
 

 

 
ACI EUROPE welcomes the European Commission’s (EC) revised proposal to incorporate 
Europe’s airports into a General Block Exception Regulation (GBER), which declares certain 
categories of aid compatible with the internal market in the application of Articles 107 and 108 
of the Treaty. ACI EUROPE also welcomes the opportunity to input into the revised proposal. 
 
While ACI EUROPE welcomes the EC’s proposals to widen the scope of airports that would 
come under the GBER exemption on notification requirements, ACI EUROPE still considers that 
there is further opportunity to cut administrative complications and burdens, and to ensure 
that EC scrutiny is fully focused on those cases which threaten to distort competitive forces on 
a European level. 
 
In particular, ACI EUROPE estimates that the proposal to increase the specific threshold from 
50,000 passengers per annum (ppa) to 150,000 ppa (for airports with another airport in their 
catchment area)  in practice may only concern as few as circa 35 additional airports1.  
 
As stated in its response to the EC’s initial consultation2, the EC should be empowered to 
concentrate upon those areas in the market where there are real threats of distortions ‘in so far 
as it affects trade between Member States’ – as stated in Article 107 of the Treaty. Given the 
tiny fractions of the overall European passenger market which are handled by smaller airports, 
there remains considerable additional scope to exempt the smaller airports from the current 
extensive EC notification requirements, without creating real risk of distortions in the pan-
European market. 
 

 
 
 

                                                 
1
 Based on 2014 EU airport traffic & data on airports with another airport within 100km. Excluding 

business/general aviation airports which do not record passenger numbers and those airports with zero 
recorded passengers in 2014. 
2
 ‘ACI EUROPE Input to European Commission Consultation on Draft Amendment to Regulation (EU) No 

651/2014’ 30 May 2016 
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ACI EUROPE’s 8 Proposals for the EC’s Draft General Block Exemption Regulation 
 

INVESTMENT AID 
 

1. Investment aid for airports with less than 150,000 ppa 
 

The EC’s revised GBER proposal allows airports with less than 150,000 passengers per annum 
(ppa) to receive investment aid without the requirement to notify the EC – even if the airport is 
located within 100km or 60 minutes travel time of an existing airport with scheduled air 
services. The exemption is conditional upon the investment in question not increasing the 
airport’s annual passenger throughput above 150,000 ppa. 
 
ACI EUROPE believes that in such circumstances airports with less than 200,000 ppm should not 
be required to notify. The aim of the General Block Exemption is to simplify and clarify State Aid 
rules. As the creation of unnecessary additional thresholds may create additional complication, 
it would be beneficial to harmonise with this widely-known threshold cited in the 2014 State 
Aid Guidelines where possible. It is very unlikely that there would be any additional adverse 
impact upon wider competitive dynamics, as there are a limited number of airports with 
between 150,000 – 200,000 ppa which share their catchment area with another airport. 
 
Where 2 or more airport are within 100 km/ 60 minutes travel time, and are both operating 
under the same given legal order, the threshold for exemption of notification could be 
increased to 500,000 ppa. This would only be possible in jurisdictions which had notified 
national schemes to the European Commission.  
 
Such an approach would still prevent situations where nearby airports were receiving 
uncoordinated public funding from different authorities. However it would also allow Member 
States the flexibility to coordinate public funding to optimise their strategies to maintain 
regional air connectivity within their territories. Such an approach would also offer further 
incentive for Member States to notify national schemes. 
 
2. Distinction between freight & passenger airports with overlapping catchment areas 

 
Under the current proposals, a passenger airport with more than 150,000 ppa is required to 
automatically notify the EC of any aid if there is another airport within 1 hour or 60 minutes 
travel time - even if the other airport is entirely or almost-entirely devoted to cargo operations. 
The GBER offers an opportunity to finesse this, and to make clear that notification is only 
necessary if there is another airport concerned with passenger operations within the same 
catchment area. This would be on the basis that the aid was not specifically for cargo-related 
investments. 
 
3. Up to 100% coverage of investment costs, where this does not concern expansion of 

capacity, for airports with less than 700,000 ppa 
 

ACI EUROPE also considers that additional flexibility could be afforded to airports concerning 
the degree of coverage of investment projects. Specifically, those airports with less than 
700,000 ppa could be allowed to receive support to cover 100% of the cost of investment 
projects - where such projects are not expected to increase the annual traffic throughput of the 
airport above 700,000 passengers. 
 
The threshold of 700,000 ppa is most appropriate as it would ensure harmony with a pre-
existing threshold in the 2014 State Aid Guidelines, and would therefore contribute to the 
GBER’s objective of bring additional simplicity and clarity. As the 2014 Guidelines recognise, 
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airports below this size are to a large extent unable to cover neither their capital nor their 
operating costs. 
 
4. Additional financial thresholds for urgent small investments which are necessary to 

ensure the continued safe & secure operation of the airport 
 

In some instances airports are faced with the need for small but urgent investment projects 
which are necessary to ensure the continued provision of services to users. This could 
encompass remedial work on the runway, the replacement of critical safety or security 
equipment, or responses to sudden failures of machinery or infrastructure.    
 
The requirement to submit a formal notification, and to subsequently await a response from 
the EC on this notification, may not be compatible with the immediate operational needs of the 
airport. E.g. if a heating system were to malfunction in winter, it would not be appropriate for 
passengers to endure several months of cold conditions while a State aid notification was being 
considered. 
 
