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W 
hen R oy Jones (lew his Curtis MF Flying Boat inlo Ketchikan in 
1922 , th e Alaska wmmercial airline industry wa ' born . Th 
aviation ind ustry quickly found a niche in \'aSt, remote Ala~ka . 

T h is article di scusses the :.tructure of the Alaska ai t lransponalion 
industry. related job opportunities, and educat ion/training programs. 

IND STRYSTRUCTURE 

Alaska is the " fJ yinges t" state in the nation. There are 10.250 pilots. orone 
of every 45 Alaskans. T hi s is approximately nine limes higher than the 
na tional average. T here are 3,769 commercitll -rated pilots in Ihe slate. 
a lthough no t all fly as a profession. 

Wage and sa lary emp loyment in the air transportation indu. 01' is 5.650. 
representing 3% of Alaska employmen t as compared to 0.4% nat..ionally.l / 
O ver the past decade \laska em ployment in this ind ustry has grown by 
88%, sli ghtly more tha n overa ll emp loyment. 

Sixty percent of Alaska a ir tra nsportation em p loyment is in Anchorage. 
Tho ugh employment is conc('n trated in Anchor'lgc, the remaining jobs 
are distributed th roughou t the sta te. 

Industry fi rms can be class ified as scheduled air lines . air taxi opera lars, or 
" fixed- base" operatio ns, which are fi rms wh ich provide aviation service, 
but do not actua lly operate planes . T he scheduled ai,lincs account for 72% 

industry employmen t. 

Air transportati on occupa tions ca n initiall y be divided into airborne and 
ground categories . T he airborne ca tegory consists of p i! ts. fI ighl engineers 
and fli gh t aLLendants. Wh ile fli ght crew member occupations have a 
glamorous, high-profi le image, a 1979 Alaska Department of Labor Survey 
fo und tha t they constitute only 20% of Alaska air transportation employ
men t. 

The rem aining 80% is comprised pr imarily of maintenance personnel, 
reservation and passenger serv ice agents, air traffic can trollers, dispatchers. 
and management personnel. 

JOB OPPORTUNITIES 

As in any fi eld. job op"portuni ties in the air transportation industry clle 
determ ined by supply a nd dema nd for Jabor. Indu:.try labor demand is 



i nfl uenced by Alaska and U .S. econom ic condi tions, tech nolog ical changes, 
a nd unio n agreemen ts . Supply is influenced by pay levels, working 
on ditions , and the n u mber o f trained and / or exper ienced peopl e in tr'" 

held. For a variety of reZlso ns, there is keen com petition for employment 
tlte air transportation indu stry. T his situation is u n likely to change 
through the 1980's. 

Alaska air transportation employment is expec ted to increase moderately 
through the J980 's in response to growth in populati on, personal income 
and tourism. :\lalionally, 52,000 air transportation employees have been 
laid o ff duri ng the pasl three years .2 / \-Vhile the curren t economic recovery 
is e,' peeted to re~ ult in increased air trave l, it will take some time before a 
significant rebou nd in em p loym ent occurs. Most ai rlines are operating far 
below capacity, meaning that large in creases in passenger-miles traveled 
can be accommodated with only sma ll 'mployment expansion. Addi
tionally , Jevera l major ~;rlilles, incl uding one operati ng in Alaska, are 
generally considered candidates to follow Bra n iff International into 
bankruptcy. 

Though salaries a re on par with the rest of the private sector, the industry 
offe rS dc: irable travel ben efits, and includes several occupations frequently 
seen as glamorous o r prestigious. 

Air tra nsporta tion demand is both highly seasonal and highly cyclical. 
This produces periodic flu ctuations in employment, resulting in a large 
pool of experienced workers competing for ·openings. 

Employment opportunities vary amon g the different types and sizes of the 
ailtransporlation-related businesses . Large airlines ha ve more specialized 

Est ima ted Employment by Selected 0 cupations 

and Grow th and Replacement Nceds* 


Alaska 


Average Annual Job Openings 
1981 1982 1986 Growth Separations 

Air traff ic contrnll('r 552 555 565 3 9 

Flight (,Ilgitl('('l 74 75 91 3 7 

Ailpbl1(' pilot 1056 1078 1297 48 9 

FI i.~h I ~II 1(,lld ~ l1ll 11 2 114 139 5 9 

Ai" rafl rn('ch"ni" 868 885 1052 37 17 

Lill(' \( ' \\ 'in ' dll{'nd ;lnt\ 689 705 859 34 11 

R('S('I"\'; l1 ion ~Ig('nts 193 197 239 9 6 

P"1S\CI1,l;Tr SCI \' ict' agent s 1223 1247 1515 58 32 


~ DOt'!'. nOl inclucie tUlllOH' l. 

