means that regional limitations will restrict access to training 
for potential student pilots, which could increase the cost of training for those students 
who are required to relocate to pursue their commercial pilot training.  
 

                                                
59 Transport Canada http://wwwapps.tc.gc.ca/Saf-Sec-Sur/2/FTAE-
FVEA/Resul.aspx?l=E&st=1&sc=&rg=%%&pv=%%&at=%%&ct=H, accessed August 19, 2009 
60 Transport Canada http://wwwapps.tc.gc.ca/Saf-Sec-Sur/2/FTAE-FVEA/Index.aspx?l=E  
61 ATAC “2001 Human Resource Study of Commercial Pilots in Canada”. 
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Number of Instructor Ratings in Force 
The number of instructor ratings can also provide insight into the current capacity to 
meet the demand for trained and qualified pilots. However, it should be noted that one 
of the key challenges in assessing the number of instructors is that while an individual 
has an instructor rating, it cannot be assumed that person will instruct professionally as 
a career. Further discussion of the need to identify the parameters of what constitutes 
a professional instructor can be found in Chapter 11. Albeit that the figures for the 
number of in force instructor ratings is fluid and that there remains some question as to 
the extent to which those with the ratings are actually instructing, the figures provide an 
idea of the number of instructors who could potentially be accessed. The following table 
presents a breakdown of the total instructor ratings held in force by class and licence 
type, as of December 2008.  
 

Table 5-4 

Instructor Ratings (in force) as of December 2008 
 

Type of 

Licence 
Class Total 

 1 2 3 4  

Aeroplane 455 323 732 368 1,878 

Helicopter 91 21 43 23 178 

Source: Transport Canada, http://www.tc.gc.ca/civilaviation/general/personnel/stats/stats007.htm#instructor  

 
 
According to one respondent, Canada’s flight training community has the capacity to 
train the number of pilots needed domestically. However, if Canadian flight schools are 
not successful in attracting domestic students and mainly enroll foreign students, 
operators may be increasingly consigned to fill their pilot positions with foreign pilots, 
many of whom may be willing to work for low starting salaries, which could act as a 
further incentive for operators to hire foreign pilots. In addition, according to an 
interviewee, it would be relatively easy for operators to hire foreign pilots trained in 
Canada, as they are trained to the Canadian standard and would have already cleared 
all the security checks.  
 
As reported above, flight schools appear to be admitting larger numbers of foreign 
students, as demonstrated by the 31% of pilot licences issued to foreign students in 
2008. Survey findings show that 17% of fixed-wing commercial pilot students and 12% 
of helicopter pilot students are foreign. By institution type, 3% of students in college-
based programs and 18% in private programs are foreign. The challenge, therefore, is 
how to best attract domestic students to the pilot career. One possibility to increase 
the number of domestic student pilots in Canada is to focus on the female population. 
In Canada, the number of professional female pilots is reported to be less than 6%, 
according to the most recent 2006 Census data. This is discussed in detail in Chapter 6. 
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Findings:  
The number of flight training units has decreased by 28% since 2001. According to 
Transport Canada the number of FTUs decreased from 287 in 2001 to 207 in 2008. 
SMS requirements, provincial regulations, and increased costs to update technology 
and infrastructure have been partially credited as contributing to the decline in FTU 
numbers. The number of FTUs is expected to decline even further as smaller training 
facilities close or get out of the business of professional pilot training. However, larger 
training facilities, which have economies of scale, could potentially increase in size, 
potentially offsetting the loss of smaller training units and increasing or even increasing 
the total number of seats available for professional pilot training. 
 
While there are more than 2,000 instructor ratings in force, the actual number of 
instructors teaching professionally is fluid and not known. This affects the extent to 
which capacity to meet demand can be assessed. Nonetheless, it is perceived that 
Canadian FTUs have the capacity to meet the demand in numbers, but unless they are 
able to attract more domestic students, operators may be consigned to hire more 
foreign pilots than the currently reported 1% among fixed-wing and 7% among 
helicopter pilot new hires. At present, according to survey results, 17% of fixed-wing 
pilot students and 12% of helicopter pilot students are international. 
 

 

5.5 Estimates of Future Demand 

 

The information presented in this section was used to estimate the expected change in 
staffing requirements for commercial pilots. Staff turnover (retirements and voluntary 
separations) and the anticipated number of pilots needed in 2011 and 2014 are 
examined in the following sections. 
 
The potential supply-demand gap for pilots is based on the following assumptions: 

Supply: Identification of the number of new licences issued. Due to the difficulty 
in estimating future changes in the number of new pilot licences, a 
“steady-state” is assumed based on the number of estimated new 
Canadian commercial pilots in 2008. 

