
 

1 

C:\Users\regulna\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\Temporary Internet Files\Content.Outlook\ENPSI30D\161206 Second consultation on GBER revision UK Government 
response.docx 

 

Second consultation on targeted revision of the General Block Exemption Regulation 

(extension to ports and airports) 

 

The UK welcomes the Commission's aim to broaden the benefits of the GBER and to improve 

efficiency of giving state aid. The UK is broadly supportive of those changes made by the 

Commission which bring simplification and clarification of regulation and which align with our aims 

as part of the State Aid Modernisation working group. 

Regarding changes to aid for ports 

1. The UK supports, as a welcome reduction in regulatory burden and in order better to focus 
the Commission's investigatory resources, the principle of applying the GBER to investment 
in ports where that does not adversely affect competition in the internal market.  

2. The UK considers that port marine infrastructure, such as capital dredging, constitutes 
economic assets which in general can and should be remunerated from port charges, 
irrespective of the number of separate commercial beneficiaries.  Indeed, the more 
beneficiaries there are, the easier it should be to repay the investment commercially and so 
maintain fair competition.  (This has demonstrably worked well in the UK over many years.)  

3. In the UK’s response to the first consultation, we noted that the intensity threshold figures 
were highly provisional, and asked for clarification. We stated that we would reserve 
comment on the thresholds proposed until the second stage consultation, once they had 
been further developed by the commission.  

4. In this consultation, the Commission has included the proposed thresholds for aid to ports in 
further detail than in the first consultation.  

5. However, it remains unclear how these figures have been arrived at or the evidence base 
used.  We recognise that in some circumstances subsidies to ports may be justified by 
positive externalities or negative externalities for which no viable market internalisation nor 
taxation solution exists.  

6. However, we consider that such circumstances are relatively unusual, especially given the 
comprehensive EU and domestic environmental legislation, support for coastal and short-
sea shipping, PSO ferry services and control over inland transport provision that exists in 
most if not all maritime Member States to address such matters.   

7. We would therefore welcome a more detailed analysis of the general market failure 
externality that justifies these high aid intensities. It would also be helpful to know how these 
aid intensities provide sufficient efficiency incentives.  

Regarding changes to aid for regional airports 

8. The UK supports the proposed inclusion of infrastructure aid to airports of fewer than 3 
million passengers per annum within the GBER.  

9. The UK would prefer that a limit be set on the size of aid to airports of under 150,000 ppa. 
Aid which is unlimited as in the current proposal may increase the risk of an airport not being 
able to cover its operating costs in the future.  The UK suggests that aid be limited in this 
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case to only what is necessary to accommodate medium term expected traffic in order to 
avoid the risk that aid could be provided to build infrastructure that will remain unused.  

Regarding other changes 

10. The more precise definitions of eligible undertakings for aid for start-ups are welcome.  

11. With regards to identifying eligible start-ups, the UK suggests that a start-up be defined as 5 
years since the start of economic activity, rather than since registration. This would enable 
aid to companies that have started up by purchasing an “off the shelf” company that has not 
been commercially active, but may have been registered and dormant for more than 5 years 
before being used as a vehicle for the start up.  This type of start-up meets the policy 
objective of a Small firm start up, but may fail the eligibility test on the technicality of earlier 
registration as a shell company (“off the shelf” company).  The UK notes that this may be an 
issue particular to the UK where company registration is very simple.   

12. The UK welcomes the addition of trainees’ accommodation costs to the eligible costs for 
training aid. This will be particularly helpful for remote and sparsely populated regions where 
such costs can be a significant amount for firms, and in particular can inhibit training by 
SMEs. 

13. The UK welcomes the revision to specify that the assessment of whether a potential 
beneficiary for Regional aid has closed down the same or similar operation elsewhere in the 
EEA should be correct at the date of application.  This will remove the need to cover the 
possibility of such closures between the date of application and the date of granting in formal 
grant offer documents.  It will also reduce administrative costs. 

14. We also welcome the increase in the thresholds for culture and heritage projects.  The 
proposed increase from €1m to €2m for the maximum aid that can be awarded on the basis 
of the simpler alternative aid ceiling at 80% of eligible costs is welcomed as it reduces costs 
of assessment, and at this level culture and heritage investments have minimal effects on 
trade between Member States. 

 