So"r,c: AI :I.\ k;J D C'P"l'Im t'nl of LJbor , Fur(,(lI s/ for ~· ~!pct ed O{{upa/ior/s. 1981 
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job classes, wi th more training and experience usual I y reqll ir d . I n sma l ler 
general aviation fi rms and fi xed base operations a person may h<l vc many 
res ponsibilities. T raining and experience req u ireme nts are often lower. 

'e smaller firms freque n tly provide a tra ining g rou nd for employment 
with a large airline. 

SPECIFIC OCCUPAT IONS 

Reservation and Passenger Service Agents 

Employment opportunities for reservation and passenger service agents 
during the 1980's will be fa irly good. H owever, applicants w ill find 
considerable competition for open ings because of the la rge n um ber of 
qualified persons a ttracted to airline jobs. 

Proper training and education make it possible to become a reserva tion or 
passenger service agent. High school educa t ion is required and somt' 
college is preferred. Small commuter airlines and travel agencies are often a 
good way to gain experience. Reservation agents may be promoted to 
passenger service agents. Reserva tion agen ts work in a 'en tral officI:" 
answering customer telephone inquiri es an d booking rese rv<ltio ns . L ik l:" 
the reservation agent, th e passenger service agent books reservation s but 
works at airport terminals or ticket offices. Added duties include th e 
preparation of tickets, helping passengers board and gathering tickets. For 
more detailed job descriptions see the O ccupational Outlook Ha ndbook. 
U .S. Department of Labor, Burea u of Labor Statistics, 1982-1983 I:"dilion. 
(The Handb oo k also contains detailed descriptions on the following 
occupations). 

Mechanics 

,e employme nt outlook for A & P (airframe and power plant) mechan ics 
and avionics (e lectronic equipmt'n t) mechanics is fair due 1.0 ex pccted 
growth in the aviation industry. H owever, applicants will find ket'n 
competition for most openings. Mechanics employed by an airline may be 
more specialized and work on only a few types of aircraft; at a small, 
independent repair shop mechanics usua lly work on all kinds of aircr<lft. 

Employm ent opportunities in Alaska are be tter with thl:' relatively "maIler 
general carrier a nd fixed-base operations than with large airlines, bec<luse 
most major airlines serving Alaska have mechanica l work dont' outside. 
Opportunities are best in the bush areas of the state' where the supply of 
qualified workers is very low. 

Line Service Attendants 
1.." 

Competition for line service a ttendants (freight loaders, fu elers <lnd 
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.. at her" ram p personnel) jobs is pa ll icul ar ly keen, pri mar iIy because enlry 
level posi t ions require no p rev ious tra in ing- or experience . M ore of te n than 
not the "senio r i t) , . pos it ions a re fil led imerna lly. Small airl in es arc a good 
wa y LO gain experiellce fo r ma jo r a irli ll e posilion s. 

Flight Auendallls 

.Job a p p licants ca n ex pect h ea vy competition for the relatively sma ll 
n u mber o f job o penin g-s o M ost opportun iti es li e outside .'Jaska where m ost 
,Hr lin es tha t serve Abska are based. W ien and R eeve·Aleutian Airlines are 
the on ly major Alaska ca rrie rs with most fl igh t attend" Its stationed in the 
s tll tt' . Ai li ne , se rv i n g- A la ska repon hundred s o f appl ican ts a n n u a lly. One 
CI idi ne ha s even s ta rt ed cha rg i ng a $ 1 0 app lica tion process iug fee becau ~c it 
was fl ooded wi th a pplican t.s. 

M os t a irlines give nndy hired flight a ttenda nts several weeks of training. 
Ne w a ttenda nts a re placed on reserve status and eith er fi ll in o n ex tra 
fli ghts or repbee a ttendants who a re sick or o n vaca tion . It may take severa l 
y (~ars to becom e a fu II·stat lls a tr e nda n t. T he cyel ica I a nd seaso na I na ture of 
th e mdust r) causes mdllY fli g ht attenda nts to be furloughed . in some cases 
for exten ded period 

Pilots 

M ore p ilots will be needed during th e 1980's, but compe tition for jobs will 
be i ll ten se. with the Ill imber of qua li fi ed p il o ts exceeding the number of 
0Tw ilin gs . Pil ots work at many differem kinds of businesses and fly a 
vJ r ic ty of a ircra ft. To many pilots the ultim a te flying job is with d major 
a ill ine co mmand ing d large j e t aircra ft. Ve ry few Al as ka pilots will re,lrh 
thiS lc\'C' l. M o st pilots flying for major air lines se rvin g A laska are stationed 
O utside . The m ajorit y of Alaska pilots fl y c ha rter o r ge t jobs with sm a ll 
carriers such as a ir tax is, commute r a irlin es a nd a ir freight carr iers. 

