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Executive Summary Sheet 

Impact assessment on the guidelines on state aid to airports ad airlines 

A. Need for action 

Why? What is the problem being addressed?  

Abundant State aid for investments in and maintenance of airport infrastructure as well as subsidies to operating 

costs of airports and airlines led to creation of overcapacity and duplication of regional airports as well as 

proliferation of loss making regional airports. The design of the existing rules contributes to distortions of 

competition for airports and airlines and weakens the incentives to build a competitive industry and does not 

ensure that State aid is granted where necessary to bring genuine value-added for economic development and 

accessibility of regions. 

What is this initiative expected to achieve?  

The revision of the aviation guidelines aims to: 

 improve effectiveness of state aid to airports and airlines in fostering regional development and regional 

accessibility; 

 rationalise the criteria for assessing the compatibility of state aid to airports and airlines; 

 reduce distortions of competition between airports and airlines;  

 reduce administrative costs. 

What is the value added of action at the EU level?  

The TFEU gives the competence for assessing the compatibility of state aid to the Commission. Commission 

guidelines are thus essential to ensure uniform rules throughout Europe for the granting of state aid in favour of 

airports and airlines. Commission action is necessary to exercise oversight over the Member States' state aid 

policies for airports and airlines. The Commission also acts as an arbiter by scrutinising in the expected positive 

effects and potentially negative effects of aid, in particular by verifying that compatibility criteria are fulfilled (e.g. 

necessity, proportionality of the aid, etc.). 

B. Solutions 

What legislative and non-legislative policy options have been considered? Is there a preferred 

choice or not? Why?  

In the absence of compatibility criteria being laid down in the guidelines on state aid to airports and airlines, the 

Commission would have to assess aid notifications on a case-by-case basis in direct application of Article 

107(3)(c) of the TFEU. This situation would not ensure equal treatment, legal certainty or predictability, and 

could lead to subsidy races between the Member States that would highly damage trade and competition within 

the internal market. Commission guidelines on state aid to airports and airlines are therefore necessary to 

ensure uniform conditions for the granting of state aid in the EU (i.e. a ‘do nothing’ approach is not conceivable). 

Other policy instruments than regulation at EU level (e.g. self-regulation, open method of coordination, market-

based instruments, etc.) would not be effective. The preferred policy option is a revision of the existing 

guidelines focused on promoting regional development and accessibility of regions while minimising distortions 

of competition. 

Who supports which option?  

Member States and other interested parties generally support the proposed option for revision of the provisions 

of the current guidelines. 

C. Impacts of the preferred option 

What are the benefits of the preferred option (if any, otherwise main ones)?                                      

 The preferred option strikes a balance between effectiveness in promoting regional development and 

accessibility and limiting distortions of competition between airports and airlines. In addition, it provides 

transparency and predictability of applicable rules. The preferred Policy Option is also fully coherent with the 

overarching objectives of the EU policies, reduces administrative burden and provides more clarity and 

transparency of the applicable rules. In addition, it leads to more efficient use of public funds and reduces 

pressures on public budgets. 

What are the costs of the preferred option (if any, otherwise main ones)?  
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Given that the proposed initiative is of procedural nature, the total cost of the preferred Policy Option covers 

administrative costs. It has to be noted that administrative burden for the all envisaged Policy Options is rather 

limited and consists of complying with notification, reporting and transparency obligations.  

How will businesses, SMEs and micro-enterprises be affected?  

SMEs and micro-enterprises are not exempted from the application of the guidelines on state aid to airports and 

airlines as the notion of aid applies to all sizes of undertakings. Presence of SMEs and mico-enterprises in the 

market of airport managers or airlines is rather limited. Thus impact on SMEs and mico-enterprises is expected 

to be negligent. 

Will there be significant impacts on national budgets and administrations?  

The revised guidelines on state aid to airports and airlines, will contribute towards minimising administrative 

costs for the enforcement of aviation state aid rules The aid intensity ceilings for investment and operating and 

start-up aid and better value for money of aid would allow the Member States to restrict overall aid expenditure 

while increasing the effectiveness of aid at the same time. 

Will there be other significant impacts?  

The application of the revised rules is expected to enhance competition in the internal market for airports and 

airlines and make the control of the effects of state aid to airports and airlines by the Commission more efficient. 

