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What is the risk of transmitting COVID-19 in 
flight?

Published studies:

• Contact tracing for a flight China-Canada revealed no transmission

• Contact tracing for a flight New York – Taipei no transmission (all tested)

• One pre-publication suggested transmission but no information provided

• One pre-publication suggested transmission but looks very unlikely
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https://www.cmaj.ca/content/cmaj/192/15/E410.full.pdf

https://www.nownews.com/news/20200422/4046494/

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1477893920301125?via%3Dihub

https://www.cmaj.ca/content/cmaj/192/15/E410.full.pdf
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nownews.com%2Fnews%2F20200422%2F4046494%2F&data=02%7C01%7Cpowelld%40iata.org%7C367e41aab8c240abd50c08d7efcce168%7Cad22178472a84263ac860ccc6b152cd8%7C0%7C0%7C637241535560859973&sdata=RUpd8IcL66XMMzkaZuYnm10WDah0yCBU0iiOqp3VwtU%3D&reserved=0
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1477893920301125?via%3Dihub


What is the risk of transmitting COVID-19 in 
flight?

IATA Analysis:

• We asked medical contacts of 18 airlines (14% global traffic) about any 
cases of suspected in-fight transmission:
• 3 instances suspected passenger to crew

• 4 instances pilot to pilot (but timing unknown)

• None of passenger to passenger

• More detailed examination – 4 airlines with public health follow up of 
1100 confirmed cases post-flight (total pax >>100K).  
• No known secondary cases amongst other passengers and 2 of possible 

crew cases.  
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The risk of onboard transmission is low

• Cabin characteristics:
• Face to face interaction limited

• Seat backs provide physical barrier between rows

• Little mixing when sitting still
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The risk of onboard transmission is low

• Passenger behavior:
• People are avoiding travelling when unwell

• Avoiding touch contact

• Practicing cough etiquette and hand hygiene
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The risk of onboard transmission is low

• Air flow characteristics on board may minimize droplet spread:
• High flow rates - no stagnant air

• Very little fore-aft flow

• Air supply highly filtered
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• Reduce risk of people traveling while unwell with screening 
(temperature etc)

• Minimize close contact at all stages of the journey
• Contactless check-in and baggage processes 

• Physical distancing throughout the airport process

• Meticulous hand hygiene

• Enhanced cleaning procedures

• Masks / face coverings

• Parallel protections relating to crew members
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Risks can be further reduced through layered 
approach



Normal seat allocation can be maintained

• Implement in-flight measures, including
• Limiting movement within the cabin during the flight

• Mandatory wearing of masks or face coverings on board

• Simplified catering procedures limiting movement and interaction
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Thank you

www.iata.org/en/programs/safe
ty/health/diseases/#tab-1

http://www.iata.org/
https://www.iata.org/en/programs/safety/health/diseases/#tab-1

