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Airport transactions: 
Airport privatisation 
elevates deal activity to 
higher altitudes

Executive summary
Your average airport investor is a 
pretty opportunistic, yet conservative 
sort: people rarely make investments 
in airports for short-term gain. 
Consequently, despite the shoots of 
economic recovery only starting to 
show in 2013 and 2014, airport 
investors were ahead of the curve – 
seeing transactions rocket from a low 
point of US$3.5 billion in deals in 
2008 to c.US$21 billion in 2012 and 
US$18 billion in 2013. 

On top of investor foresight, 
governments have finally come to grips 
with the requirements of privatisation 
deals, with assets sold in Portugal, 
Brazil, North America, and Turkey, and 
with Japan, Greece, and France 
launching processes. We expect this 
trend to continue, with 22 countries 
currently looking to let concession at 
least 40 assets.

Whilst deal activity has risen 
significantly, optimism in the investor 
base has not followed suit. Values have 
risen much more cautiously, with 
average deal multiples in UK/Europe 
recovering a little, but not reaching 
the heady pre-crisis heights. Some 
recent deals suggest that the 
competition for assets may be starting 
to intensify, particularly for attractive 
assets, which may drive deal multiples 
upwards – we will continue to watch 
developments with interest.

Peaks in deal activity
The airports industry has been a hive 
of deal activity over the past 24 
months, with deal volumes reaching  
a peak of 20 deals in the second half  
of 2013, generating deal value of 
US$13 billion. Deal volumes and value 
have since fallen in the first half of 
2014, which we anticipate reflects a 
gentle breather before a further wave 
of airport privatisations in Japan, 
France, Greece, and Southeast Asia as 
well as airport exits in the UK/Europe. 

Airport deal activity has historically 
been driven largely by European 
transactions, particularly in the UK, 
which has by far the most developed 
private marketplace for airport assets. 
In the first half of 2011, UK/Europe 
airport deals accounted for 83% of 
deal volume.

However, the UK market is becoming 
saturated (and stunted to a certain 
extent by its inability to decide on the 
location of new runway capacity). As a 
result, investors have cast their nets 
further afield, with fund managers 
looking for opportunities to invest in 
growth; direct investors focusing on 
more stable, reliable assets; and 
strategic buyers focusing on assets 
that complement existing portfolios.

Bernard Chow and Colin Smith
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The airports industry has been a hive of 
deal activity over the past 24 months. 
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Figure 1: Global airport deals by regionThe first half of 2012 saw the first real 
emerging market activity, with Brazil 
leading the charge (the US$9.5 billion 
Guarulhos International Airport and 
US$2.2 billion Viracopos International 
Airport privatisations). The UK and 
Europe responded in kind, taking a 
70% share of deal activity in the 
second half of 2012 and first half of 
2013. Notable European deals in that 
period were the ANA privatisation  
(US$4.1 billion) and Heathrow finally 
saying goodbye to Stansted  
(US$2.3 billion), whilst Manchester 
Airport Group sold a stake in itself to 
fund the Stansted acquisition  
(US$1.4 billion). Together with 
Ferrovial’s sale of chunks in Heathrow 
itself to pension and sovereign wealth 
funds (US$1.5 billion) and Hochtief’s 
eventual disposal of its airports 
division (US$1.5 billion), the glut in 
European activity over the 12-month 
period was compounded.

Privatisations
South America has been the main 
region for airport privatisations since 
January 2012, accounting for  
US$17 billion of the US$21 billion 
globally from January 2012 to 
September 2014. In Brazil, five airport 
concessions were awarded in Sao 
Paulo, Rio Grande do Norte, Distrito 
Federal, and Belo Horizonte. Colombia 
and Panama also saw airport 
privatisations. Outside of South 
America, the main privatisations were 
in Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Puerto Rico, 
and Croatia.

Notable in its absence was the 
anticipated liberation of US airports 
from government and state control. 
Only Puerto Rico managed to get off 
the ground, with Chicago Midway 
again falling by the wayside. Going 
forward in the US, a terminal 
concession-based model appears more 
likely than full airport privatisations, 
which may limit interest from 
mainstream airport investors.

Source: Infranews, PwC analysis
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Figure 2: UK airport traffic and European transactions

Figure 3: Global refinancing activity

Stable growth in valuations
Despite market conditions appearing 
to set the stage for a valuation bubble, 
evidence suggests that investor 
caution has prevailed for most assets, 
albeit with some exceptions. 

As explored in our airport valuations 
review later in this document, average 
deal multiples have increased – 
particularly in Europe – with EBITDA 
multiples of 14-18 for faster growth 
regional airports and 10-14 for 
mature, larger airports. 