It is also expected to contribute positively towards the Member States' economic development strategies by 

helping to make state aid in favour of airports and airlines more effective. The revised guidelines should continue 

to support the Member States’ policies to stimulate endogenous growth and attract private investment to airports 

and airlines. 

D. Follow up 

When will the policy be reviewed?  

DG Competition will carry out review of the guidelines on state aid to airports and airlines in 2021-22 to assess 

the effects of the guidelines and determine, if adjustments are required. The Commission will in particular 

analyse progress in the phasing out of operating aid to small airports. That evaluation will be based on factual 

information and the results of wide-ranging consultations conducted by the Commission on the basis of data 

provided by the Member States and stakeholders. In addition, four years after the entry into force of these 

guidelines, the Commission will analyse progress in the phasing out of operating aid to small airports with 

passenger volume up to 700 000 passengers per annum, the development of the market for airport services and 

the profitability prospects for this category of airports.   
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Linking people and regions, air transport plays a vital role in the integration and the 

competitiveness of Europe, as well as its interaction with the world. The European Union ("EU") 

profits from its position as a global aviation hub, with airlines and airports alone contributing 

more than €140 billion to the EU's Gross Domestic Product ("GDP") each year. The aviation 

sector employs some 2.3 million people in the EU1.  

The Europe 2020 Strategy underlines the importance of transport infrastructure as part of the EU's 

sustainable growth strategy for the coming decade. In particular, the Commission has emphasised 

in its White Paper "Roadmap to a Single Transport Area"2 that the internalisation of externalities, 

the elimination of unjustified subsidies as well as free and undistorted competition are an essential 

part of the effort to align market choices with sustainability needs.  

In its Communication on State Aid Modernisation (SAM)
3
, the Commission points out that State 

aid policy should focus on facilitating well-designed aid targeted at market failures and objectives 

of common European interest, avoiding a waste of public resources. State aid control in the airport 

and air transport sectors should therefore promote sound use of public resources for growth-

oriented policies, while limiting competition distortions that would undermine a level playing 

field in the internal market, in particular by avoiding duplication of unprofitable airports and 

creation of overcapacities. 

The application of State aid rules to the airport and air transport sectors constitutes part of the 

Commission's efforts aimed at improving the competitiveness and growth potential of the EU 

airport and airline industries. A level-playing field among EU airlines and airports is of paramount 

importance for these objectives, as well as for the entire internal market. At the same time, 

regional airports can prove important both for local development and for the accessibility of 

certain regions, in particular against the backdrop of positive traffic forecasts for EU air transport. 

As part of the general plan to create a single European airspace and taking account of market 

developments, the Commission adopted in 2005 Community guidelines on financing of airports 

and start-up aid to airlines departing from regional airports4 (the "2005 Aviation guidelines"). 

These guidelines specified the conditions, under which certain categories of State aid to airports 

and airlines could be declared compatible. They supplemented earlier Aviation guidelines of 

                                                   

1
 Study on the effects of the implementation of the EU aviation common market on employment and working 

conditions in the Air Transport Sector over the period 1997/2010. Steer Davies Gleave for the European 

Commission, August 2012.   
2
 White paper: A Roadmap to a Single Transport Area – Towards a competitive and resource efficient transport 

system, COM(2011) 144.  
3
 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and 

Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, EU State Aid Modernisation (SAM), 8.5.2012, 

COM(2012) 209 final. 
4
 Community guidelines on financing of airports and start-up aid to airlines departing from regional airports; OJ 

C 312, 9.12.2005, p. 1. 



 

EN 7  EN 

19945, which mainly contained provisions with regard to the restructuring of flag carriers and 

social aid for the benefit of European citizens. Neither of these two guidelines have expiry 

clauses, however, a majority of stakeholders in the 2011 Public consultation on the application of 

the 2005 Aviation Guidelines called for the Commission to proceed with a revision of the existing 

rules. 

This Impact Assessment report explores options for a review based on case practice, stakeholders' 

views, existing guidelines and development of the aviation sector. This report does not address 

wider sectorial issues which are, for instance, linked to TEN-T, SESAR, ground-handling or aid 

granted to the aviation sector via other instruments. Also excluded from the scope of this report is 

the possible support for the aviation sector due to VAT exemptions or the wider impact of 

aviation on climate change. 

