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FORMER Sydneysider Dane
Kondic knew things wouldn’t be
pretty at his new airline but he
didn’t discover the true state of
Serbian national carrier JAT Air-
ways until he moved into the chief
executive’s seat.

The airline had been parked in
limbo after the Serbian govern-
ment had made two attempts to
partially privatise the loss-making
airline in 2008 and 2011 but both
attempts failed due to lack of
interest.

This was despite a desperate
move to slash the sale price during
the 2008 offer from �150 million
to �51m in an unsuccessful at-
tempt to stimulate interest.

Then came Abu Dhabi-based
Etihad with an offer to take a 49
per cent stake in the airline as part
of chief executive James Hogan’s
strategy of building a massive glo-
bal network of equity and code-
sharing alliances. It became part of
a still expanding group that today
includes airberlin, Air Seychelles,
Aer Lingus, Alitalia, Jet Airways
and Virgin Australia.

Kondic’s first full year in the
driver’s seat saw Air Serbia finish
2013 with a �73m loss in what is
thought to be the first time the
carrier’s accounts had been audit-
ed by one of the big four account-
ing firms.

The former Qantas business
development manager is confi-
dent his second year will see the
world’s eight oldest airline, estab-
lished in 1927, back in the black.

“For a small airline, going from
a �73m loss to something in posi-
tive territory is going to be a hercu-
lean effort,’’ he told The Australian
during a recent visit to reconnect
the airline with Australia’s Serbian
community.

“We’ve made some public
statements that we are working
towards a small profit for the year
of 2014. Once the auditors finish
their work and confirm that, I
think it will probably be one of the
most amazing turnarounds in
history.’’

Kondic’s association with the
Serbian carrier began with a meet-
ing with Hogan in Singapore that
saw the aviation and tourism vet-
eran leave his job with Sabre Air-
line Solutions to help the Abu
Dhabi-based carrier with its due

diligence on the potential acqui-
sition.

His experience at Qantas,
Malaysia Airlines and travel com-
panies, as well as senior positions
at technology companies Abacus
and Sabre, meant the Sydney-
born son of Serbian immigrants
was well-suited for the job.

While he had an idea of the
challenges ahead, he said he really
did not know “what was in the
cupboard’’ until he entered the
business.

“When you do due diligence
and there’s no transparency in re-
porting there, you’re never going
to get a clear picture of how a busi-
ness like that truly is,’’ he said.
“The naked eye is probably the
best way to make a judgment
about things and when we saw the
state of the real estate, the state of
the aircraft — the state of every-
thing — you didn’t have to be a
rocket scientist to realise things
were not good.

“In fairness to the government
and the airline, it was a country
under sanction for many years, it
was a country that didn’t have
money to invest in the airline and
the airline business today is an
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New chief executive of revamped Serbian national carrier Air Serbia, Dane Kondic 

DUSAN ATLAGIC

Sydneysider gives Serbia’s 
national carrier new wings

expensive business to be in. “If
you’re not making those invest-
ments either in product or tech-
nology then you’re pretty much
out the game.’’

Kondic took the helm in Octo-
ber, 2013, with the blessings of the
Serbian government and aware of
how important the project was to
the nation and the man who
would soon become its prime
minister, Aleksander Vucic.

Vucic had staked his repu-
tation on the deal as an example of
how a public-private partnership
could resuscitate moribund state-
owned enterprises.

But first the airline had to be
reinvented and Kondic had just
six weeks before it was due to be
relaunched at “breakneck speed’’.

“And when I say launch the

Continued from Page 27 business, I literally mean from
scratch,’’ he said “We had to re-
fleet, rebrand, retrain, reinvest
and anybody who’s got any ap-
preciation of exactly what’s in-
volved in that knows that it’s a
two-three year job, let alone the
six-week job that we had.’’

The newly-minted airline chief
executive had inherited a fleet of
half a dozen Boeing 737-300s that
were 24 to 25 years old and “barely
able to fly’’.

