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Submission to the Department for Communities and Local Government:

A Framework for Fairness: Proposals for a Single Equality Bill for Great Britain – A Consultation Paper

Virgin Atlantic welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Department for Communities and Local Government consultation paper for a Single Equality Bill. Virgin Atlantic will comment only on a specific issue relating to the consultation, namely that of pregnant women and air travel. It is also worth noting that Virgin Atlantic fully endorses the joint consultation response made by the British Air Transport Association (BATA).

The safety of our passengers and crew are paramount.  In order to safeguard the health of mother and baby, we operate a set of guidelines in line with IATA recommendations. Over the past two years, Virgin Atlantic has experienced two births onboard its aircraft. These were both successful because no complications occurred during the birth and because of the professionalism of our cabin crew involved.

That said, we would have significant concerns over what could happen should a complicated birth take place in the air. The onset of labour during a flight carries significant risks to both baby and mother. These risks are intensified when for example, a flight is crossing the Atlantic or on routes to South Africa and the Far East, where locations for emergency landings and/or medical care are limited. Furthermore, the aircraft cabin does not offer suitable facilities or appropriate professional assistance should complications arise.  In addition to the risk of harm to mother and baby, an unplanned diversion to an unknown airfield with limited resources for servicing a large aircraft represents a safety risk to the aircraft and its passengers and crew. 

Virgin Atlantic operate a fitness to fly policy which specifies the circumstances in which a passenger will not be accepted to fly, which include requirements for travelling during pregnancy.  After 28 weeks of pregnancy, we require a letter from a medical practitioner, confirming the expected date of delivery and that the pregnancy is uncomplicated.  Complicated pregnancies are assessed on a case by case basis by our Special Assistance Team.  Because of the increasing likelihood of delivery, we do not allow travel beyond the end of the 36th week for single pregnancies or the end of the 32nd week for twins, triplets etc.

We would therefore request that The Sex Discrimination Act 1975 (Amendment) Regulations 2007 should include an exemption that allows airlines to continue to restrict air travel during pregnancy on grounds of safety. Virgin Atlantic would be happy to assist DCLG in any further work on this matter.
