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Interview with Koen Baekelandt, Amadeus IT Group

For this special issue of NIQ, Prof. Finger and Prof. Montero, FSR Transport, talk to Koen Baekelandt, Senior Legal Counsel 
Regulatory Affairs at Amadeus IT Group. They look back at the time when Amadeus IT Group was created and explore 
the development of the European computerised reservation system and the code of conduct. They discuss the problems of the 
current regulation and ways to improve it. Finally, they try to understand if Amadeus’s experience can be applicable to other 
network industries, how multimodal ticketing regulation can be built on the code of conduct and how to regulate MaaS.

Matthias Finger: Koen, thank you for your avail-
ability. We would like to start our conversation 
by looking back at the time when Amadeus IT 

was created. Your company was one of the earliest, if not 
the earliest, developing computerised reservation systems 
(CRSs). How did you create it and how has it evolved?

Koen Baekelandt: The company was created in 1987 by 
four European airlines: Lufthansa, Iberia, Scandinavian 
Airlines and Air France. At that time, there was no Europe-
an response to the US CRS, so Amadeus IT was born as 
a response to that US model. Even though the company 
was founded in 1987, the first booking was only made in 
1992, as the system was built from zero and required sev-
eral years of development and negotiations with IBM. The 
company was created as a CRS, which is now called a GDS 
(global distribution system). It is a two-sided platform that 
connects providers on the upstream side of the market and 
travel sellers on the downstream side, basically airlines with 
travel agencies. But of course, it is much more complicated 
than that, as we have all types of travel service providers, 
not only airlines (also including low-cost airlines), but also 
rail, car rental, hotels, travel insurance and cruise lines. 

With time we have moved away from the core Europe-
an markets and have expanded globally. We have invest-
ed a lot in the technology and moved from being a pure 
distribution player to one of the leaders in IT solutions.

When we started 30 years ago, a GDS was the only way 
for a travel agency to search and compare different offers 
from airlines and other travel services. Nowadays, different 
types of players aggregate different content, and obviously 
the market has evolved a lot over the past years. 

However, regulation has remained a little bit behind.

Matthias Finger: Regulation is what interests us at the 
Florence School of Regulation in particular. Could you ex-

plain a bit more why there is a discrepancy between the 
regulation and the current state of play in the industry?

Koen Baekelandt: To start with, the first code of conduct 
in the EU was created in 1989, before the first booking 
on Amadeus, so the obligations of the CRS code of con-
duct are in the DNA of Amadeus. Over the years there 
have been a few revisions, first in the 1990s and the latest 
revision was in 2009, which is quite long ago. We are in a 
review process now. In parallel, there was a lot of work on 
regulation happening in the US. In 2004 the US decided 
to de-regulate the CRS industry. There were several rea-
sons for doing this, which were also valid in the European 
context. First of all, on both sides of the Atlantic, the 
regulation was inspired by the fact that the CRSs back 
then were created and controlled by large airlines. These 
airlines wanted to make sure that their reservation sys-
tems favoured their own content, meaning that smaller 
airlines were either not allowed to be part of the system or 
entered on unfavourable conditions. Therefore, the reg-
ulation aimed to oblige these reservation systems (which 
were a vehicle for large airlines to exercise their market 
power) to work with a neutral display. This clearly made 
sense in the 80s and 90s. 

What happened next? With the rise of the internet, 
alternative booking solutions started to pop up (e.g. 
www.airlines.com), low-cost airlines started to grow 
everywhere and they neither needed nor wanted a GDS, 
which in their view was too expensive, and finally the 
airlines started gradually divesting their shares in the 
CRSs. All this led to de-regulation of the CRSs in the 
US in 2004. 

In Europe, instead, it was decided to only partially 
de-regulate the CRSs. For example, in Europe there was 
a regulation about how to charge booking fees to airlines. 
This regulation was removed in 2009. However, the regu-
lation on neutral CRS displays remains until today. 
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Talking about the pros and cons of the current regulation, 
the main beneficiaries were the small airlines, which got 
access to a GDS, and consumers who got more offers and 
transparency. However, if you look at the market today 
there is a big question if the regulation is still fit for pur-
pose. But the market has significantly evolved since 2009. 
There are today more distribution channels available, and 
they are not regulated. As a GDS, we today compete with 
these other channels. There are also aggregators which are 
not considered to be GDSs by the EU Commission, as 
they are not global in nature. But the technology they use 
and the role they play in the market is very similar to us. 
So, the question is why are these players not regulated to-
day by the same code of conduct?

