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EVER SINCE THE WRIGHT BROTHERS made the first successful 
flight over a distance of  about 120 feet, engineers pushed aviation 
technology to its limits in order to see how far planes can fly.

A lot has changed since 1903, with modern jet engines and 
composite materials allowing for a succession of  records to be 

smashed. Holding the title for the world’s longest route remains 
a mark of  prestige for modern airlines, but is the longest route 
measured by time in the air or by distance traveled?

In terms of  time, the longest commercial flight was “The 
Double Sunrise,” a Qantas-operated route between Perth, Austra-
lia, and Sri Lanka. From 1943 to 1945, passengers could expect 
to spend an average of  28 hours in the air. Flying a Consolidated 
PBY Catalina amphibian seaplane stripped of  all but essential 
equipment, the flights were a far cry from the levels of  comfort we 
are used to today.

When it comes to distance, it’s important to remember pas-
senger jets rarely fly in a straight line between two cities. In fact, 
flightpaths are adjusted for headwinds and tailwinds, weather 
events and the airspace of  certain countries. It can be quicker 
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for aircraft to fly a longer route in order to take advantage of  strong 
tailwinds to cut flight time, and passenger jets are usually barred from 
flying over conflict zones for safety reasons.

A word about the measurement of  flight distances. The term air 
mile, also known as a nautical mile, refers to the distance between two 
locations measured by traveling from one to the other over water or in 
the air, following the curvature of  the Earth. A land mile, also known 
as a statute mile, refers to the distance between two locations measured 
by traveling between them in an imaginary straight line on the ground. 
While air professionals often measure a route’s distance in air or nauti-
cal miles,  for the purposes of  this article we converted the distances 
provided to us in kilometers to statute miles.

Technological advances have made the world seem smaller than 
ever, but the viability of  ultra-long-haul routes is limited by economic 
factors. One-off record-breaking flights to push the limits of  the aircraft 
can cover incredible distances, but filling regular flights with passengers 
presents a completely different challenge.

In 2005 a Pakistan International Airlines Boeing 777-200LR broke 
the record for the longest non-stop passenger flight with a 13,422-mile 
eastward flight from Hong Kong to London Heathrow, a route normal-
ly flown westward at a distance of  5,994 miles. With only 27 passengers 
on board the 22-hour, 22-minute flight, the airline would have soon 
found itself  bankrupt if  it maintained the route.

While flying the wrong way around the globe could never be called 
good business practice for an airline, the 2000s did see long routes 
flown on a regular basis. Singapore Airlines flew five long-range Airbus 
A340-500 aircraft on non-stop flights on the Singapore–Newark and 
Singapore–Los Angeles routes. The 10,314-mile return flight from 
Singapore to Newark became the longest in the world, only slightly 
longer than the outbound 9,534-mile Newark to Singapore flight. This 
equals flying from New York to Boston 54 times.

While this flight still holds the record for the longest route in the 
world, it was discontinued in November 2013 due to falling revenues. 
Many other non-stop long-haul services were also canceled due to 
rising fuel prices and the Great Recession that began in the late 2000s. 
However, in recent years fuel prices dropped once more and new fuel-
efficient aircraft have come into service, meaning some longer routes 
have been reinstated.

The Boeing 777 200-LR is the plane of  choice for ultra-long-haul 
flights, while the Airbus A350 and the Boeing 787 Dreamliner also 
feature composite materials and great fuel efficiency, making them 
viable aircraft for long routes. The 787 Dreamliner is also designed 
to make long flights more comfortable for passengers by maintaining 
more tolerable levels of  air pressure and humidity.

As things stand, the longest route in the world is the 9,031-mile 
Doha–Auckland flight operated by Qatar Airways. The 8,823-mile 
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Dubai–Auckland route comes in a close second, operated by 
Emirates. Perhaps unsurprisingly, New Zealand and Australia 
feature heavily in the longest-route league table, with the 8,578-mile 
Sydney–Dallas route operated by Qantas next on the list.

In the near future, a new aircraft will bring about another 
shake-up of  the world’s longest routes. Singapore Airlines made a 
deal to buy the ultra-long-range Airbus A350-900 ULR, allowing 
the company to relaunch its non-stop flights from Singapore to 
Los Angeles and New York following delivery in 2018. Before that, 
United Airlines launches a Singapore–Los Angeles route this month 
using Boeing 787-9s.

Air Canada will make an appearance on the league table start-
ing in December with an 8,191-mile route between Vancouver and 
Melbourne, which will operate during winter. Another new arrival 
from Qantas will mark the first regular non-stop flight between 
Europe and Australia, namely the 9,009-mile route between 
London and Perth.

Air travel has made the world smaller than ever before, and we 
can cross the globe without stopping, thanks to modern technology. 
While these technological advances make longer flights possible, 
the question is whether there is enough demand for them to be 
economically viable. As we saw in the aftermath of  the Great 
Recession, money is a deciding factor in keeping the world’s longest 
routes running.

That said, there is a certain prestige afforded to the airline that 
runs a record-breaking route. In some cases the company will do all 
it can to hold onto the title. While passengers may be impressed by 

long flights, they aren’t necessarily the most comfortable experi-
ences. For some travelers, the chance to break their journey with a 
short layover may represent a welcome opportunity to visit a new 
city or simply stretch their legs between flights.

With many flight booking websites now offering the opportunity 
to build in layovers, consumers are waking up to the joys of  tacking 
on a day or two to experience a new culture instead of  simply 
moving from A to B as quickly as possible. Of  course, plenty of  
travelers don’t have the luxury of  time, and these people could 
stand to benefit from the new wave of  ultra-long-haul, non-stop 
flights.

Business travelers are one important market, and the onus is 
now on the airlines to make the world’s longest routes as comfort-
able as possible. Long flights can increase health risks for certain 
passengers, such as deep vein thrombosis, that can be caused by a 
prolonged period of  inactivity.

If  you do book an ultra-long-haul flight, it’s important to take 
certain precautions. The most important is to get up from your 
seat and stretch your legs at least once every hour to cut the risk of  
blood clots. It’s also important to drink water and avoid caffeine and 
alcohol in order to stave off dehydration that can cause headaches 
and make jet lag worse.

Flying business class makes things significantly more comfort-
able, but it’s still important to stretch your legs and stay hydrated. 
With leisure travelers more likely to break their journey with a 
layover, the ultra-long-haul routes of  the future may become the 
preserve of  business travelers on a tight schedule.
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