
 
 

 

The Challenge 
COVID-19 has caused an unprecedented challenge globally and has 

particularly caused damage within the aviation industry. The virus has 

spread rapidly forcing governments to close borders in order to limit the 

spread which has a detrimental effect on airports worldwide. For those 

flights that are still operating, there is a need to conduct health screening at 

airports in order to prove to the public that everything possible is being 

completed in order to mitigate the risk of spreading the virus further. 

Moreover, as flights gradually increase in the future, airports will need to 

demonstrate that they are screening passengers and staff effectively in 

order to prevent the transmission of viruses. COVID-19 has shown that 

health screening could become a necessity at airports the future at airports. 

For airport operators, the main aims are to protect the health and welfare 

of travelers, staff and the public, and to reduce the opportunities for 

dissemination of communicable diseases by air. 

This information paper presents best practices on ways to stop the spread 

of viruses at airports and provides options for airports to screen passengers 

based on health. It is not advising that it is essential that airports use all the 

options provided but gives advice on various implementations and case 

studies of airports screening passengers for health issues today. 

Minimizing the spread of viruses at Airports 

In order to reduce the spread at airports whilst they are still operating flights, 

airports should implement the following initiatives. 

 Resource Analysis:  
o Evaluating the health of staff members present. 
o Providing adequate protection for staff members. 
o Increasing the number of cleaning staff available. 
o Increasing the number of cleaning products available and the 

type of product in use. 

 Facility Planning: 

o Use only what is required: Scale back areas of the terminal that 
are not in use to consolidate public areas. 

o Consider closing non-essential areas such as retail or restaurants. 
o Increase the use of air conditioning to keep air clean and 

increase ventilation. 
o Segregate arriving high risk flights into closed off areas of the 

airport. 

 Reduce Virus Transmission Risk: 
o Close off high-risk areas: Self-service buffet food, café Seating, 

multi-purpose seating, children’s play areas etc. 
o Clean down and disinfect all touch points such as check-in kiosks, 

security lanes, immigration kiosks, vending machines, water 
fountains etc more frequently. 

 Passenger Planning: 
o Ensure social distancing guidelines are followed (minimum 2 

metres) 
o Set up queue areas to allow for the 2 metre guidelines to be 

enforced. 
o Ensure that 2 metre guidelines from staff is possible including at 

all interaction points throughout the terminal. 
o Ensure several hand sanitizer stations are available throughout 

the airport with adequate signage for passengers. 
 

Health Screening at Airports 

Health screening at airports is now encouraged or being mandated by 

government in order to prevent unwell passengers from travelling and 

therefore spreading the virus further. The below initiatives are being 

implemented at various airports globally. 

Passenger Questioning: Prior to boarding or at the Check-In counter, 

passengers could be asked about their health in the last 14 days. Standard 

questions about symptoms should be asked. Further questions about a 

passenger’s lifestyle in the last 14 days should be raised, in order to 
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determine whether the passenger should be referred for a secondary 

evaluation and possibly denied boarding. Lifestyle as-well as symptoms 

should be evaluated as some passengers could be carrying the virus without 

showing any symptoms. 

Questioning during online or self-service Check-In: During the online 

Check-in process, questions surrounding health should be implemented. If 

passengers answer against the expected outcomes, this should 

automatically deny the Check-n process. Passengers should be advised that 

they are unwell to travel and then be directed to a manual Check-in agent 

for further evaluation, or possibly denied boarding. 

Implementing a Just-Health Culture: Staff can be trained in the future in 

order to know what to look for when observing passengers. This will allow 

the staff member to make a determination of whether they are well enough 

to travel. Staff should be encouraged to report or challenge passengers or 

other staff members if they appear to look unwell. A health culture would 

be a major asset in tackling the spread of the virus. Much like implementing 

a security culture, or a safety culture, a health culture is a proactive way in 

mitigating health issues. 

Thermal Screening: Smart thermal cameras can be installed at airports or 

used by operators to scan multiple passengers rapidly and unobtrusively. 

Thermal screening is a process of detecting radiation, where the amount of 

radiation generated increases temperature. Thermology allows the airport 

to see variations in body temperatures. If a passenger or staff member 

activates a higher than normal body temperature, they should be referred 

to secondary screening or denied boarding after providing medical advice.  

