Virgin Atlantic's $745 million deal leverages Heathrow slots for fleet upgrades and Starlink Wi-Fi rollout
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Apollo and Virgin Atlantic Airways have finalised a significant $745 million senior secured financing package, leveraging the airline’s prized take-off and landing slots at London Heathrow Airport. The slots, highly coveted and known to trade for tens of millions due to Heathrow’s status as one of the world’s most congested and valuable aviation hubs, underpin this transaction. The deal strengthens Virgin Atlantic’s financial position and enables the airline to continue investing in its upscale travel experience.
The capital injection is earmarked for several key initiatives. Paramount among these is a comprehensive refurbishment of Virgin Atlantic’s Boeing 787-9 fleet, scheduled to begin in 2028. This overhaul will introduce upgraded interiors, larger Upper-Class suites, and enhanced Premium cabins. Additionally, the carrier plans to introduce ten new Airbus A330neo aircraft starting in the third quarter of 2026. These new planes will feature expanded premium cabins and will include six exclusive Retreat Suites designed for ultimate luxury, underscoring Virgin Atlantic’s focus on elevating passenger comfort.
Another major innovation fostered by the funding is the fleet-wide introduction of complimentary high-speed Wi-Fi powered by Starlink, the first offering of its kind by a UK airline on transatlantic flights. This service promises seamless internet connectivity at cruising altitude, supporting multiple uses such as work, streaming, and leisure, enhancing the overall passenger experience.
Commenting on the deal, Ben Eppley, a partner at Apollo, highlighted the firm's commitment to supporting premier brands through tailored financing solutions. His colleague, Samuele Cappelletti, described the deal as an asset-backed structure that releases critical capital for Virgin Atlantic, noting the airline’s unique market position and strong potential for long-term success. Virgin Atlantic CEO Shai Weiss described the agreement as a milestone that reinforces the company’s balance sheet and advances its ambition to be the most loved travel company. Weiss emphasised that Apollo’s trust empowers the airline’s customer-first vision, including operating the youngest transatlantic fleet complemented by free streaming Wi-Fi and planned upgrades to premium cabins.
The transaction involved several key advisors, with Gibson Dunn providing legal counsel for Apollo-managed funds, while Citigroup acted as placement agent and transaction advisor. Herbert Smith Freehills offered advisory services to Virgin Atlantic.
Founded in 1984 by Sir Richard Branson, Virgin Atlantic has grown into a brand associated with bold innovation and exceptional service. The Virgin Group holds a majority stake of 51%, with Delta Air Lines owning the remaining 49%. This financing deal not only injects immediate liquidity but strategically positions Virgin Atlantic to capitalize on evolving industry demands by enhancing its premium air travel offerings through the effective utilisation of its scarce Heathrow slots.
Looking ahead, the financing supports Virgin Atlantic’s ambition to modernise its fleet alongside technological enhancements. The rollout of Starlink Wi-Fi across the Boeing 787, Airbus A350, and A330neo aircraft starting in mid-2026 aligns with the airline’s goal to create a ‘home away from home’ connectivity experience. Meanwhile, the introduction of ten A330neo aircraft and refurbishment of the Boeing 787-9 fleet will help the airline sustain its reputation for luxury and innovation within the competitive transatlantic market.
This transaction illustrates a growing trend of airlines leveraging valuable airport assets to secure funding that enables fleet and service upgrades amid an evolving aviation landscape. Virgin Atlantic’s approach of combining fleet modernisation with cutting-edge inflight connectivity reflects broader industry efforts to meet rising customer expectations and maintain competitiveness in premium long-haul travel.
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