T here a rc several ways to become a profes s iona l p il ot. M any obtain th e 
t ra ining thro u g h the m ilitary, whil e o thers s ta rt as fli ght instrucLOrs, 
bu i ld in g up the ir Uying- hours to obta in a comme rc ia l piIot ' ~ lice nse. As a 
p ilo t 's fli gh t ho ul s increase and rat ings ad vance, new o pportunities open 
up. 

Air Traffic Controllers 

J ob o p po rtu ni ties as air traffic con troll ers a re fa irl y good with the proper 
train in g , edu ca ti o n a nd passage of pre-emry exams . Afte r the 1981 strike
reb ted fir ing of a ir tra ffIC controllers. m a ny openings occurred instantly 
a ncllh r F edera l AviatIOn Administration (FAA) could not fill the positions 
LIst enough. Two years later the FAA h as beco m e sa tura ted with air traffic 
co nt ro ll Cl trai rwC's . H iring has slowed, a lth ough there are still marC' 
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ope nings than before the strike. T he bac klog of appltrtlt ions is 0 brge tha t 
app li ca nts ma y wai t more tha n a year before knowing ii they ha \'e been 
8. ccep ted inlO the tra ining p rogra m at the FAA Academy . College 

ad ua tes a nd individuals with civ il ian or mi l itary experience wil l ha ....e 
,He bes t opportunities. 

EDUCATION AND TRAINING PROGRAMS 

The education a nd train ing necessary to open the door to employm ent 
var ies from a high school Jiploma to a four-y ear college degree, a nd 
o n-the-job training lo 2,500 hours of fl ying lime. In Ala ska, then' ,lie a 
varie ty of educational programs that are ta ilor-mad fo r thi s ind us try. 
Wi th s tiff competition for jo bs, any educa tion or tra in ing beyond Ihe 
minimum requ iremen ts will help an appli can t stand ou t fro m the crowd 
of competitors . 

O ne of the major training gro unds (o r the indus try is [he mi litary. f h is is 
particularly true for pi lots and mechan ics. Becwse p il CH u a in ing
part icu larl y jet trainin g-is proh ibi tively e.' pensi ve, mili tary tra ining is 
a lmos t the on ly route lo acqui re the ski ll ~ a nd ho urs n ef'ded 10 ua I if y as a 
je t pilot. 

There are 13 FAA approved flight tra i nin g schoo ls in An chorage, Juneau , 
SItka and Fairbanks. Cou ntl ess other non-cert ified sch oo ls and teachers 
can provide pilot tra ining , a lso. T he Anchorage Co mm un ity College 
(ACC ) a nd the T an a n a Va ll ey Com m unit College'(TVCq have two yea r 
profess ional pilotin g programs. O ther comm un ity colleges th roughout 
the s tate offer piloting programs. C i" iJiall jet Iraining woul d ha ve to be 
acq uired a t schools outs id e Al aska . To become a commerc ia l pi lot, 
apphca n ts must be 18 years o ld a nd ha ve a minim u m of 250 hours o f nigh t 
px peri cnce. Further trainin g a nd fl ying time with d iffere lH aircraft arc 

cessary before most p ersons w ill find empl oyme nt as pilo ts . For 
example, an airline pilot h as to be at least 23 yea I s old and h" w a min im um 
of 1,500 hours of flyin g experience. Many airl ines a lso refju ire a four-y ea r 
co llege degree, in addition to flight time. 

The requirements needed lo beco me a commf'rci a J hel icopter p ilot are 
slightl y di fferen l. The bes t tra inin g availa ble is th rough the m ilitary, as 
helicop ter training is ex tremely expensive, cos ting approxi mately $ 150
$ 180 a n hour. The cheapes t civilia n rou tl' is to first acquire an ail p la ne 
li ce nse a nd then train for 50 hours on a hel ico pt er. 

Numerous educational in sti tutions in Ala ska p rovide p rogrilms a nd 
courses to meet the educationa l needs relevan t to the a viat ion industry. The 
An chorage Community Coll ege has the mos t ex tensive 3\'ia tiol1 program. 
ACe offers four areas of study- aviat ion admin istra ti on, a via tion maint 
ena nce techno logy, a ir traf rc con tro l and p rofessional p i lo ting. Av iatio n 
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;I(\lll inisi ra lion i~ ;1 gcnera l. two \car program for person s int t'rps ted in 
\\orkillg fo r Ihe FAA OJ in ;Idminislra tion of a private avi<llion finn . Thc 
,Iir Ir,lffic cOl1 lro \ program, <llso I \VO Y(,;11S, helps a pt'rson to fiII the 
l ('(jl liJ('n1(' l1l ~ and pa.s s the CI1lra n ct' eX;lfn to become an air tra U 
CO l1llOiln. F or thi , Ihe in di"idual mUSI h<1ve a hi g h school degree, at l ea~, 
th rcc \,(,d rs or rC'sponsib le work experience (including some supervi sory 
dillies ), ()I fom yeals of co ll ege or a combin a tion of both college a nd work 
(·xjlc liclICC. H;J pCIson is acce pted as a cand ida te, they the n receive IS-17 
wC'cks of trai nin g <It th e FAA Academy in Ok lahoma C ity. A ft er s u ccessful 
co mp lelion o f Ihis training, o n- the -j o b training conti nu es a t an "AA 
f'Hilil) . 