Of course, it is good to have more alternatives, which 
means there is more competition, but it also creates more 
fragmented content. We see, especially in Europe, that the 
larger airlines are withholding certain content from the 
GDSs, making it exclusively available in these alternative 
channels which are not regulated and are not neutral. As 
I said, the regulation does not cover these other alter-
native channels, some of which have exclusive content, 
meaning that consumers are no longer benefitting from 
the neutral display rules.

In other words, the existing regulation imposes obliga-
tions on the CRSs, but not on the airlines, because the 
code of conduct says that “if the airline chooses to par-
ticipate in the CRS, it has to share accurate data with the 
CRS.” But the code of conduct does not say that the airline 
has to participate in the CRS. Our position at Amadeus 
IT is that if you want to have a regulation for our indus-
try, make sure that the GDS channel remains relevant 
and operates based on the same rules that apply to our 
competitors. We continue to support the fundamental 
principles of the regulation, but given the current market 
context, we are not sure that the current regulation is 
achieving its purpose.

Matthias Finger: Let me double-check if I understood you 
right. Do you mean that there should be the same princi-
ples applied to all market players? Or do you mean that 
regulation is over since we have competition?

Koen Baekelandt: These are the questions we discuss with 
DG MOVE. Is it necessary to have a sector-specific 
regulation today, when you have other regulatory in-
struments? If you feel that there is a market failure that 
can be properly addressed at the B2B level with the code 
of conduct, then we would suggest making sure that all 

players are subject to the same rules, and that there is an 
obligation on the airlines’ side to share a certain amount 
of data so that travel agencies and consumers do not need 
to connect to five different systems to be able to compare 
the offers. This is what we propose in our discussions with 
DG MOVE. 

Another important question is innovation. I can give 
you an example of how the current regulation, which is 
30 years old, limits our ability to innovate. When we offer 
our system to a travel agency today, we have to rank by de-
fault, based on price or based on journey time. The default 
setting in our system when we go to a travel agency can-
not be, for example, the level of CO2 emissions, which is 
something that we increasingly see demanded by the mar-
ket. The travel agency can change the default parameter, 
but we cannot do that ourselves as the B2B player.

One may also ask if there is a need today to be as pre-
scriptive as the code of conduct is? Why not, for exam-
ple, work on a principles-based regulation, something 
that we see in the draft Digital Markets Act (DMA)? 
This would mean that there is no need for a neutral display 
concept, but there is a concept of self-preferencing where-
by you cannot unduly favour your own services in rankings 
or display. 

Juan Montero: You made a reference to the DMA and to 
the fact that the neutrality principle is not in the draft doc-
ument. Is there a different approach? What do you think 
about it?

Koen Baekelandt: It is a bit counter-intuitive that CRSs, 
which in the past may have had some market power but 
no longer today, are subject to very strict and prescriptive 
rules, whereas the DMA which is intended to regulate the 
gatekeepers does not even have that concept. In our view, 
when you look at the future of the code of conduct you 
have to first identify the market failure that you want to 
address and secondly make sure that the regulatory obliga-
tions match that failure and can address it. 

Juan Montero: And what do you think about the principle 
of fairness?

Koen Baekelandt: Fairness and transparency are the 
principles we see in the platform-to-business regulation. 
This is the most appropriate angle for the regulation. 

Juan Montero: Would you trade neutrality for a very strict 
fairness application?
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Koen Baekelandt: If the principle on fairness is to make 
sure that the platforms or the systems that are regulated ex-
plain in clear terms how they rank, what the main param-
eters are on the basis of which the algorithm works, then I 
would be in favour of that. Companies have a certain level 
of freedom to innovate as long as they are transparent re-
garding ranking parameters, but they should not be bound 
by a very prescriptive list of criteria. 

Juan Montero: Do you think that there are effective in-
struments that can be developed to control the fairness 
principle?

Koen Baekelandt: As a company, we want to make sure 
that our confidential information and intellectual property 
is duly protected, so we could probably accept some au-
dit right as long as it is limited in scope. If the company 
gets some freedom on the way it ranks, there should be 
a regulator that can enforce the principles of fairness and 
transparency and check compliance. This seems reasona-
ble.