He solved this by leasing
newer Airbus A320 family aircraft
with an average age of nine years
but his team also faced the daunt-
ing prospect of designing a new
name, livery, interior and uni-
forms.

“We had to design a brand,’’
Kondic said. “I think all of us slept
no more than a couple hours a
night for six to eight weeks to re-

alise the dream.’’
Young, revitalised cabin crew

were brought in to reflect a mod-
ern Serbia and the airline intro-
duced another innovation: female
pilots. It now has four including
another Sydneysider, Biljana
Savic, who flies A319/A320s.

Kondic said the change to
what was a “cloistered men’s only

club’’ was part of making Air
Serbia “a normal company in a
normal country’’.

“The fact we didn’t have any
women was counterintuitive to
me and if we really wanted to
show we were trying to change
how the company looked, there
was no better way than to ensure
we employed female pilots.’’

Also put under the knife
through a voluntary redundancy
program was the more than 40
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per cent of the workforce engaged
in administration.

New people were brought in
for key areas such as cabin crew,
pilots, sales and commercial while
administration shrank to 15 to 18
per cent of the workforce.

Then there was the network.
“The aircraft utilisation of the old
fleet was something terrible. I
think it was about five hours a day,
it was point-to-point flying.

“We moved to a mini-network
carrier basis so we were connect-
ing cities and we’re driving the
fleet very hard; we’re up around 12
or 13 hours a day.’’

With four banks of flights dur-
ing the day and a fleet of eight Air-
bus A319s, two A320s and five
ATR turboprops, the airline is
now flying to 40 destinations ran-
ging from Stockholm to Tel Aviv.

“We’re basically flying to all of
the European cities that you could
fly to and then we have some
Mediterranean destinations. The
furthest city that we fly to is Abu
Dhabi where we connect up with
the Etihad network.

“So we had probably 23-24 des-
tinations in total with JAT and
now we’re flying to 40.’’

Passenger traffic is mainly lei-
sure-based and about a third of it
involves people travelling be-
tween two cities via Belgrade.
“We’re trying to develop Belgrade
into a hub and so it’s really starting
to compete now against the likes
of Vienna, which was probably for
many years the hub in that part of
the world, which was the gateway
to central and eastern Europe.
“It’s a great gateway to the Adri-

atic coast which is a really big hot-
spot for tourism now — even from
out of Australia.’’

With the changes now in place,
Kondic says the airline is working
towards sustained profitability
and consolidating its network. He
noted that doubling the airline’s
capacity had not been easy in a
country where the average salary
is not high. “Everybody’s done an
amazing job up until this point but
we’ve got to run harder, faster to
get fitter,” he said, adding it would
continue to grow partnerships,
fundamentally through the Eti-
had network.

“Alitalia will be an interesting
future partner once they bed
down; airberlin is another one.” 

The airline will also look at
other parts of the world, continu-
ing to build Belgrade as a hub to
achieve the critical mass necess-
ary for long-haul flying. It has al-
ready revealed plans to fly across
the Atlantic, and Kondic said he
hoped he could realise that am-
bition in the next 12 to 14 months.

“In terms of Belgrade and Ser-
bia re-emerging in the world, it’s a
natural ambition for the country
to want to reconnect to many of
the markets and places that they
used to fly.”

But Kondic acknowledged the
industry had changed and said Air
Serbia had no aspirations to fly
“all over the world the way JAT
Airways used to’’.

He said Abu Dhabi was a fan-
tastic hub and Etihad’s network
connected Air Serbia’s passengers
to all the destinations it needed for
its passengers. At the same time it
provided passengers flows into
Belgrade with its service there.

The bigger airline also gave Air
Serbia scale and allowed it to ac-
cess training facilities, avoiding a
double-up on investment, and
saving money. “The people from
Etihad are better positioned than
me to give insights into this but
certainly from where I sit, I see the
synergy benefits that being part of
this whole tapestry of partners
within the Etihad fold gives us.”
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