Temperature Screening: 

On site staff can have contactless thermometers available to monitor a 

passenger’s health on departing or arriving flights. This method is an 

alternative option to thermal screening, although it is not designed for mass 

screening. Those that are sent for secondary checks are most likely to 

undergo this type of measurement. 

On site Doctors: Some countries have mandated on-site doctors at airports 

in order to spot passengers showing symptoms by expert medical staff. 

These doctors should be in positions across the terminal that experience the 

most footfall such as prior to the security checkpoint or should be used to 

assess high-risk flights. 

Self Service Screening: 

There are trials underway for self-service technology that can detect a 

passenger’s temperature, heart rate and ask a series of questions from a 

distance of 1.5 meters at any airport touchpoint such as a kiosk, bag drop, 

security check or immigration. This enables the self-service device to act as 

a screening station for potential symptoms of COVID-19. The self-service 

station can also be used without a passenger touching the screen, therefore 

reducing the virus transmission. 

Health Screening Measure Pros Cons 

Passenger Questioning 

Easy and quick to roll out 
Passengers could deceive 
in order to get to their 
destination 

No additional cost 
Difficult for non-medical 
staff to make a proper 
diagnosis 

Could highlight those 
showing symptoms 

Passengers could be 
unaware they have 
symptoms 

  
Obtrusive about a 
passenger’s lifestyle 

 



 
 

 

Questioning during online or 
self-service Check-In 

Easy to roll out 
Passengers could 
deceive in order to get 
to their destination 

Limited development cost 
Passengers could be 
unaware they have 
symptoms 

Could highlight those 
showing symptoms 

  

Automated process limits 
human interaction - 
Secondary screening only 

  

Implementing a Just-Health 
Culture 

Low cost 
Training all staff takes 
time 

All staff looking out for the 
same symptoms 

Staff could be reluctant 
to report 

Learnings from security and 
safety culture should 
ensure effective rollout 

Possible increase in false 
alarms 

Thermal Screening 

Effective at measuring 
increased body 
temperature 

High CAPEX cost 

Can screen multiple 
passengers rapidly and 
unobtrusively 

Increased OPEX costs 

Better passenger 
experience due to seamless 
screening 

Does not detect ill 
passengers if they are 
not showing symptoms 

Can be placed across the 
airport or via high footfall 
areas so that there is not 
another process to undergo 

Incubation period can 
be from 10-14 days 
dependant on the illness 
which won't be picked 
up 

 

 

 

Health Screening 
Measure 

Pros Cons 

Temperature 
Screening 

Low capture rate 
High OPEX costs for additional 
staff 

High accuracy 
Does not detect ill passengers if 
they are not showing symptoms 

Better option for secondary 
screening 

Incubation period can be from 10-
14 days dependant on the illness 
which won't be picked up 

  
Staff put more at risk if they are 
conducting this role 

On site Doctors 

On site expertise for spotting 
symptoms 

High OPEX cost  

On site expertise for dealing 
with seriously ill passengers 

Limited Doctors available as they 
are required in hospitals 

No training required 
Incubation period can be from 10-
14 days dependant on the illness 
which won't be picked up 

Expert medical equipment 
available for doctors 

 Does not detect ill passengers if 
they are not showing symptoms 

Self-Service Screening 

Contactless touchpoints High CAPEX cost 

Automated health checks Increased OPEX costs 

Passengers have to undergo 
the airport process anyway, 
therefore they not undergoing 
another step 

Airports already must be using 
the equipment from one supplier 
and deploy an upgrade 

No training required 
Does not detect ill passengers if 
they are not showing symptoms 

Quick process 
Incubation period can be from 10-
14 days dependant on the illness 
which won't be picked up 

 



 
 

 

Who is responsible for Health Screening? 
The responsibility for management of the risk of communicable diseases at 

airports rests primarily with the local/regional/national public health authority. 

However, all stakeholders including airport operators and airlines need to play a 

role for the safety of passengers and staff members. Due to the Check-in and 

boarding process, it comes naturally for airlines to complete the initial 

questioning of a passenger and their health. 

Airports should work together with the local/regional/national public health 

authority to increase measures where required. This could involve thermal 

screening deployment, temperature checks or secondary facilities for further 

scrutinization. 