Matthias Finger: Let us speak a bit about infrastructure. 
I know that Amadeus IT has been active in physically lo-
cating infrastructure in Europe (clouds, servers) and in 
supporting the development of European platforms and 
management of data. Could you tell us a bit more about 
your views on European data infrastructure? 

Koen Baekelandt: In the case of Amadeus IT, the appli-
cations and GDS platform are hosted today in our own 
infrastructure, which is a physical data centre in Germany. 
Based on market demands and also customer requests, we 
have announced our intention to move many of these sys-
tems and applications to a cloud environment, which in 
our case would be US cloud providers because today they 
are the only ones that can offer the scale for global opera-
tions that we need. 

We have our private cloud offering for specific applica-
tions for airlines, but we do not have our own infrastruc-
ture. We are not a cloud player but a European tech 
provider.

We partner today with the US providers and maybe in 
the future also with the European providers. This is why 
we are active in European projects, e.g. GAIA-X, so as 
to make sure that in the future there will be an ecosystem 
based on common values and common principles. There 
are different initiatives in which we are active, which are 
not about regulation as such, e.g. The European Alliance 

for Industrial Data, Edge and Cloud, IPCEI. The idea be-
hind all these projects is to define the rules together, so as 
to create a trusted ecosystem in Europe based on com-
mon principles we all share.

Matthias Finger: I am wondering if Amadeus’ experience 
in regulation is applicable to other network industries? 

Koen Baekelandt: I think there are some lessons to be 
learned from our experience. You need to make sure that 
the regulation is frequently reviewed and also adapted 
to the evolving market context. There should be coher-
ence between the purpose behind the regulation and the 
obligations imposed. If the market evolves and there are 
new players, maybe with slightly different business models 
but doing the same thing as you do, make sure that the 
regulation addresses that, or that there’s a clear explanation 
about why these new players are not regulated and the tra-
ditional players are subject to regulation.

Matthias Finger: Taking into account that already now 
Amadeus IT has been offering hotels and cruise lines, in 
the future you might be also interested to have MaaS as 
part of your system, meaning that you will become a mo-
bility platform. Do you see yourself moving in that direc-
tion and if so how do you see the MaaS regulation?

Koen Baekelandt: We follow the work DG MOVE has 
been doing on multimodal ticketing and door-to-door 
travel. Amadeus IT will be interested and well placed in 
this process, especially if we get the content and data from 
the providers. When we talked to the Commission about 
the new regulation on multimodal ticketing we also asked 
why not integrate the code of conduct in that new regu-
lation. This way you avoid duplication of regulation and 
also duplication of resources because the issues you are 
dealing with are 90% the same as in the traditional code 
of conduct.

Matthias Finger: So do you think we need to re-invent 
something or we’d better evolve the code of conduct into 
multimodal mobility?

Koen Baekelandt: The regulation of multimodal trans-
port can incorporate parts of the code of conduct. The 
neutral display concept is probably not what we need there, 
but there are certain parts of the code of conduct that can 
be used in the multimodal ticketing regulation. We would 
also suggest getting rid of the code of conduct, which is 
limited in scope and probably not very efficient as a regula-
tion. Or at least not anymore. If you want to keep the two 
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regulatory instruments, you need to make sure they are 
coherent. Maybe it is more efficient to merge them into 
something that makes sense for the whole mobility sector 
and not just for a small part of it.

Matthias Finger: My final question is about MaaS. How 
do you see it: can it be called the third infrastructure (next 
to rail and road) or do you see it more as a platform?

Koen Baekelandt: We need to start with a distinction: what 
is a platform and what is infrastructure? We see it more as a 
platform to exchange data between different providers. Of 
course, the platform has to run on specific infrastructure, 
which in the case of Amadeus IT would be cloud-based.

Matthias Finger: But the platform itself is not infrastruc-
ture?

Koen Baekelandt: No, not in my view. It is a set of rules. 
Below the platform there is infrastructure that maybe 
should be regulated as infrastructure. Maybe the platform 
should be regulated as a data space or data exchange. I do 
not have a concrete answer, but seeing the platform as in-
frastructure to me is a concept that does not work.

Disclaimer: The views expressed in this article are those of 
the interviewee, are personal and do not necessarily reflect 
those of Amadeus IT.
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