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The Pilot Pipeline – Are We Training for Tomorrow’s Skies or Yesterday’s?

As I engage across South Africa’s aviation network and especially with operators, training
organisations, regulators, and pilots, I find myself returning to a series of uncomfortable but
necessary questions.

They all centre on one critical issue: the future of our pilot pipeline.

The global demand for pilots is accelerating. Technology in the cockpit is evolving rapidly. And yet,
many of the systems used to train pilots remain largely unchanged from decades ago.

So, the question we must ask as an industry is simple: Are we preparing pilots for the aviation
environment they will actually face, or for the one we grew up in?

And here in South Africa, another two question sits alongside it; perhaps even more difficult ones.
Who is getting access to those cockpits in the first place?

Who Gets the Opportunity to Fly?

More than 30 years into democracy, the demographics of South Africa’s aviation workforce still raise
difficult questions. Walk onto many flight decks or into many training schools, and the reality is clear:
the industry still struggles to reflect the broader society it serves.

Why?

The barriers are not difficult to identify. Aviation training remains one of the most expensive career
paths in the country. The cost of obtaining a private pilot licence runs into hundreds of thousands of
rand. Progressing to a commercial licence and the flight hours required to become employable can
push the cost into the millions.

For many young South Africans, particularly those from historically disadvantaged communities, this
cost places aviation completely out of reach.

Yes, there are programmes that attempt to address this challenge. Government initiatives, industry
bursaries, and cadet programmes have helped open doors for some. Airlines such as Airlink and
FlySafair have developed pathways that support young pilots entering the profession.
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But the honest question we must ask ourselves is this:

Are these efforts enough to meaningfully change the face of aviation in South Africa?

Or are they simply isolated initiatives within a system that still fundamentally limits access?

If we believe aviation should be a national economic engine, then we must also believe it
should be accessible to the talent that exists across the entire country.

Who Will Fly the Aircraft of the Future? (Will there still be a need for a pilot in the cockpit?) 

At the same time that we are grappling with transformation at home, the global aviation
industry is confronting a very different challenge: a looming pilot shortage.

International forecasts suggest that the world will require hundreds of thousands of new
pilots in the coming decades as air travel expands and large numbers of experienced
aviators reach retirement age.

Major airlines in North America, Europe, and Asia are already recruiting aggressively to meet
future demand. This is not a short-term hiring cycle; it is a structural shift in the global
workforce.

For South Africa and the African continent, this presents both opportunities and risks.

On the one hand, the country has long been respected for producing highly skilled aviation
professionals. Our training standards and operational expertise are globally recognised.

On the other hand, if we fail to develop new pilots locally, we risk constraining our own
aviation growth due to a shortage of qualified people.

South Africa’s airports are expected to handle increasing passenger volumes in the coming
years as tourism and regional connectivity expand.

Which leads to an obvious question:

Who will fly those aircraft if we are not training enough pilots today?
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Are We Training Pilots for the Aircraft They Will Actually Fly?

Another question that arises repeatedly in conversations with training providers is whether our
training systems are keeping pace with technological change.

Modern flight decks are evolving rapidly. Automation, digital avionics, and increasingly
sophisticated decision-support systems are becoming standard features of new aircraft.

This does not mean pilots are becoming less important, far from it.

But it does mean that the role of the pilot is changing. Increasingly, pilots must manage
complex automated systems, interpret large volumes of information, and make critical
decisions when technology behaves unexpectedly.

That requires judgment, situational awareness, and systems thinking, not just technical
flying ability.

Yet many training systems still rely heavily on traditional “teach a task, check a task”
methodologies. Students demonstrate that they can perform specific manoeuvres, complete
required hours, and pass examinations.

But does this approach fully prepare them for the dynamic environments they will encounter in
modern cockpits?

Or are we producing pilots who are technically proficient, but insufficiently prepared for
complex decision-making under pressure?

Are Our Training Tools Keeping Up?

Technology is also transforming how pilots can be trained.

Advanced simulators now allow students to experience realistic operational scenarios that
would be impossible or unsafe to recreate in real aircraft. Digital learning platforms can
accelerate knowledge acquisition and expose trainees to complex situations early in their
careers.

Around the world, many training organisations are shifting toward competency-based
training models, which focus less on the number of hours flown and more on developing core
professional skills: decision-making, communication, leadership, and situational awareness.
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These approaches reflect a simple truth: most aviation accidents today are not caused by an
inability to fly the aircraft. They are caused by failures in judgment, communication, and threat
management.

So the question for training organisations becomes unavoidable: Are we developing
competent aviation professionals – or simply producing pilots who can pass tests?

Are We Preparing for the Age of Automation?

Automation is another area where the conversation often becomes polarised.

Some see technology as a pathway toward increasingly automated or even autonomous flight
operations. Others warn that excessive reliance on automation can dull pilots’ situational
awareness and decision-making skills.

The reality is likely somewhere in between.

Technology will continue to assist pilots and improve operational efficiency. But aviation will
continue to depend on human judgement, particularly when systems behave in unexpected
ways.

This means pilots of the future must possess something that cannot easily be automated:
critical thinking.

They must be able to recognise when something does not look right, even when the instruments
appear normal.

And that capability must be developed during training.

The Questions We Must Answer

All of this brings us back to a few central questions for the aviation industry in South Africa.

Are we doing enough to make aviation accessible to the full spectrum of talent in our country?

Are we training enough pilots to meet both domestic and global demand?