In such instances it may be useful for the EC to establish financial thresholds under which 
investment projects may be made without the requirement for formal notifications. For 
example an allowance of up to €1,000,000 per airport per year for emergency small scale 
capital expenditure. 
 
5. Investment aid for airports with no commercial scheduled or charter traffic 

 
There are many small airports across Europe, which cater exclusively for activities which could 
not be considered as ‘commercial’ at an EU-level. Examples of these include: 
 

 General aviation; 

 Pilot schools; 

 Organ transplants. 
 

While these activities are ‘commercial’ in the strictest sense of the word, the businesses are 
small and local in nature, and often play wider social roles. These activities are not concerned 
with the mass transport of people and cargo across the EU and therefore do not represent a 
threat of distortions to this market.  
 
To ensure that the EC is free to focus its attention upon those airports where there is a real 
threat of distortion to competition on an EU level, it would be helpful to explicitly place all 
airports with no scheduled commercial or charter traffic within the scope of the GBER. The 
exemption could be applicable for both investment and operating aid. 
 
Again, such an exemption would be subject to the condition that no scheduled commercial or 
charter traffic be anticipated at the airport in the two financial years following the granting of 
aid. In practice this would mean that investment aid was for ‘gross maintenance’. 
 

OPERATING AID 
 
6. Operating aid for airports with less than 700,000 ppa 
 
ACI EUROPE believes that exempting airports with less than 700,000 ppa from the need to 
notify operating aid would enable to the EC to better focus its enforcement efforts – while still 
allowing the vast majority of the EU market to remain firmly within the scope of its efforts. 
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The exemption from notification would not be applicable to those airports within 100km/1 
hour’s travel of another airport with scheduled air services – notification would be required 
(except in cases where the airport has less than 200,000 ppa – see Point 7). 
 
As with Point 3, the threshold of 700,000 ppa would avoid undue complication, and reflects the 
fact that under current market conditions it is not reasonable to expect such airports to be able 
to cover their operating costs. 
 
Should this exemption be considered too wide by the EC, additional qualifying requirements for 
exemption could be added. E.g. that operating aid should not exceed €3,000,000 per annum. 

 
7. Operating aid for those airports with less than 200,000 passengers per annum located 

within 100km / 1 hour’s travel time of another airport with scheduled air services 
 
ACI EUROPE believes that the EC’s proposed treatment of investment aid could equally be 
applied to operating aid for airports with less than 200,000 ppa, to ensure alignment with the 
2014 Guidelines. 
 
Currently airports with less than 200,000 ppa are not required to notify the EC of operating aid, 
under Para. 75 (a) of the Guidelines – however Para. 135 (b) makes clear that this exemption is 
currently not applicable if the airport in question is located within 100 km or 60 minutes travel 
time of another airport.  
 
Given the very small size of those airports with less than 200,000 ppa, and their limited 
possibility to distort competition at an EU level (collectively carrying just 0.7% of EU passenger 
traffic), ACI EUROPE considers that those airports which are within 100km/1 hour’s travel of 
another airport should also benefit from an exemption of notification of operating aid.  
 
This is particularly the case as operating aid – unlike investment aid – is unlikely to directly lead 
to the airport breaking the threshold of 200,000 ppa. 
 
Where 2 or more airport are within 100 km/ 60 minutes travel time, and are both operating 
under the same given legal order, the threshold for exemption of notification could again be 
increased to 500,000 ppa. This would only be possible in jurisdictions which had notified 
national schemes to the European Commission.  
 
Such an approach would still prevent situations where nearby airports were receiving 
uncoordinated public funding from different authorities. However it would also allow Member 
States the flexibility to coordinate public funding to optimise their strategies to maintain 
regional air connectivity within their territories. Such an approach would also offer further 
incentive for Member States to notify national schemes. 
 

PROCEDURE 
 
8. If the EC does not rule on a notification within 2 months, the notified measure is deemed 

to be compatible State aid  
 

While the current proposed GBER is concerned with cases where aid must be notified, 
consideration could also be given to the treatment of cases once they have been notified, and 
specifically to the time required to make a decision on each case. 
 
Smaller airports operating in commercial environments will be adversely impacted, if they are 
required to wait long periods of time before receiving a response as to whether a notified 
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measure is acceptable or not. Such delays could create an artificial barrier to public support of 
these airports, and will not properly incentivise full compliance with the rules. 
 
ACI EUROPE proposes that the EC sets itself a 2 month period within which to respond to 
notifications of airport state aid. If there is no decision within 2 months, the notified measure is 
considered as being compatible. 
 
In the event of a complicated or non-standard notified measure, the EC could indicate that 
more time is needed to consider the detail or request additional information and that as a 
result, the 2 month time period would be extended.  
 
This would allow smaller airports to proceed with notified standard measures with only a 
limited delay, and would further empower the EC to focus on those cases where extra attention 
is needed.  
 
If it was found that the 2 month deadline was providing difficult to meet, then this would be an 
internal signal to indicate that more resources need to be redeployed within the EC, to tackle 
the backlog of airport cases and to realise the objective of protecting pan-European 
competition against distortions. 
 

*** 
 