Th c third program , a vi a tion m a in tena n ce technology, pro vid es th e 
I1 c({'ssary trainin g to acqu ire an A & P ce rtificat e and a n Assoc iate of 
Appli cd , cicnCl' degree. The T a n a n a V al ley C ommunit y C o ll ege in 
Fair b' lllk s. Ih rough the Hutchiso n C areer C enter, also h as an A & P 
progr<lm . TVCC's one year program prepares the indiv idua l to ta ke th e 
,I ppJOp ri<l t(' wr ilien, pr<lCl iC<1 J a nd ora I exami n a ti ons for cen i[ications. 

T h e Anch orage School District 's C aree r Ce nte r a nd A la ska Pac ifi c 
1. ' n in'lsilv pro\idc ci ilsses tha t train studen ts in travel agen t ticke ting a nd 
co mpuler opl'Ia tion. Th is will h e lp a person find emp loyme nt as a 
passcngcr scni c(' age nt , reservation agen t or flight attendan t. iVl os t airlines 
prO\ idc addi li o [l ;li in-home trainin g . 

Pr io r expcri encc as a tra vel Zlgerlt o r work tvith the p ublic makes th e job 
sC;lrc\1 ea, ie r in Ihese occupations. 

i\lLlll; lgcmcn I suf I' often moves up t he ranks in te rnall y or are recru i ted from 
o ther ,lirJincs and in dus tries. The l ' nive rsity of Ab s ka Fairbanks offers 
ass()ci<ll(' <l nd baclwlor degrt'es in travel industry m a nageme nt. Bu siness 
<Inc! "ccounting treli ning at any of Alaska's hig h e r educa ti o n sc hool s w 
h elp the job scckn. 

1 he sk ills nccd ed to Iwcomt' an a vionics technician for th e re p a ir of 
Cic CI IOnic eq uipmen l in the aviation indu s try ca n be acquired in a number 
o f wa \ s. Some o f th t' A & P programs provide a good d ea l of avionics 
t I' Ll i11 ing. A p ('I"son «(l ila Iso hi Ie o n as a h e l per ina repa i r sh op a nd learn the 
trad e IhlOugh exrwr icn cC', genera ll y over a tw o -year p e riod. There are 
sp('cia I ;l\ 'ioll ies p rograms in th e lower 48. The n eed ed sk iJ Is are in cons tan t 
flu x c1uc to tcchnologica l adva nces. 

T o bccom (' ,111 ,1i riine dispatcher a person h as to (,ither choose from two 
schools in the lown 48 which provide the appropria te tra ini ng or work as a 
d ispatch er -c1 n k under th(' tute lage of a certified di sp a tcher for two years. 
P raCli c il <111(1 written exams mus t be take n to be ce rtifi ed. T he on-the-j o b 
trainin g ro ute is more popular in Ala s ka. 
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L oad masters, CdigO h;\Ilcllcls, ruckls a n d fleet s('J\ict'l)(, lsonn l'i 11 ('('" o n ly 
o ll -the-Job tr;unlllg. Ahility to drive d truck, ope r:llt' ,\ iorkJi il , or ( l o~cI \' 

related skills will help the jobseekf'l. 

Un e of the therrles throughout this article has be ('11 t\le ove r- su p ply o f job 
Clpplic\Ilts ill tlie <\viation incIl1>,try. Olle el ir ta x i o pcr:lIOl \ () mpal'ed fhe 
plIfsuit of a commercial jet pilot position to thc . h <ll1(e5 o f becom ing a 
H ollywood star. Though not all johs in the avia tio n indl1s try Ctl l in t hi~ 

category, the right education, training and expu icncc: :ll {, necessary 10 

stand out in this crowded job market. 

11 This does not include the 1300 FAA person n el in Ala~ka . It they arc 
included, the employment share wou ld rise to 3.6%. 

21 U.S. News & World Report, Dec. 20,1982, p. 74. 

FUQfT ATTD«l!TS 1.0lI 
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