The trendline suggests that valuations 
are unlikely to see a rapid, sustained 
return to the heady heights of 2006-
2008, when multiples of 20-plus were 
not uncommon. That said, some 
emerging market deals are bucking 
the trend, with investors banking on 
strong growth from new airports with 
untapped commercial potential. 

Refinancing activity – Alongside a 
return of airport deals, we also note a 
resurgence in refinancing activity, 
largely to replace acquisition debt 
raised pre-crisis, as airport owners 
take advantage of improved trading 
conditions driven by recovery in air 
travel and increased availability of 
debt financing. 
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The investor landscape
As highlighted earlier, we expect 
privatisation activity to continue 
growing apace, as airport sales remain 
attractive to governments seeking to 
realise cash through asset sales. 
Airport privatisations also serve as a 
strong mechanism to encourage 
investment and stimulate economic 
growth. 

Greece, Spain, France, Japan, Brazil, 
and Ireland have all announced 
separate privatisation drives between 
now and 2016. In Europe, the first 
wave of Greek and French regional 
airports will have received investor 
bids in September/October 2014 
whilst the partial privatisation of Aena 
was also launched with an envisaged 
stake sale of 21% being made 
available. 

The Japanese Ministry of Transport 
meanwhile highlighted four airports 
for its first wave of privatisations, 
starting with Sendai Airport and 
followed by New Kansai, its third 
largest airport. The government is 
looking to let concession four airports 
between 2014 and 2019, followed by a 
further 16 airports. 
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Figure 4: Global pipeline airport privatisations

Figure 5: Global pipeline airport privatisations – current and projected pax 
growth rates

Note: Projected pax growth is based on IATA’s forecasts for the country rather than the airport specifically

Source: Various news sources, PwC analysis

Source: IATA Country forecast, PwC analysis
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Other opportunities
Notwithstanding the fact that airport 
privatisations are likely to dominate 
the headlines and deal activity, airport 
investors’ interests should remain 
piqued by private investment activity. 
In the UK alone, London Gatwick, 
London City, Bournemouth, 
Doncaster, and Leeds Bradford 
airports are all expected to see 
transaction activity over the 
foreseeable future. With closed-ended 
infrastructure funds looking to realise 
value, deal volumes should stay 
healthy, although the proliferation of 
off-market deals looks set to continue. 
Recent examples include Ferrovial’s 
concurrent stake sales in Heathrow 
and its and Macquarie’s acquisition of 
Heathrow’s regional airports 
(Aberdeen, Southampton, and 
Glasgow) and Ontario Teachers’ 
pre-emptive acquisition of Macquarie’s 
stake in Bristol airport. 

How has the investor 
market changed?
With an established infrastructure 
investor base ranging from private 
funds and publicly listed vehicles to 
major municipal pension funds and 
trading houses, airport investments 
have unsurprisingly also become more 
specialised. 

Major capital-city airports will attract 
no shortage of pension fund and 
sovereign wealth bidders, whilst 
smaller and regional airports will 
attract investors who believe they can 
help management teams execute 
ambitious business plans and drive 
value through improved performance 
throughout the business. 

Construction and development
• Experience in airport
 construction projects
• Value engineering
• Airport planning and design

Financial investors
• Experience with infrastructure
 investment
• Able to demonstrate value-add

through management input
• Low cost of capital and access

to funds
• Structuring

Advisors
• Financial
• Legal
• Capex
• Retail and
 other non-aero

• Strategy/
 business planning
• Operations
• Tax/accounting

Operators

Cargo
• Operations 
• Third-party logistics

Passenger/Terminal
• Appropriate airport experience 
  (e.g. size, type of operations)
• Experience in development of
 commercial revenues

Consortium

Figure 6: Building a strong consortium

On privatisations, credible 
consortiums are the key to success, as 
governments look for a combination of 
price and trusted airport operators. 
However, coming together to execute 
a successful acquisition is the easy 
part: aligning ongoing interests 
between financial investors and 
operating parties will prove more 
challenging, as will giving 
management a clear view of the 
post-acquisition business plan. 

Final thoughts
With no shortage of airport 
opportunities ahead, the market 
rightfully seems an attractive one to 
infrastructure investors, who continue 
to attend industry conferences in 
numbers.

With economic turbulence subsiding 
but not disappearing altogether, 
airport investors would be wise, 
however, to exercise a degree of 

restraint. The recent economic 
downturn made it abundantly clear 
that airports are not homogeneous 
assets, and not all are worth investing 
in, unless the price is right.

In particular, smaller and regional 
airports have a habit of developing 
winners and losers, and getting the 
right team on board to execute a 
transaction is likely to maximise 
chances of on-deal and post-deal 
success.
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