Demand: Demand considerations include new hires required to fill replacement 
positions (retirement, pilots leaving the industry/voluntary separation) as 
well as new hires required to meet increased demand. Published estimates 
of growth in the industry are used for the current model. 

Given the limits on the ability to estimate future supply and demand, two alternative 
growth scenarios are projected. The considerations pertaining to each growth scenario 
are detailed below. 
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Low-Growth Scenario 

 no increase in the demand for pilots due to poor industry growth. 

 estimates of retirement patterns based on employer estimates of 
actual retirements (fixed-wing — 5.7% by 2011 and 14.6% by 2014;  
helicopter — 6.3% by 2011 and 16.7% by 2014). 

 voluntary separation rate, calculated based on employer estimates of the 
number of resigning pilots exiting the industry (fixed-wing — 2.6%/year; 
helicopter — 1.9%/year). 

 number of new Canadian pilots available to the industry per year is estimated to 
be the number of CPL issued to Canadians in 2008, less FTU estimates of the 
number of pilots who obtain their CPL for personal reasons but elect not to 
enter the industry. It should be noted that as FTUs do not formally track former 
students after they obtain their licence, these estimates should be viewed with 
some caution.  

 
High-Growth Scenario 

 demand for pilots increases by 2.3% annually (see next section Method for 
Calculating the High Growth Scenario for rationale).  

 retirement patterns based on employer estimates of actual retirements (fixed-
wing — 5.7% by 2011 and 14.6% by 2014; helicopter — 6.3% by 2011 and 
16.7% by 2014). 

 voluntary separation rate, calculated based on employer estimates of the 
number of resigning pilots leaving the industry (fixed-wing — 2.6%/year; 
helicopter — 1.9%/year). 

 number of new Canadian pilots available to the industry per year is estimated to 
be the number of CPL issued to Canadians in 2008, less FTU estimates of the 
number of pilots who obtain a CPL for personal reasons and don’t enter the 
industry. 

 
Method for Calculating the High-Growth Scenario 

1) Published growth rates for the industry were used — specifically passenger 
kilometres — as employers had difficulties estimating the change in the number 
of pilots expected to be employed in the future,  

2) The Transport Canada estimate of the change in the number of passenger 
kilometres was compared to the change in the number of Canadians employed 
as pilots, according to the Canadian Census, to determine the relationship 
between passenger kilometres and growth in demand for pilots.  

3) According to the Canadian Census, there was an increase in the number of pilots 
employed in 1996 from 11,215 to 14,475 in 2006, which represents an annual 
growth rate of 3.0%62. Transport Canada’s average annual forecast growth rates 
were reviewed from 1993 to 2007 (growth rate for passenger kilometres of 

                                                
62 http://www.statcan.gc.ca/c1996-r1996/mar17-17mar/occupation-profession/t1/4130329-eng.htm  
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5.0%). Therefore, growth in the number of pilots is expected to be 60% of the 
growth in passenger kilometres. 

4) For 2007 to 2016, 3.9% annual growth in passenger kilometres is projected by 
Transport Canada. This equates to a 2.3% annual growth rate in the number of 
pilots needed in the Canadian workforce.63 

 
The projected supply-demand gap for the pilot profession for 2011 and 2014, for both 
a low-growth and high-growth scenario is highlighted in Table 5-5. 
 

 

Table 5-5 

Estimated Supply and Demand Gap —  

Low- and High-Growth Scenario Commercial Pilots 
 

Group/Period Low Growth Estimate High Growth Estimate 

 2011 2014 2011 2014 

Total Pilot Workforce1     

Fixed-wing 12,060 12,060 12,621 13,512 

Helicopter 2,515 2,515 2,632 2,818 

Total 14,575 14,575 15,253 16,330 

Estimated Demand     

Fixed-wing 657 676 986 1,076 

Helicopter 127 135 195 217 

Total 784 811 1,181 1,293 

Estimated Supply2     

Fixed-wing 547 547 547 547 

Helicopter 247 247 247 247 

Total 794 794 794 794 

Supply-Demand Gap3 (per year)     

Fixed-wing 110 128 439 529 

Helicopter (120) (112) (52) (30) 

Total (10) (16) 378 499 
1 Total estimated workforce, based on the number of pilots reported in the 2006 Census. The distribution of 
helicopter versus fixed-wing pilots is estimated based on the relative distribution of licences.  
2 Based on number of licences issued in 2008 to Canadians (pilots) and in total (instructors) 
3 Difference between estimated demand and current education supply capacity. Numbers in rounded brackets 
indicate an anticipated surplus. 

