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AER HEARING on

THE POSSIBLE IMPACT OF EU GUIDELINES ON THE CO-OPERATION OF REGIONAL AIRPORTS AND LOW-COST AIRLINES: IS REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT AT STAKE?

(Barcelona, 21 April 2004)

MAIN CONCLUSIONS

adopted in Bari, 13 May 2004

The recent Ryanair/Charleroi case has inspired a sudden awareness of the importance of air traffic for Regions and the impact of low-cost carriers on Regions. The AER and its working group on regional aviation therefore decided in January 2004 to launch an in-depth reflection on low-cost carriers and their impacts on regions and regional economic development. This in-depth reflection process culminated in the “AER Hearing on the Possible Impact of EU Guidelines on the co-operation of Regional Airports and Low-cost Airlines: Is Regional Development at Stake?”, held in Barcelona on 21 April. The hearing followed a first meeting organised on 12 February in Brussels. It gathered more than 60 delegates, representatives of Regions, of local airports and of low-cost carriers, who came to the following conclusions:

1- The benefits/ positive impact of low-cost carriers

Thanks to low-cost carriers:

· Regional airports become autonomous and viable against downward economic trends and the attitude of airline monopolies and national carriers, who have deserted these airports without any further consideration: Underused airports can be used again which, in turn, leads to a reduction of air congestion (air traffic is no longer concentrated on major hubs) and an improvement of air safety.

· Dependence on national carriers can be avoided: low-cost carriers challenge the monopolies of big national companies and competitiveness increases. 

· Peripheral regions can find solutions to their isolation: low-cost airlines contribute to the setting up of a new concept of transport that permits accessibility to many regions in Europe, including rural and peripheral areas. 

· The use of aircrafts is no longer the privilege of a few: ‘normal’ citizens can also fly and discover Europe. The mobility in Europe is therefore increased as well as 

the awareness of being part of the same entity (further integration of Europe).  In addition, tourism in Europe is no longer concentrated on charter destinations but thanks to low-cost carriers, a better distribution of tourism in Europe can be achieved, which, in turn, contributes to limiting the effects of mass tourism in specific areas. 

· The increase in passengers in regions served by low-cost carriers results in enormous economic benefits to these regions, both indirect and direct.

Low-cost carriers are developing steadily: for the first time, interregional traffic exists that allows for point to point connections, rather than forcing passengers to fly via airport hubs in capitals. This, in turn, increases inter-modality in Europe. 

2- Analysis of the Ryanair Case

Bearing in mind the Hearing’s analysis of the ruling of the EU Commission in the Ryanair/ Charleroi case and its implications for the further development of a very successful market, the following key points have to be highlighted:

· The EU Commission lacks the necessary understanding of an emerging market and of a new innovative sector. It based the decision in the Charleroi/ Ryanair case on a very traditional view of the aviation sector: The EU Commission applied competition criteria traditionally used between big airports, thereby ignoring the differences between the two sectors, (that of the traditional operators with large national and international hubs on the one hand, and that of low-cost carriers and regional airports on the other hand). The two sectors generally differ in destinations, passenger profiles, cost structure, landing fees, scope of incentives and advertising, different types of aircrafts and risks of investment of the airlines involved. 

· By imposing the same rules on low-cost carriers and regional airports as demanded by the big airline monopoles and international hubs, the ruling limits the necessary flexibility for regional airports to attract new carriers. It therefore puts regional airports at a complete disadvantage in comparison with international airports. The ruling is in complete contradiction with the policy for regional development led by the European Commission. 

3- AER’s political statements and proposals:

· Regions oppose against guidelines of strict regulatory measures that the European Commission will produce in the field of aviation. They call for more transparency and flexible guidelines which would take into account the diversity of Regions and the specific conditions of regional airports and give partners the possibility to negotiate while taking into account varied conditions. 

· Regions regret the persistent lack of the transfer of competences and responsibilities towards decentralised bodies in the field of aviation.

· They commit themselves to avoid worsening the current unstable situation with competition amongst themselves, but rather to adopt an approach of solidarity. With this in mind, they express general support for forming a new strategic alliance in view of achieving long-term partnerships and sustainable development of regions and airlines alike. 

· This Alliance will encompass the representative European organisations of low-cost carriers with EFLAA, the regions within the AER, the regional airports and their regional authorities. This Alliance, based on a public-private concept where partners share risks and responsibilities, should be regarded as a support system for joint ventures pushing regional and local development and as a solid front to prevent the EU from imposing inflexible guidelines on the field of regional aviation.. 

4- Conclusions:

· There is urgent need for non-discrimination, transparency, and equal opportunity in airport-airline negotiations as well as interregional co-operation as tools for developing regional airports. 

· Strict guidelines would be damaging to the sector and that the EU must take into consideration the varied situations of regional airports when drafting guidelines. 

5- Conclusions and remarks of the AER Committee C:

· Regional aviation must be included in the TENs (Trans-European Networks), which currently fails to mention regional aviation. The importance of the new regional aviation sector needs to be appreciated in its function of promoting inter-modality in Europe.

· Instead of just waiting for the EC forthcoming guidelines, the AER should produce its own guidelines on Regional Aviation, with the aim to provide its member Regions with necessary political and concrete support. 

· There is an extraordinary lack of transparency in the process of the creation of new guidelines by the EU. The AER must protest this lack of transparency. 

· The EU has also failed to make any decision on whether or not there will be a public consultation regarding guidelines which are due to come out by the end of June. The AER needs to protest against the lack of consultation concerning an issue which strongly effects the Regions 
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