Commercial aircraft orders plunge 75% in April amid tariff uncertainty
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Commercial aircraft orders have experienced a dramatic decline, with only 19 orders placed in April—marking a staggering 75 per cent decrease year-on-year and the lowest figures recorded for that month since the pandemic. This downturn is largely attributed to the uncertainty surrounding new tariffs introduced by the Trump administration on aircraft imports, which has created a ripple effect across the aerospace sector.
According to the latest figures from the UK trade association ADS, this significant drop underscores the heightened pressures faced by the aerospace industry. The uncertainty instigated by tariffs appears to be causing delays in order decisions, while manufacturers have begun reallocating aircraft to mitigate immediate impacts of the new customs duties. Aimie Stone, chief economist at ADS, emphasised this point, stating that the lack of clarity surrounding tariffs is hindering order placements and ultimately affecting the sector's competitiveness.
The situation is compounded by ongoing disputes between airlines and manufacturers regarding who should bear the brunt of the increased costs stemming from these tariffs. Notably, Airbus has informed its US-based customers that it will not absorb these fees, while airlines have responded with firmness, complicating negotiations and further stalling decision-making processes.
The context of this turmoil reveals itself within a broader pattern of declining manufacturing performance in the United States. In December 2024, for instance, U.S. factory orders decreased by 0.9 per cent, significantly bolstered by a 45.7 per cent drop in civilian aircraft bookings. Such figures illustrate the fragility of the manufacturing sector, which constitutes roughly 10.3 per cent of the U.S. economy. The challenges are multi-faceted; aggressive interest rate hikes by the Federal Reserve in previous years have dampened business investment, exacerbating the downturn in aircraft orders.
Compounding the uncertainty, the aerospace industry faces challenges stemming from a broader trade story that includes rising tariffs on imports from China, and delayed tariffs on goods from Canada and Mexico. Experts warn that these developments could not only stoke inflation but also limit the potential for further monetary easing that might otherwise support manufacturing recovery.
China's own aviation ambitions, as represented by its domestically developed Comac C919 aircraft, highlight similar vulnerabilities. The programme is critically dependent on U.S. and European suppliers for essential components. Despite exemptions on certain aerospace parts, any disruptions in Western supply chains could threaten the entire initiative, reflecting broader geopolitical tensions and dependencies in the global aerospace ecosystem.
For Boeing, the ramifications of these tariff policies are particularly acute. The company has responded by diverting planes originally earmarked for Chinese clients to other international customers, a strategy aimed at maintaining its production levels despite the loss of a significant market. CEO Kelly Ortberg remains optimistic, asserting that while the ongoing trade conflict may introduce hurdles, Boeing is on a path towards recovery, bolstered by a strong order backlog and international demand.
As manufacturers and airlines navigate this turbulent landscape, the overarching call is for greater clarity from officials. Stakeholders across the board—ranging from manufacturers to trade associations—are advocating for more defined policies that would alleviate the uncertainties currently hampering growth. ADS's statement highlights this urgency, suggesting that clearer regulations on aerospace tariffs would not only enhance UK competitiveness but also rekindle the momentum that the sector had begun to experience earlier in the year.
In the wake of these developments, manufacturers and airlines alike are holding their breath, waiting for signs of stabilisation that could restore balance to an industry grappling with unprecedented challenges.
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