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Tim Kane, David Aldred and Jason Batman, each covering energy and industrial sectors 
for client sales management within Citi Transaction Service, examine how Delta and other 
airlines have tackled the issue of cross-border transactions. 

Airline accounting: Navigating 
cross-border payments 

Z
ipping across borders at a speed far quicker than 
airlines, cross-border payments can be hard to 
control – particularly when they are processed 
through inefficient and primitive systems. Given 
the global nature of their business, airlines rely 

on the ability to conduct and collect cross-border payments. 
The quality of the payment systems they use is critical; 
failure to run an optimum payment infrastructure can 
hamper growth and expose the company to costly errors 
and fraud. 

Cross-border payments are complex. Every country operates 
slightly differently and airline companies conducting 
payments across national borders need to consider country 

specific regulations, requirements and market practices, as 
well as cultural factors that could affect payments practices. 

Furthermore, they must consistently monitor these variables, 
adapting to any changes in regulation. Airlines are also 
confronted with the challenge of managing different, and often 
incompatible, payment formats between domestic and foreign 
banks – particularly when adding a new country or currency. 

Operating a global payment system makes airlines 
vulnerable and highlights the need for simplification. The 
pay-off from such changes can be game-changing: increasing 
control, mitigating risk and cutting costs, which ultimately 
benefits the bottom-line.  



Payment problems: Delta Air Lines
Delta Air Lines, founded as Delta Air Service in 1928, is now 
one the world’s largest airlines. Headquartered in Atlanta, 
US, it operates a mainline fleet of more than 700 aircraft. As 
a result, it has to make payments to more than 80,000 
employees and receive payments from more than 160 
million passengers annually. And, it does so in 63 countries 
across six continents. The efficiency of its cross-border 
payments processes is therefore vital.

That said, the rapid growth of the company and the 
complexity of the operations meant its payments system 
had become inefficient and fragmented. It dealt with 
numerous local and regional bank relationships in over  
50 countries; many of the local payables departments used 
different processes to initiate and issue payments to 
vendors, employees and customers. Some of the local 
departments also required significant manual intervention, 
exposing Delta to costly upload and duplication errors,  
and fraud. 

Also, running multiple accounts hindered visibility as well as 
timely reconciliation, resulting in less than optimal control. 
Furthermore, the system was labour intensive. Not only did 
Delta require country specific expertise in payments, it had 
to manage foreign exchange issues in order to fund the 
various payment accounts when required, as well as monitor 
the balances of each account in order to avoid idle cash or a 
lack of funds. 
   
Delta’s aim was to find a sophisticated solution that could 
be integrated with its system applications and products SAP 
enterprise resource planning (SAP ERP) system (a business 
management software) worldwide. 

The company had several objectives; to standardise and 
centralise its disparate mix of regional and country-specific 
payment processes and standards, spread across its 
numerous local and regional bank relationships. It also 
sought to eliminate labour-intensive and manual processes, 
increasing straight through processing (STP) as well as 
implementing daily reconciliation of bank statements in 
order to increase visibility and control.  

To achieve these objectives, the airline integrated Citi 
Transaction Services’ Citi File Xchange (CFX) system with 
their SAP ERP. This provided connections for transmitting 
and receiving a high volume of files from anywhere in the 
world. It also allowed an automated transactional posting 
process for daily reconciliation of bank statements.

Simplicity was key, though it also had to allow users to build 
tables within SAP, designed to accommodate the different 
rules for each country. Country-wide and regional payment 
processing centres simply entered their invoices directly 
onto SAP, which aggregated all transactions. Airlines deal 
with many types of payments – such as those to vendors, 
passengers and employees. The system Delta implemented 
collected all these payments within each file and sent them 
over to the Citi Transaction Services team where they were 
separated and routed to the appropriate processing systems 
and clearing houses. The following day, Delta received a 
single file containing each daily bank statement and all 
items that had cleared for each account. 

Additionally, to achieve automation, SAP was configured 
(based on Bank Administration Institute (BAI) codes and 
rules) to automatically post and reconcile all transactions 
against bank accounts. This eliminates manual reconciliation 
and further simplifies a previously complex process.  

Reaping the rewards
The implementation of the CFX system streamlined Delta’s 
payments processes – reducing the number of bank 
relationships worldwide and enabling Delta to trim costs 
associated with managing and reconciling daily accounts. It 
has also provided greater visibility of payments, improved 
forecasting capabilities, and increased control over funds, 
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making it easier to optimise liquidity. What is more, efficiencies 
have been achieved by ceasing relationships with some local, 
government-run banks that involved cumbersome restrictions 
and legal requirements. 