 
 

                                                
63 More recent Transport Canada data projects a 3.6% growth rate in passenger kilometres, which would yield a 2.2% 
annual growth rate in the number of pilots needed. With these new figures, the calculations were re-run and yielded very 
little difference (between 3 and 19 pilots, depending on the growth scenario and pilot type). 
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The supply-demand analysis is based on the following assumptions for both growth 
scenarios: 

 the number of new pilots available to the industry is assumed to be constant 
(number of new CPL Canadian licence holders estimated to become career 
pilots64); and 

 the percentage of pilots leaving the profession is assumed to be similar to the 
current rate. If more pilots are enticed to remain in the industry, a higher 
number of pilots will be available to the industry without the need for additional 
recruitment. 

 
With respect to the projected shortage of pilots, it is worth noting that according to the 
latest census figures, only 5.8% of employees working in NOC 2271 were female. 
Transport Canada also publishes data on the number of licences in force by gender. In 
December 2008, 5.2% of the commercial and airline transport pilot (ATP) licences in 
force were held by women. Broken out by licence type, 5.8% of fixed-wing commercial 
and ATP licences were held by women, with a higher percentage being commercial 
licences (6.9%) than ATP licences (4.6%). These figures are markedly lower in the 
helicopter sector. Only 3.6% of all commercial and ATP licences in force were held by 
women, with 3.9% being commercial and 2.4% being ATP licences.  
 
Findings:  
Based on the low-growth analysis, there will be a small gap (fewer than 150) for fixed-
wing pilots. Under the high-growth scenario, there is expected to be a sizeable gap of 
more than 500 pilots by 2014. The current model assumes that the number of new 
pilots available to the industry remains constant from 2008. If more pilots are retained 
in the industry as compared to 2008 or, if more pilots are convinced to become career 
rather than recreational pilots, the projected gap will diminish. 
 
As for helicopter pilots, a small surplus in the number of pilots is expected. However, the 
discrepancy between actual and required experience will continue, until strategies are 
implemented to mitigate this gap.  
 
Further research and analysis into the gendered nature of the commercial pilot career 
needs to be done in order to determine how gender affects an individual’s likelihood of 
pursuing this career. An examination of registration, drop-out rates, and completion 
rates by gender, as well as an analysis of the proportion of women who pursue a 
commercial pilot career after completing their training, would be relevant lines of 
analysis. 
 
In the meantime, CAMC should continue its efforts to attract youth to the industry, with 
particular effort toward a strategy to attract more women to a career as a pilot. 

                                                
64 based on FTU estimates of the number of new licencees that become a pilot as a career 
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It was noted in the previous chapter that there is a projected shortage of fixed-wing 
pilots choosing aviation as a career in the next two and five years, assuming that the 
same number of Canadians decide to become career pilots as did in 2008. And, while 
FTUs might have the capacity to train the required number of Canadian students, the 
trend has been an increase in the number of foreign compared to Canadian students. 
Thus, the industry will only be successful in supplying the required number of Canadian 
pilots to operators, providing there are sufficient applicants, graduates and licencees 
opting for a commercial pilot career. As a result, it is important to consider the extent to 
which youth view commercial piloting as a positive career choice and the reasons that 
pilot candidates discontinue their training. 
 
6.1 Perception of the Career 

 
FTUs were asked what they believe attracts students to the pilot career, based on their 
experience interacting with students. The most commonly cited reason was the 
challenge/love of flying, followed by prestige and the opportunity to travel. Interestingly, 
only 25% of fixed-wing and 23% of helicopter FTUs cited salary, and 16% and 8% 
respectively cited employment opportunities. These same reasons, however, were also 
cited for discontinuing commercial pilot training.  
 

CHART 6-1 

REASONS WHY STUDENTS CHOOSE TO BECOME A PILOT 
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Source: Flight Training Unit Survey (question E2) “Based on your experience interacting with students, what attracts 
students to a career as a pilot? Select all that apply” n=51 Fixed-wing, n=13 Helicopter 

Note: Responses may add to more than 100% as multiple responses were allowed. 

 
 

CHAPTER 6: ATTRACTING YOUTH TO CAREERS AS PILOTS 
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The top reason students choose to become a pilot remains largely unchanged from year 
to year. As reported in both the 2001 and the 2003 commercial pilot studies, the 
challenge/love of flying remains the primary reason that students pursue a career as a 
pilot. Anecdotally, pilots themselves note that the single most important factor 
determining whether or not someone actually pursues piloting as a professional career is 
the extent to which that person truly loves to fly. One pilot summarized the love of flying 
as follows, “For as long as I (or my parents) can remember, I've always wanted to be a 
pilot. I never, either facing challenges or during school, thought of another career than 
the one of a pilot…. The main 'reasons' (for I believe there's nothing reasonable with 
such strong passion) were the very pleasure of flying, the idea of pushing myself to my 
limits and then some, and the beauty of a jetfighter, in its design and technicality. As I 
grew older, things like patriotism or the notion of using a skill to accomplish a mission, 
confirmed me in my goal.”  
 
