
_I}éanda Airlines is once again in 
crisis. Let's not waste it this time 

he national carrier, Uganda Airlines, 
is once again looking for fresh lead- 
ership after CEO Jenifer Bamutura- 
ki was finally taken out of her misery. 
Those sympathetic to Ms Bamutura- 
ki point to structural challenges such 

as athin fleet that is always one delay away 
from a crisis,and supply chain problems in 
theindustry that made repairs and service 
harder. 
Critics point tolong-standing allegations of 

corruption and mismanagement in the air- 
line and draw similarities between her being 
sooutofdepthwithafishinatree.Both argu- 
‘ments are correct,and some. 
‘The coronavirus pandemic that struckjust 
astheairine was unfurdingits wings did sty- 
miethestart-up's early days,but some of the 
faults appear self-inflicted. These includelock- 
ingup cash in expensive outright purchases 
of aircraft; an esoteric choice of aircraft that 
onlyafew airlines fly; and then mashing that 
up withdifferent wider-body aircraft that re- 
quire completely different sets of training,cer- 
tification and maintenance. 
Tothat one must add routes that expanded 

faster than the fleet,customer care that rang- 
esfromindifferent to negligent,and internal 
‘malfeasance in all manner of contracts, from 
airticketstoinflight catering tofuel. 
Ifheis allowed his afternoon naps,medica- 

tions and islistened to,Girma Wake, the veter- 
anoctogenarian who once ran Ethiopian Air- 
lines and advised Rwandair,might help solve 
some of themore glaring of these problems. 
‘These however,are merely the tip of the ice- 

berg The two biggest underlying problems 
atUganda Airlines,in my view, are govern- 
anceandscale. 
Start with governance. The conventional 
'wisdomis that Ms Bamuturaki was appoint- 
edtothetopjobnot asrecognition of her com- 
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All of East Africa’s air- 
lines are bleeding 
money and limping,. 
Instead of bandages, 
we should go for open- 
hearl surgery. 

petence,but as areward forthe supporther 
family rendered to the NRA during the war 
thatbroughtitto power.It'shard to prove this 
claim,but even harder to explain how the 
fish ended upin the tree,and why attempts 
by MPs toinvestigate the affairs of the airline 
wereblocked. 
Regardless of who ownsit.an airine's pri- 

mary obligations should betoits paying cus- 
tomers.The sense that the people running the 
airline were untouchable made themunac- 
countable and,in time,undermined the sup- 
portand goodwill that it enjoyed from paying 
customers who voted with their feet. 
Any resuscitation effort must begin by re- 
defining and streamlining the airline's gov- 
ernance away from the Presidency tothe 

than done and,in current times,even coun- 
terintuitive. But Uganda Airlines can only sur- 
viveifitis run by professionals who can sayno 

‘whynot cadres who are hard-wired tosay yes, 
then find away around it. 

The second challenge is scale and per- 
haps even strategy Uganda,Kenya,Rwanda 
and Tanzanianow all have national airlines, 
‘which are all losing money.In 2023/2024,they 
collectivelylost more than $200 million and 
‘will print asimilar red number this year,and 

next,and next. 
National airlines are not merely profit-seek- 
ingventures. They serve a strategic purpose 
of supporting auxiliary sectors of the econo- 
my,including tourism and agro exports.These 
goals are not mutually exclusive. The econo- 
mies of the East African Community are big 
enough tosupport aregional airline that can 
washits face in the main, but they arenot big 
enough to support four or five small airlines 
thatare eachflying on awing and a prayer. 
Only pride and expensive nationalism stand 

" intheway of earnest conversations tomeld 
thesefledgling carriers into one mid-sized en- 
tity that can support domestic,regional and 
international tourism, and drive exports. The 
African Continental Free Trade Areais open- 
ing markets on the continent for our milk,cof- 
fee,and other products thatmany countries 
stillimport from farther afield. 
Astrongregional airline can be anintegral 

part of this value chain, with cost-saving syn- 
ergies on ground handling,crew training, air- 
craft maintenance, marketing,and back-office 
operations.Putting afishin atreeis a waste of 
proteinand timber. The bigger waste, howev- 
exis focusing on the tree and missing the for- 
est altogether. All of East Africa's airlines are 
bleeding money and limping.Instead of band- 
ages,we should gofor open-heart surgery We 
should not waste this crisis. 
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