In addition to streamlining the accounts, the SAP/CFX solution 
has allowed Delta to standardise the way payments are 
processed, accounts are reconciled and cash is managed at both 
global and local operational levels. 

In order to reduce manual checks and payment processing, the 
new system included auto-matching transactions. This has 
improved Delta’s reconciliation process, enhanced forecasting 
and improved the management of funds. In fact, manual checks 
and payment processing are now only conducted on an 
emergency basis, reducing the risk of human error – such as 
duplication of files or payments – and opportunities for fraud. 
CFX has enabled Delta to achieve approximately 98 per cent 
STP rates in all countries that are live on the new global system. 
As a result, transactions are simpler and faster, and risk is 
reduced. 

An unexpected, additional benefit has been the ability to reduce 
or redirect the number of people needed to process and 
reconcile payments. By enabling worldwide to be managed by 
one group, Delta is able to achieve greater automation and STP, 
which allows vendors to be paid more quickly. And with fewer 

rejects, mistakes and less manual processing, Delta is able to 
reallocate critical resources to more strategic tasks.

Such technology has simplified, standardised and automated 
Delta’s payments processing and given it central visibility into, 
and control over, its global operating accounts. As a result, 
Delta’s centralised treasury group knows how much cash is 
available, how much is needed to cover payment runs and the 
amount of excess balances that can be invested or repatriated.

Barbara Quiroga, director of cash operations at Delta explains: 
“Such technology has simplified, standardised and automated 
our payments processing and given us central visibility into and 
control over our global operating accounts worldwide. We now 
know how much cash is available, how much is needed to cover 
payment runs and the amount of excess balances that can be 
invested or repatriated.”

Integrating efficiency: Turkish Airlines
Delta Air Lines is not the only airline to recognise the importance 
of operating efficient cross-border payments. Indeed, the move 
to implement sophisticated solutions that simplify payment 
processes is gaining traction within the industry. 

Turkish Airlines, a member of Star Alliance, operates at 
196 airports and flies to 189 destinations. Following a  
period of unprecedented growth (sales revenues increased 

afm • Issue 79 – July-August 2012 • www.afm.aero44

TLF: Cross-border transactions



45afm • Issue 79 – July-August 2012 • www.afm.aero

TLF: Cross-border transactions

by 40 per cent in 2011), there were challenges related to 
cash flow visibility. It held numerous bank accounts with a 
variety of local and global banks in various countries and 
commonly used manual processes to transfer cash between 
its offices worldwide.    

Like Delta Air Lines, Turkish Airlines also sought to improve 
the efficiency of its payments processes, but by 
implementing different systems. Firstly, the company 
rationalised and centralised its bank accounts. It then 
implemented an online banking system to eliminate manual 
payment initiation, thus reducing the company’s exposure to 
error. Turkish Airlines also implemented TreasuryVision, 
which provided real-time balance information on accounts 
across the world in customised formats, enhancing visibility.  

Okan BAŞ, treasury manager at Turkish Airlines, commented: 
“We have benefited from a streamlined account structure 
and reduced banking costs. Though many of the benefits 
accrued from being the first Turkish multinational to 
implement a regional, cross-border target balancing 
structure, balances in currencies that remained outside the 
structure have also improved investment rates.”

On the other side of the world, Air New Zealand also saw 
the benefit of implementing a system to improve its 
payments processes. The airline sought a solution that 

enabled it to make payments to its many offshore suppliers 
at a lower cost. It achieved this by implementing a 
combination of systems that included Citi File Xchange, as 
used by Delta, and other sophisticated systems, such as an 
online banking system. 

Air New Zealand’s payments processes are now greatly 
improved. Not only can high-volume payments in foreign 
currencies be handled at low cost through an automated 
clearing house (ACH), but Air New Zealand is also able to 
investigate the progress and details of payments. As a result, 
it is able to expand its business in the knowledge that its 
cash management system is capable of handling 
international payments. 

“Once we had done the hard yards – setting up the file format 
– it became relatively easy to bring on new currencies and 
countries,” says Paul Kelway, treasurer of Air New Zealand.   

Implementing a sophisticated payments system can simplify 
transactions, enhance control and lower costs. Delta Air 
Lines, Turkish Airlines and Air New Zealand each took 
different approaches to improving payment efficiency, and 
each benefited from doing so. With a plethora of options 
available, airlines no longer have any excuse not to upgrade 
processes, enabling their systems to cope with new 
currencies as operations expand worldwide. 


