
From trip approval to expense reporting and 
better supplier negotiations, NATS has completely 
overhauled its travel management programme.

NATS is the organisation which handles air traffic 
control for the UK and the eastern North Atlantic. 
But it is for another type of control – over its own 
travel expenses – that NATS has turned to AirPlus 
International. NATS has introduced both the AirPlus 
Company Account (lodge card) and AirPlus Corporate 
Card as part of a major overhaul of its travel and 
expense management programme which also 
included implementation of an SAP-based expenses 
system. Taken together, these changes brought 
NATS numerous benefits, including:

> The ability to offer travellers a more efficient,  
   more flexible post-trip expense approval system
> The basis of an in-house expense reporting process 
   and data to upload to its SAP financial system
> More powerful information to bring to the table  
   for supplier negotiations

The old process - the problem.

Previously, the organisation paid for its air travel 
through a single monthly invoice from its travel 
management company. While that made payment 
easy enough, it left NATS without all-important card 
management information to supplement its TMC 
data. That meant the NATS procurement team was 
unable to slice and dice data as much as it would 
have liked to put together tailored deals with airlines.

Another process inefficiency was that travellers 
needed to obtain pre-trip approval through 
cumbersome manual request forms just to book 
a flight. “Travellers had to chase a piece of paper 
around various NATS departments to gain approval,” 
says Julian Bond, a Commercial Specialist in the NATS 
Supply Chain Management department. “The classic 
situation we used to see was an employee finding a 
flight at a low price but the approval process taking 
two or three days, by which time the fare had gone up.”

The new process - accountability, 
efficiency and killer supplier data.

With the new process, including use of the AirPlus 
Company Account, the situation looks very different. 
No pre-trip approval is needed, and each flight 
booking can be reported through the AirPlus 
Information Manager reporting tool to a cost centre.

Joined-up processes
Introducing AirPlus lodge and corporate cards has 
helped NATS to join up its more automated payment, 
expense management and financial reporting 
processes. For example, employees now have their 
automated expense reports pre-populated with 
transactions made through their AirPlus corporate card. 

In addition, corporate card transactions are collected
in an automated file which is uploaded daily into the
organisation’s SAP financial system. The upload 
pre-populates the in-house expense reclamation 
system NIBS (NATS Integrated Business System)
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with the traveller’s expense date so the traveller
needs only to match the transactions to their 
receipts. The receipts relating to the particular 
claim are sent to the Employee Payments team 
for reconciliation and payment to the traveller. 
This helps the finance department with its end- 
of-month reconciliation and assists with reporting 
on non-completion of expenses by individuals.

Improved airline negotiations
Using AirPlus also produces a direct benefit for 
Bond as a travel buyer. “The key for us is the 
amount of management information we get through 
the Information Manager reporting tool,” he says. 
“We can break down how we spend and chop and 
change it in lots of different categories such as by 
destination or cost centre. Before, we had the total 
spend, but now we have information on everything 
which makes up that spend. If we can pin down to 
a penny how much we spend on a group of flights, 
it is really helpful for our negotiations with suppliers. 
We no longer have to rely on the supplier to provide 
the data, which can put buyers at a disadvantage.”

How AirPlus helps NATS.

Procurement
Supplier negotiations
Detailed, flexible data reporting has improved 
the ability of NATS to negotiate route deals from 
a position of strength with airline suppliers.

Departmental budgeting
Attaching cost codes to every transaction was 
primarily introduced to decentralise the travel 
budget but it also enables departments to understand 
exactly how much they are spending on travel.

Gauging projected spend
If a department within NATS is about to start using 
a hotel already used by other parts of the business, 
the procurement team analyses data from sources 
including AirPlus Information Manager to forecast 
the likely spend with that supplier.

Process efficiencies
From invoice to card
NATS no longer pays for travel booked through its 
TMC by invoice. Instead it pays through the AirPlus 
Company Account (lodge card).

Automation
Payment by card is part of a much more automated 
travel and expense processing cycle, including 
uploads to NATS SAP financial system and expensere 

imbursement. These are faster and more reliable  
than the manual processes they replace.

Adjusting cardholder spending limits
NATS uses the AirPlus Business Travel Portal to make 
real-time online adjustments to travellers’ corporate 
card credit limits – a feature unique to AirPlus.

Fast customer service
AirPlus operates a dedicated, highly trained 
customer service team in London. “AirPlus service is 
very good,” says Bond. “The team are knowledgeable 
and approachable.”

Traveller benefits
Card acceptance
NATS engineers often stay at remote locations around 
the UK, but whatever the type of accommodation, 
they are able to pay with their AirPlus Corporate Card, 
which is a MasterCard issuer. “We have never heard 
of anyone say they can’t take our cards, even in bed 
and breakfasts,” says Bond.
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What is NATS?

> NATS handled 2.1 million flights in the 2010 
   calendar year, covering the UK and eastern 
   North Atlantic, and carried more than 200 million 
   passengers safely through some of the busiest 
   and most complex airspace in the world.

> NATS provides air traffic control from its centres 
   at Swanwick, Hampshire and Prestwick, Ayrshire. 

> NATS also provides air traffic control services 
   at 15 of the nation’s major airports including 
   Heathrow, Gatwick, Stansted, Birmingham, 
   Manchester, Edinburgh and Glasgow, together 
   with air traffic services at Gibraltar Airport.

> NATS exports its expertise worldwide 
   through selling consultancy, training, design 
   and engineering services.
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