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Targeted review of the General Block Exemption Regulation (State aid) – 

Extension to ports and airports (2nd consultation) 

Introduction 

The Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions –  SALAR –  welcome the 

initiative to review the General Block Exemption Regulation (GBER) concerning 

ports and airports. This reply will concentrate on the parts concerning the airports. 

This is due to the effects that the State Aid Modernization (SAM) has had on the 

financing of regional airports in Sweden.   

The rules for application of state aid rules to airports and airlines give a very narrow 

space for public financing of the country's regional airports.  

Through the proposed regulation it will be possible to apply (GBER) for certain types 

of investment aid for port and airports. The proposed scheme opens only for 

investment aid – consistent with the regulatory framework for state aid – to be 

executed without prior notification if the further proposed terms of the GBER are 

fulfilled. 

Swedish municipalities, county councils and regions still have to live up to the 

complex rules that apply for public financing in the aviation area. This is partly due to 

the fact that the exception in the GBER is narrowly designed and partly because the 

space for operating aid is unaltered.  

In our view, there should be a much more flexible space under the GBER to provide 

investment aid for the small regional airports. In addition, a wider space must also be 

created to meet the need for simplified management of operating aid. The GBER 

therefore needs to cover expanded opportunities to provide for public financing when 

there is reason for that – and when this doesn’t create a threat to competition. 

Regional airports in Sweden 

The regional airports in Sweden play a vital role in linking together a large and 

sparsely populated country. These airports are strategic for the domestic flights as well 

as for the possibilities to reach all parts of Europe. The regional airports represent 

important links in the infrastructure, they strengthen the regions ability to expand the 

regional labor markets, and they are crucial for trade and for growth. In a defense 
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policy perspective the regional airport also represent a true value – particularly 

considering a changed security situation.   

For historical reasons, the ownership structure of regional airports has developed in a 

way that has forced the local and regional level to take responsibility for this part of 

the infrastructure. Because of this various units have been created and as a 

consequence the Swedish airport infrastructure is not seen as a whole. Each regional 

airport is assessed individually in spite of the fact that they are nearly all publically 

owned. The consequence of this is that the European regulatory framework for state 

aid – with strict conditions for the public financing – has created great difficulties in 

many ways affecting Swedish growth prospects and European cohesion. 

The Swedish structure of population means that our regional airports can’t reach the 

passenger volumes necessary to achieve the profitability that are sought in the 

Commission's guidelines on aid to airlines and airports (2014 / C 99/03). This requires 

consideration in the review that has been promised in 2018 in the Commission 

communication on guidelines on State aid for airports and airlines (p.17 d). 

Detailed regulation of distance 

The possibility to apply GBER for airports in the review is limited. Airports of a 

certain size are excluded from the possibility to apply the GBER if they are closer 

than 100 km or 60 minutes travel time by car, bus, train or high speed train. This 

regulation of distance is in line with the above mentioned guidelines in terms of 

distance and time - but it is also a quite static measurement.  

Ten mil or one hour's journey may appear as a simple rule, but given the catchment 

area of an airport such a specification can create a problematic and disproportionately 

restriction, especially in a large and sparsely populated country. The distinct 

specification should therefore be replaced with a softer expression that gives a wider 

scope for local concerns. 

Different business models  

The specification concerning distance – among other detailed rules – does not take 

into account that two airports between themselves may be quite different and meet 

completely different needs in transport infrastructure. It should therefore be possible 

to apply the GBER if the applicant’s business model differ from that of the nearby 

airport. 

The number of passengers in the definition of small airports 

The proposed limit of what should be considered "small airports" is set at 150 000 

passengers per annum, one way. 

We welcome that it is made clear how passenger volumes should be determined; 

incoming and outgoing passengers. However, the level itself is too low in terms of 

what should be attributed to the category of "small airports". The number of 
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passengers has to be increased significantly. Other member states has argued that the 

level of what should be included in the category of "small airports" shall be 

determined to 500,000 annual paying passengers. That appears to be a well-balanced 

level. 

The definition of high-speed trains and connectivity aspects 

By defining high-speed trains as "trains that can reach a speed of 200 km/h" in 

principle all rail traffic will fall under the concept of high-speed trains. The effect of 

this is that many airports will be considered connected with high-speed trains. The 

proposed definition of consultation means that fewer airports can use the exception 

and that is unfortunate. The definition of high-speed trains should therefore be 

reviewed accordingly. 

In other contexts, high-speed trains has been defined as trains that can run 250 km/h 

on lines specially established for this kind of trains. Such trains can under appropriate 

circumstances achieve speeds of over 300 km/h.  

As for connectivity by train, it is important to take into account whether the train 

connection is directly adjacent to the airport or if the station is located in a 

neighboring locality. Even questions about the frequency and railway networks in 

general are critical for people to actually take advantage of the opportunity to combine 

rail and air in an efficient manner.  

Summery 

There is a need for more flexibility in the framework for state aid to meet need of 

public funding for the regional airports.  This need for flexibility concerns both the 

terms of investment and the possibilities to provide operating aid. 

Detailed regulations of distance and time needs to be replaced with a flexible wording 

that creates wider scope for local variations. 

The limit of what defines the category 'small airports' needs to be raised to 500,000 

passengers a year. 

The definition of high-speed needs to be reviewed. 

It's the actual connectivity that is important. Detailed rules will of course simplify 

dealing with each case.  In relation to the overall aim this kind of precise provisions 

will hinder the composite considerations that needs to be taken to achieve a well-

balanced space to meet the needs of public financing of regional airports and a 

connectivity that provides cohesion. 
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