
Airlines that Received $40 Billion in COVID-19
Aid Spent $26 Million Lobbying to Protect
Exploitative Junk Fees While Suing to Block
Consumer Protection Rules



On April 24, 2024, the Department of Transportation (DOT) announced new

rulemaking requiring airlines to automatically issue cash refunds to passengers

for delayed flights while "better disclos[ing] fees for baggage or canceling a

reservation." The first rule specifically requires automatic refunds for checked-

bag fees if not returned to the customer within 12 hours for domestic and 15 to 30

hours for international flights. DOT issued a separate rule that also requires

airlines to be upfront about the fees they charge and must show the price on its

website "the first time customers see a price and schedule." 

The rulemaking followed an April 16, 2024, announcement the agency would

partner with state attorneys general to investigate unfair or deceptive practices

by the airline industry, giving state attorneys general a formal mechanism to

report airlines to DOT that do not comply with state investigations into potential

consumer protection law violations.

Not surprisingly, in the latest instance of corporate judge shopping, Airlines for

America—a trade group representing major airline companies— and six of its

members filed a lawsuit in the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals in an effort to block

the rule requiring airlines to be upfront about pricing. Airlines for America claimed

the rule would "greatly confuse customers" and that airlines already disclose

these fees to consumers. This comes as the airline industry's own consultants

boasted that ancillary fees, including baggage and seating fees, would reach a

global record of $117.9 billion in 2023, far past the previous record of $109.5

billion in 2019. 

The day after the airline industry filed its lawsuit, Congress passed a Federal

Aviation Administration reauthorization bill that included a requirement for

"airlines to automatically pay refunds to travelers whose flights are canceled or 
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 significantly delayed," with President Biden praising the

reauthorization as "'affirming the Department of Transportation's

rule that mandated automatic refunds when flights are canceled

or significantly delayed.'"

https://apnews.com/article/airlines-junk-fees-baggage-delays-c4a93f9ee9a2bf7d9ee07394183a0374
https://apnews.com/article/airlines-junk-fees-baggage-delays-c4a93f9ee9a2bf7d9ee07394183a0374
https://www.transportation.gov/briefing-room/secretary-buttigieg-launches-bipartisan-partnership-state-attorneys-general-protect
https://accountable.us/industry-judge-shopping-crisis-spotlighted-in-ad-outside-wh-correspondents-dinner/
https://www.airlines.org/who-we-are/
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/litigation/airlines-sue-us-dot-over-regulations-requiring-fee-disclosures
https://apnews.com/article/airlines-sue-biden-administration-junk-fees-346ad8ad06335587ba8a67240c5cda32
https://ideaworkscompany.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Press-Release-178-Worldwide-Estimate-2023.pdf
https://apnews.com/article/congress-aviation-bill-airlines-travel-475725142a6fea4074aad269a683558f
https://www.cnn.com/2024/05/16/politics/joe-biden-signs-bipartisan-faa-reauthorization/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2024/05/16/politics/joe-biden-signs-bipartisan-faa-reauthorization/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2024/05/16/politics/joe-biden-signs-bipartisan-faa-reauthorization/index.html


An Accountable.US review of lobbying data from Airlines for America and the

companies who joined its lawsuit and had taken over $40 billion in federal

pandemic aid found these entities spent over $26 million while lobbying

against efforts to rein in junk fees charged by airlines:

Airlines for America has received nearly $11 million in membership dues from

the six airlines that joined its suit against the Department of Transportation,

according to airlines' most recent political engagement reports. Meanwhile, it

has spent $10.3 million since Q1 2023 while lobbying on numerous pieces of

legislation aimed at reining in junk fees, including S. 209 and H.R. 659, the "FAIR

Fees Act of 2023" and S. 916 and H.R. 2463, the "Junk Fee Prevention Act."

Alaska Airlines, which joined Airlines for America in its lawsuit against DOT,

paid $426,600 in membership dues to Airlines for America in 2023. During the

COVID-19 pandemic, Alaska Airlines took over $2.2 billion in aid from the

federal government to pay its workers' wages, salaries and benefits.

American Airlines, which joined Airlines for America in its lawsuit against DOT,

has spent $6.9 million since Q1 2023 while lobbying against both iterations of

the FAIR Fees Act and paid over $5.5 million in membership dues to Airlines

for America in 2022. American ended up taking over $12.8 billion in aid from

the federal government during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Delta Air Lines has spent $ 8 million since Q1 2023 while lobbying against the

Department of Transportation's delayed baggage and ancillary fees rule and its

ticket refund rule. Meanwhile, Delta paid over $1 million in Airlines for America

membership dues in 2023. Delta ultimately received $11.9 billion in aid during

the COVID-19 pandemic.

Hawaiian Airlines has spent $970,000 since Q1 2023 while lobbying against

legislation aimed at lowering junk fees and DOT's ancillary service fees rule.