Health Screening Locations in Airports 

Health screening in airports can be conducted for both departing and arriving 

flights. 

Departures: Departing passengers should be questioned during the Check-in 

process in order to reduce risk of those that are flagged as ‘potentially ill’ to 

spread the virus to other areas of the airport. Subsequent checks using thermal 

cameras should be undertaken prior to security as all passengers would have to 

go through a boarding card check and security checkpoint in order to gain access 

to the airside area. Health screening at this point again is of benefit to prevent 

the spread of the virus further if a passenger has an elevated temperature. 

Arrivals: 

A number of states already conduct risk-assessments of flights arriving from 

certain countries and subsequently will not allow airlines to fly high-risk routes.  

If there are flights, arriving passengers should be questioned by officers or 

requested to fill out a questionnaire for evaluation. This process is most likely 

suited to the centralized immigration area as all passengers arriving from 

international destinations would be subjected to border and customs checks. A 

secondary facility for further checks should be set up for those that could 

possibly have come into contact with the virus in order to contain passengers as 

much as feasible. Temperature screening can be conducted prior to the 

immigration hall in order to capture the highest footfall of passenger traffic and 

make best use of resources. 

For higher risk flights from areas where there are more reported outbreaks, 

officers can be waiting at decentralized locations near the boarding bridges, in 

order to evaluate passengers as they disembark. This is a more effective way of 

containing high risk passengers prior to entering larger facilities in the airport. 

Examples of Health Screening at Airports 

Italy: Airports in Italy, which have experienced a high increase in infections are 

screening passengers for temperature and symptoms. Doctors from the Italian 

Ministry of Health are checking the health of all passengers at Leonardo da Vinci 

international airport.  

Milan Bergamo Airport has been using thermal screening technology for 

passengers since February. Similar Covid-19 checks are in place at Venezia airport 

and Naples international airport. 

Thailand: Thermal screening for coronavirus is in place for all of its 28 airports 

managed by the Department of Airports (DOA), which has implemented the use 

thermal scans and thermometers.  

USA: The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), in conjunction with 

state and local health departments is screening international arrival passengers 

whilst there are several travel restrictions in place limiting those allowed to enter 

the country. For those that are permitted to fly into the United States, they must 

fly into one of thirteen designated airports no matter their final destination. 

Upon arrival, U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) determines 



 
 

 

who the passengers are and whether they originate from areas of concern and 

escorts them to CDC for questioning. CDC screening consists of a questionnaire 

about travels, health symptoms (non-contact thermometer for temperature 

reading) and those the person may have come in contact with. 

Delhi Airport: Delhi Airport has announced increased screening measures for 

COVID -19. Thermal screening is being conducted on arrival passengers based on 

the flight origin or whether a passenger is displaying symptoms. 

Etihad Airlines: Etihad Airlines will be trailing new self service check-in 

equipment that includes a touchless user interface to prevent viral transmission 

on surfaces. It will also include a method to detect a passenger’s vital signs 

including temperature and heart rate in a contactless way. Any alert would 

automatically be sent to operators for secondary screening. 

Canada: The government of Canada has implemented mandatory health 

questions for passengers travelling to Canada from international origins. 

Passengers that show symptoms or answer questions that raise a flag will be 

denied boarding on their flight. 

Airport Recovery 

The measures highlighted here are not a long-term sustainable solution for 

airports to operate with. Keeping a 2m distance between passengers is an 

inefficient use of space in the long term and airport process points have not been 

designed to facilitate this when operating multiple flights. In the medium term, 

these options are feasible, but longer term there needs to be a change. Airports 

could work with all stakeholders and agencies to assess flights based on risk 

levels to health. This often happens in a security perspective and could be 

translated over for health screening as it should not be a ‘one size fits all’ 

approach. 

The immediate measures presented are fixes to help reduce the spread of the 

virus that is in pandemic phase. The measures presented to prevent virus 

transmission and screen passengers would only be able to work on a low % of 

flights operating which translates into a low volume of passengers. As the world 

shifts to recovery phase, measures to increase flights operating should take a 

multi-layered approach, focused on a health culture, preventative measures and 

risk-assessment with the option for seamless health screening that does not 

directly affect airport operations. 

 

 

 

ACI World encourages wider adoption of health screening measures at airports 

to reduce risk, and where it makes operational and business sense. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


