
    

 

ROAD TO RECOVERY 
Translating Data into Insights that Lead to Recovery 

We’ve never introduced him before, but he and his team play an essential role at Schiphol. And 
during the coronavirus pandemic, his job is more important than ever.  

Meet Michael Arntzen: head of Traffic Analysis & Forecasting (TAF).  

 

Michael and his team are responsible for collecting information from airlines and using their 
expertise to turn those numbers into key insights and scenarios for Schiphol. And now they play 
an essential role in the road to recovery. 

Life-long passion 
Michael has been fascinated with aviation ever since he was a little boy. His grandfather used to 
take him to a nearby Air Force base, and he still remembers how excited he used to get, watching 
those jets take flight. No surprise, then, that he studied Aerospace Engineering and acquired a 
Ph.D. in Aircraft Noise. 

‘I’ve always been passionate about the intricate, technical details of aircraft, and also all of the 
complex business streams of the aviation industry,’ Michael says. ‘So after spending five years 
on Schiphol’s noise and stakeholder development team, I was excited to apply my analytical and 
people skills to such an essential part of the Schiphol organisation.’  

 

 

Single source of truth 
TAF is responsible for the data about incoming and outgoing flights and passenger and cargo 
numbers. After collecting essential schedules and plans from every airline, Michael and his team 
compile, analyse and distil that data into meaningful information for the airport. They add business 
intelligence, the latest industry insights and historical data to fill in any gaps and make the best 
predictions possible about what is to come. 



 

 

‘The airport relies on us to provide a single source of truth about what we can expect over the 
short, medium and long term,’ Michael explains. ‘So there’s a team member dedicated to each of 
those time horizons. And of course, we have a team member who focuses on ensuring that all 
that data is robust, secure and of the highest quality possible.’  

It is only when that data is translated into meaningful information that it becomes useful to airlines 
and the airports. So the team must understand the key intricacies of the industry and focus on the 
realities of the business. ‘We’re like interpreters,’ he says. ‘We have to be fluent in both “data” 
and in “airline” to really have an impact.’ 

 

Timing is everything 
During “normal” operations, TAF’s data supports airlines in different ways. In the short term, the 
schedules compiled by TAF help to ensure that staffing and security are at optimal levels, so that 
passengers flow smoothly through the airport and have an excellent travel experience. From 
security to retail and hospitality, every part of Schiphol uses these schedules to make their plans. 
Mid- and long-term forecasts help Schiphol predict and plan for the changes that are expected. 

‘Things like airport expansion and growth take a long time and a huge investment,’ he explains. 
‘So we sometimes look deep into the future and create scenarios to try to predict the direction in 
which Schiphol needs to move. That’s how the airport can continue to serve airlines and 
passengers in the most effective way.’ In fact, Michael and his team have previously looked as 
far ahead as 2050, to ensure that whatever the future brings, Schiphol will be ready. 

 

The new normal 
But the impact of the coronavirus has gone far beyond predictions. Since January, Michael and 
his team have been working round-the-clock to ensure that Schiphol has the most up-to-date 
information possible. While they used to produce major updates to the schedule every six weeks, 
the team now communicates with Schiphol operations on a weekly basis, or even more frequently. 
‘Things are changing so fast, we’re hardly done analysing one set of schedules when a whole 
new set of data comes in,’ Michael laughs. ‘We constantly refresh our forecasts and scenarios, 
so that Schiphol can make the best decisions possible. For instance, when to scale down its 
operations, or when to scale up when supply and demand return. But still, we have to focus on 
accuracy. Especially now.’ 

Although passenger numbers are a mere fraction of their average, TAF’s forecasts help Schiphol 
understand airlines’ needs – for both passenger and cargo flights – in this unprecedented time. 
And in turn, marketing teams can share data with airlines, to keep them informed of Schiphol’s 
position. ‘People like Wilco Sweijen, who are in daily contact with the airlines, rely on us to help 
them give airlines the best support. And that’s a responsibility we take very seriously,’ Michael 
says. 

A team effort 
Michael says that nothing would be possible without the incredible TAF team. ‘Although we are 
just six people, our combined strength is more than the sum of our parts. We all have a passion 
for analysing data and getting the essential insights. We dream in numbers,’ he says. ‘The team’s 
commitment and highly efficient data analysis is helping us keep the pace during this very unusual 



 

 

time. Their ability to write code and translate data into insight will help us recover, as an airport 
and as an industry.’  

 

Michael also cites the TAF team’s diversity as one of the keys to their success. ‘We have a 
balanced number of women and men of various nationalities, ages and backgrounds,’ he says. 
‘And that diversity helps us explore this challenge from different perspectives and with renewed 
energy.’ 

But airlines are also crucial members of the TAF team. ‘The schedules and plans we collect from 
airlines are essential,’ Michael explains. ‘Without them, we can’t develop an accurate picture of 
our short- and longer-term horizons. The phrase “we’re all in this together” has never been truer. 
Just as we are all dealing with the impact of the crisis, we will all have a role to play in the 
recovery.’ 

Speaking one language 
The scenarios that TAF develops have taken on a new dimension since the corona crisis began. 
‘We need to focus not only on what the airport will look like when countries start to reopen, but 
how the entire industry will be impacted in the long term,’ he says. ‘It took about three years before 
Schiphol’s passenger numbers recovered after the financial crisis in 2008. It may well take a 
similar amount of time for our recovery after COVID-19. ’ 

Michael has no doubt that the recovery will happen. He and his team simply want to ensure that 
both Schiphol and the airlines have the right information to guide them. ‘This virus has impacted 
the airline industry in every country in the world. It is a unique situation. But there is one element 
that we all use for our decisions, regardless of our background: data. And we believe that a data-
driven approach will lead to the best decisions.’ 

 
The post-corona picture 
But, what does “recovery” look like? Is it a return to business-as-usual? Or will the airline industry 
be forever changed for the better? Michael certainly hopes so. ‘I’ve had a love for aviation my 
whole life,’ he says, ‘so of course I want my children to have the same opportunities to travel the 
world, experience other cultures and have great adventures. But at the same time, there are some 
key issues in the industry that still need to be addressed. Issues around sustainability, noise, 
economics and regulation. I look forward to helping Schiphol – and the industry – address them.’ 

pBut, first things first. ‘The first step is to rebuild our industry after the virus is under control,’ he 
says. ‘But I’m confident that we can rebuild in a way that is future-forward and future-proof, so 
that my kids can travel the world in a way that balances the privilege of travel with the 
importance of a healthy planet and a healthy industry. And that means making the best 
decisions, based on solid data and analysis, to learn from the past and prepare for a secure, 
prosperous future for us all.’ 
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