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Opinion//Commentary
Was your flight delayed this summer? Don’t blame the World Cup

Airlines and air traffic control can handle the volume. There's another reason for late
planes.

By Sheldon H. Jacobson
July 9, 2026

Vacationers are taking to the skies at record rates. Over 2.9 million people passed through

airport security checkpoints on seven different days since June 18. This has put pressure
on airlines to keep their planes moving and staying on time, air traffic controllers to safely
manage the flow of these airplanes through the airspace, and TSA officers managing airport
security checkpoints to keep the air system secure.

With the FIFA World Cup matches being hosted by 11 U.S. cities — including Dallas —
across the nation, the movement of air travelers took a boost over the past month. The first

72 group-stage matches averaged over 64,000 attendees, or 4.6 million people in total, an
all-time record. Getting these people between games required careful planning, even with
these cities with airports serving as major airline hubs.

The good news is that airlines and air traffic control are prepared to handle higher volumes
of travelers. Yet what causes more delays than anything else is weather. This typically
includes snowstorms in the winter months and thunderstorms in the summer months.
What is adding an additional wrinkle to air travel this summer is extreme heat, which tends
to slow air travel across multiple dimensions.

First, there is the human factor. The ground crews who work on airport tarmacs servicing
airplanes and loading and unloading checked baggage are impacted by extreme heat like
everyone else. This slows them down, as they must take frequent breaks to remain
hydrated and preserve their health. Even wearing appropriate clothing and head coverings
offers limited benefits when heat indexes soar above 110 degrees, particularly during the
late morning and afternoon hours, which are often the busiest times of the day. They also
have limited access to air-conditioned space around the tarmac.

Second, there are the physical infrastructures of airports. Airport runways can soften, even

buckle, in the most extreme temperature conditions. Such effects could shut down a




runway, reducing the number of takeoffs and landings and forcing airlines to delay or even
cancel flights.

Runways in areas of the world with extreme heat are designed for such conditions. In parts

of the nation where runway surfaces are not designed for extreme heat, any signs of runway
surface buckling forces their closure and the inevitable flight disruptions to ensure that
flights can take off and land safely.

Then there are the airplanes themselves. The dynamics of air travel are based on aircraft
generating sufficient lift to overcome gravity, which is created by the jet engines that thrust
airplanes forward and the flow of air over the uniquely shaped wings. This physics is all
dependent on air density. When air temperatures rise, air density drops, making it more
difficult for airplanes to create lift.

Pilots understand these principles and take it into account when determining how much
speed they need, how much fuel they must load and how long a runway is required to get
their aircraft into the air. This can also impact how many passengers an airplane can carry,
particularly smaller regional jets that are more weight-sensitive than larger jets. Given the
lengths of the available runways at an airport and the air temperature, flights may either be
delayed or require fewer passengers being carried to keep flights safe.

The good news is that once an airplane becomes airborne, the air cools with increasing
altitude, making cruise flight largely unaffected by high temperatures. Yet on the backend,
knowing the temperature conditions at the airport where an airplane will land may also
impact the number of passengers an airplane can carry.

Flight delays and disruptions are not going away anytime soon, since weather will always
impact air travel. During the summer months, clear skies may not mean on-time flights if
the temperatures climb to triple-digit levels across a wide swath of the nation, as it has
over the past week.

As cooler temperatures arrive, air travel delays will likely subside to normal levels. Of
course, a summer thunderstorm is likely not that far away, which is why weather will always
be the most important concern for air travelers.
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