Meanwhile, Hawaiian paid $254,400 in membership dues in 2023 to Airlines

for America and received over $673.2 million in COVID aid from the federal

government.
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https://lda.senate.gov/filings/public/filing/search/?registrant=Airlines+for+america&registrant_country=&registrant_ppb_country=&client=&client_state=&client_country=&client_ppb_country=&lobbyist=&lobbyist_covered_position=&lobbyist_conviction_disclosure=&lobbyist_conviction_date_range_from=&lobbyist_conviction_date_range_to=&report_period=&report_year=&report_dt_posted_from=01%2F01%2F2023&report_dt_posted_to=&report_amount_reported_min=&report_amount_reported_max=&report_filing_uuid=&report_house_doc_id=&report_issue_area_description=&affiliated_organization=&affiliated_organization_country=&foreign_entity=&foreign_entity_country=&foreign_entity_ppb_country=&foreign_entity_ownership_percentage_min=&foreign_entity_ownership_percentage_max=&search=search#js_searchFormTitle
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/209
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/659#:~:text=This%20bill%20directs%20the%20Department,assessing%20whether%20such%20fees%20are
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/916
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/2463
https://dockets.justia.com/docket/circuit-courts/ca5/24-60231
https://investor.alaskaair.com/static-files/77e45399-e72e-448a-abd0-52df7f9d745e
https://www.pandemicoversight.gov/data-interactive-tools/data-stories/63-billion-keep-aviation-workers-employed-here-are-numbers
https://dockets.justia.com/docket/circuit-courts/ca5/24-60231
https://lda.senate.gov/filings/public/filing/search/?registrant=american+airlines&registrant_country=&registrant_ppb_country=&client=&client_state=&client_country=&client_ppb_country=&lobbyist=&lobbyist_covered_position=&lobbyist_conviction_disclosure=&lobbyist_conviction_date_range_from=&lobbyist_conviction_date_range_to=&report_period=&report_year=&report_dt_posted_from=01%2F01%2F2023&report_dt_posted_to=&report_amount_reported_min=&report_amount_reported_max=&report_filing_uuid=&report_house_doc_id=&report_issue_area_description=&affiliated_organization=&affiliated_organization_country=&foreign_entity=&foreign_entity_country=&foreign_entity_ppb_country=&foreign_entity_ownership_percentage_min=&foreign_entity_ownership_percentage_max=&search=search#js_searchFormTitle
https://www.aa.com/content/images/customer-service/about-us/corporate-governance/aag-trade-association-memberships-2023.pdf
https://www.pandemicoversight.gov/data-interactive-tools/data-stories/63-billion-keep-aviation-workers-employed-here-are-numbers
https://lda.senate.gov/filings/public/filing/search/?registrant=delta+air+lines&registrant_country=&registrant_ppb_country=&client=&client_state=&client_country=&client_ppb_country=&lobbyist=&lobbyist_covered_position=&lobbyist_conviction_disclosure=&lobbyist_conviction_date_range_from=&lobbyist_conviction_date_range_to=&report_period=&report_year=&report_dt_posted_from=01%2F01%2F2023&report_dt_posted_to=&report_amount_reported_min=&report_amount_reported_max=&report_filing_uuid=&report_house_doc_id=&report_issue_area_description=&affiliated_organization=&affiliated_organization_country=&foreign_entity=&foreign_entity_country=&foreign_entity_ppb_country=&foreign_entity_ownership_percentage_min=&foreign_entity_ownership_percentage_max=&search=search#js_searchFormTitle
https://s2.q4cdn.com/181345880/files/doc_downloads/2024/05/delta-air-lines-political-contributions-report-2023-final.pdf
https://www.pandemicoversight.gov/data-interactive-tools/data-stories/63-billion-keep-aviation-workers-employed-here-are-numbers
https://lda.senate.gov/filings/public/filing/search/?registrant=hawaiian+airlines&registrant_country=&registrant_ppb_country=&client=&client_state=&client_country=&client_ppb_country=&lobbyist=&lobbyist_covered_position=&lobbyist_conviction_disclosure=&lobbyist_conviction_date_range_from=&lobbyist_conviction_date_range_to=&report_period=&report_year=&report_dt_posted_from=01%2F01%2F2023&report_dt_posted_to=&report_amount_reported_min=&report_amount_reported_max=&report_filing_uuid=&report_house_doc_id=&report_issue_area_description=&affiliated_organization=&affiliated_organization_country=&foreign_entity=&foreign_entity_country=&foreign_entity_ppb_country=&foreign_entity_ownership_percentage_min=&foreign_entity_ownership_percentage_max=&search=search#js_searchFormTitle
https://issuu.com/hoike/docs/hawaiianairlines2024corporatekuleanareport
https://www.pandemicoversight.gov/data-interactive-tools/data-stories/63-billion-keep-aviation-workers-employed-here-are-numbers


JetBlue Airways, which joined Airlines for America in its lawsuit against DOT,

paid over $2.1 million in membership dues in 2022 and received over $2

billion in aid during the pandemic.

Finally, United Airlines, which joined Airlines for America's lawsuit, received

$10.9 billion in aid from the federal government and paid over $1 million in

membership dues to Airlines for America in 2023.
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https://dockets.justia.com/docket/circuit-courts/ca5/24-60231
https://www.jetblue.com/magnoliapublic/dam/ui-assets/p/JetBlue_2022_Social_Impact_Report.pdf
https://www.pandemicoversight.gov/data-interactive-tools/data-stories/63-billion-keep-aviation-workers-employed-here-are-numbers
https://dockets.justia.com/docket/circuit-courts/ca5/24-60231
https://www.pandemicoversight.gov/data-interactive-tools/data-stories/63-billion-keep-aviation-workers-employed-here-are-numbers
https://crreport.united.com/documents/United-2023-CR-Report.pdf?dateUpdated=20241001