Are our training systems evolving to reflect modern aircraft and modern operational realities?
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And perhaps most importantly:

Are we preparing the next generation of pilots for tomorrow’s aviation environment, or
still training them for yesterday’s skies?

These are not academic questions.

They will determine the strength of our aviation sector, the sustainability of our connectivity,
and the opportunities available to young South Africans who dream of flying.

The good news is that the talent exists. The passion exists. The global demand certainly exists.

There should be no limit on access, based on race-based quotas or employment numbers, but
on passion and ability and in this arena, is South Africa going backwards due to failed
government policies, where the rest of the world does not have this restriction?

The challenge now is whether we, as an industry, are prepared to rethink how we train,
finance, and develop the pilots who will carry aviation forward.

Because the future of our skies will ultimately depend on the people 
 we place in the cockpit today.
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Click the image above or the link below to watch and listen to how we got here -
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rsf30edkzL
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Click here to 
download the 

2025 CAASA AGM - 
AAD Report

https://www.aadexpo.co.za/portal
https://www.caasa.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/CAASA-AGM-NOV-2025-Final.pptx
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n6mMMpZ4mo8


CLICK HERE TO VIEW THE ADVERTISING BROCHURE

CLICK HERE TO CONTACT OUR AAD EXPO DIRECTOR

https://www.aadexpo.co.za/sponsors/become-a-sponsor
mailto:expodir@aadexpo.co.za


 

 

 



 

 

 

READ MORE

READ MORE

READ MORE

https://defenceweb.co.za/aerospace/aerospace-aerospace/saaf-looks-to-space-and-drones-to-close-capability-gaps/
https://defenceweb.co.za/aerospace/aerospace-aerospace/new-saaf-chief-to-build-on-foundation-for-next-100-years/
https://defenceweb.co.za/industry/industry-industry/south-african-defence-exports-rocketed-up-in-2025/
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Head of Training and Standards - Solenta ATO

Authored by: Christiaan Grobbelaar



PROFESSIONAL AVIATION SERVICES (PAS)

TRAINING | COMPLIANCE | DANGEROUS GOODS SOLUTIONS

Keeping Aviation Safe, Compliant & Ready for Anything

In aviation, there’s no room for guesswork. At PAS, we make sure your people, processes, and cargo is
ready for real-world operations — not just audits.

With more than 45 years of hands-on aviation experience, we work alongside air carriers, freight
forwarders, known consignors, regulated agents, and ground handling agents to keep operations
safe, compliant, and moving.

TRAINING THAT STICKS IN THE REAL WORLD

Dangerous Goods Training
 Because one mistake in DG handling is one too many.

Practical IATA & ICAO-aligned DG training 
Real-world classification, packaging & documentation 
Emergency response awareness that actually prepares your team 

Aviation Security (AVSEC) Training
 Security isn’t paperwork — it’s awareness and action.

SACAA Part 108 & ICAO Annex 17 aligned 
Screening, risk awareness & incident readiness 
Part 114- security for non-scheduled commercial operations.
Audit confidence built into every course 

PSiRA Security Training
 Professional security skills for aviation environments.

Compliance-ready personnel training 
Aviation-focused operational awareness 

Cont.
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COMPLIANCE WITHOUT THE HEADACHE

We don’t just “tick boxes” — we help you build systems that hold up under pressure.
Aviation Security Compliance (Part 108 support) 
Risk & Vulnerability Assessments that actually find gaps 
Screening solutions that improve efficiency and control 
Tailored aviation security programmes built around your operation 
Audit preparation that removes stress, not adds to it 

DANGEROUS GOODS DONE PROPERLY

DG is not an admin exercise — it’s a safety-critical discipline.

End-to-end DG operations compliance 
Packaging, labelling & documentation checks 
Incident investigation & root cause analysis 
Corrective action planning that closes the loop 
Ongoing DG risk and safety support 

FROM REGULATIONS TO REAL-WORLD READINESS

At PAS, we turn complex aviation regulations into practical, workable systems your teams can
actually use every day.

Because compliance shouldn’t sit in a folder — it should live in your operation.

Train smarter. Operate safer. Stay ahead.

The philosophy of our business is to strive for the highest standard of service and, in all
respects, to act with integrity, kindness, and professionalism.

Website: https://professional.za.com/ 
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/company/professional-cargo-security/ 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/professionalza
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At CAASA we remain invested 
in your  success.

At CAASA we remain invested 
in your  success.

To that end, CAASA would like to support our valued member’s endeavours by
offering the opportunity to participate and contribute to our monthly newsletters in
the months ahead. 

All we need is: All we need is: 
1. Your company logo (JPG or PDF)

2. Your company overview, along with the products and/or services you offer (long
short form) 

3. Share any significant milestones (again, long or short form and any supporting
visuals (JPG or PDF) – Optional

4. All your contact details, including your website and social media links.

Do this, and we’ll rack and stack your contribution for inclusion. We’ll also share the

final copy and the laid-out page(s) with you for review and approval before
publication.

Get involved and reap the benefits of getting your business in front of curated,
aviation-focused peers pro bono!

Reach out to our General Manager, Melissa Sewgolam (melissa@caasa.co.za) and

she’ll make sure your voice is heard amongst our fellow members and beyond. 

With 80-plus years of legacy and reputation, your contribution
can only help us foster growth in your business and across our

critically important aviation sector.

With 80-plus years of legacy and reputation, your contribution
can only help us foster growth in your business and across our

critically important aviation sector.

Come Fly with UsCome Fly with Us

mailto:melissa@caasa.co.za
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