Notwithstanding the allure of a professional flying career, more needs to be done to 
attract youth to the field. A survey of high schools in Vancouver suggested that there 
was little interest among today’s youth in becoming a commercial pilot.65 Although 
“commercial pilot” was rated higher than other professions in terms of prestige, when 
considering pay, benefits, and job security, “commercial pilot” as a profession was not 
better perceived than the average profession. Also, career advisors interviewed at flight 
training units expressed the view that guidance counsellors and students were 
uninformed about aviation as a potential career opportunity. HR specialists have 
identified that in order to engage the imagination of young people in an industry, 
outreach has to take place in elementary school by the age of 11.  
 
According to one flight training college, students “are troubled by some of the cut-back 
news in the industry today, especially when they look at the investment required to 
become a commercial pilot and contrast that with the typical starting salary. It’s not 
uncommon for a student, (outside of a college-based program), to spend $70,000-
$100,000 to acquire his or her flying credentials only to face a starting salary of 
$20,000.” According to one focus group participant, “When we go into schools to talk to 
youth, they say, “why would I want to be a pilot? If you look at a pilot today, no 
offense, but it’s the same as driving a city bus.”  
 
Students’ view of the career pilot is echoed, particularly, in new pilots’ conflicting 
perceptions of their own profession. Pilots reported that the best features of the 
profession, including the adventure, people in the field, varied experiences, ongoing 
education and testing, and travel opportunities Quarrelled with the reported worst part 
of the profession, including “salary, job security, mentality towards new pilots (the 
attitude is “you’re lucky we hired you at all”) and living conditions.” One online source 
advising would-be pilots suggested that they would likely end up “…making next to 
nothing (like $25K a year, maybe, and building time… You’ll constantly keep an 
overnight bag packed and travel with it, because you may get called at any time to show 
up and fly to wherever someone wants to go.” 66  
 

                                                
65 Survey completed by a key informant 
66 Would being an airline pilot a good career choice for me? 
http://answers.yahoo.com/question/index?qid=20090831103719AADPZzS 
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These sentiments are echoed in the experiences of new pilots who report experiencing 
personal and/or business financial pressures on the job. One pilot stated, “For the first 
year, first officers or co-pilots start at $9 an hour.” Personal financial pressure is often 
caused by debt from flight training school and paying dues in the trenches in the 
beginning of a pilot’s career. New pilots sometimes need to take on a secondary job to 
support themselves. These general sentiments are reflected in the interviews conducted 
with pilots.  
 
Finding:  
According to flight training units and pilots consulted as part of this study, the best 
features of being a commercial pilot are the opportunity and challenge of flying, while 
the drawbacks of the profession are salary and job security. 
 
 
6.2 Marketing of the Career Pilot Profession 

 
Availability of career path information 
A further barrier to attracting youth to a career as a pilot is the lack of information about 
the profession. As noted above, career advisors at flight training units felt that guidance 
counsellors and students were uninformed about aviation as a career opportunity.  
 
A review of FTU web sites shows that the extent they provide career path information 
(as distinguished from program information) varies greatly in depth and completeness. 
Information is also available through informal means such as peer-to-peer research or 
employer/industry web sites. Web sites of flight training schools may have links to 
industry association web sites to encourage prospective students to explore options. 
However, according to guidance counsellors interviewed, there is concern that students 
may not be obtaining professional or well-researched advice prior to entering training 
programs. 
 
At present, no single aviation group has a systematic approach to setting standards for 
what should be included in career path information, preparing it, updating and 
disseminating it. In particular, there is no systematic approach to advising career 
counsellors as to what career path information is available and where to find it.  
 
Some individual associations within the industry have tried to address this. In 2004, 
members of the ATAC Marketing Work Group volunteered to prepare a brochure on the 
ATAC web site “Professional Career Info Guide”, available to anyone, member or not, on 
the ATAC web site’s home page. However, the brochure has never been updated. 
Although much of the information remains relevant, the brochure should reflect current 
demand, salary, hiring practices and trends. 
 
A January 2010 supplement to Wings magazine offered a glimpse of airline pilot 
qualifications but did not describe any other qualifications for the commercial pilot 
occupation .67  
 

                                                
67 www.careersinaviation.ca 