The revision of the Aviation Guidelines affects public authorities, such as Member States, 

Regions, Cities and Municipalities which are financing airports, airlines and are providing start-up 

aid for the development of new routes. In addition airport managers, airlines, and other players in 

the aviation industry are affected. The new rules can also have an indirect effect on consumers, 

insofar as amendments, may affect the level of air fares.  

2. PROCEDURAL ISSUES AND CONSULTATION OF INTERESTED PARTIES 

2.1. Organisation and timing 

The revision of the state aid guidelines for airports and airlines (thereafter "Aviation guidelines"), 

which is led by DG Competition (DG COMP), started in 2010. It draws from the experience 

gathered by DG COMP with the implementation of the current two sets of guidelines: the 1994 

and the 2005 Aviation Guidelines and is underpinned by a body of academic literature and studies 

on the airport competition.  

The roadmap for the revision of the state aid guidelines for airports and airlines was published on 

the Commission’s impact assessment (IA) website in 2012. 

Other Commission services were involved in the preparation of this report through an Impact 

Assessment Steering Group (IASG) composed of representatives of nine services6. The IASG met 

five times, on 14 June 2011, 13 December 2011, 10 May 2012, 17 July 2013, and on  

14 November 2013, when the draft report was discussed.  

                                                   

5
 Application of Articles 92 and 93 of the EC Treaty and Article 61 of the EEA Agreement to State aids in the 

aviation sector, OJ C 350, 10. 12. 1994, p. 5. 
6
 DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion, DG Enterprise and Industry, DG Environment, DG Internal 

Market and Services, DG Mobility and Transport, DG Regional and Urban Policy, Secretariat-General, Legal 

Service and DG Competition. DG CLIMA and DG ECFIN were invited, but did not participate in the work of 

the Group. 
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2.2. Consultation 

2.2.1. Targeted consultation of the Member States and other interested parties 

DG COMP held a multilateral meeting on a draft of the future guidelines for airports and airlines 

with EU and EEA Member States and Croatia and the EFTA Surveillance Authority on 18 

September 2013. 

In addition, the Commission and the competent services of DG COMP have held numerous 

meetings with representatives from national authorities, regional and local authorities, airport 

managers, airlines and industry organisations, and other interested parties.  

2.2.2. Public consultation 

DG COMP organised two public consultations: 

 A first public consultation was conducted from April to June 2011 (8 weeks), based 

on a questionnaire, with aim to evaluate the rules in the 1994 and the 2005 aviation 

guidelines. Approximately 90 contributions were received
7
. 

 A second public consultation was conducted from July to September 2013 (12 

weeks), based on the draft of the guidelines for state aid for airports and airlines 

circulated to the Member States. Approximately 150 contributions were received
8
. 

 

Overall summary of input from the consultation of interested parties: 

The results of the consultations of the Member States and other interested parties and the results 

of the public consultations have been taken into account both when formulating the various 

elements for the future guidelines for airports and airlines and for assessing the effects of the 

policy options presented in this report (cf. Chapter 6). 

The first public consultation, which was held in 2011, showed that the majority of the 

stakeholders supported the revision of the existing guidelines. In particular, the stakeholders 

demanded a simplification of the rules and increased transparency, as well as more enforcement 

of State aid rules to airports and airlines. In addition, they mentioned a need for special rules for 

small airports and airports in remote areas and called for more predictable rules for investment aid 

(e.g. clarifications on eligible costs and aid intensity thresholds). Finally, the Commission was 

asked to develop rules to avoid distortion of competition between airports located in the same 

catchment area. 

During the second public consultation, which was held in 2013, the Member States and other 

stakeholders generally favour the approach chosen, but ask for more lenient rules (on operating 

aid to smaller airports, aid intensities for investment aid, investment aid for relocation of airports, 

simplified conditions for start-up aid, etc.). The vast majority of stakeholders are opposed to the 

phasing out of operating aid to smaller airports. Many stakeholders also call for the rules and 

                                                   

7
 See http://ec.europa.eu/competition/consultations/2011_aviation_guidelines/index_en.html and Annex IV. 

8
 See http://ec.europa.eu/competition/consultations/2013_aviation_guidelines/index_en.html and Annex V. 

http://ec.europa.eu/competition/consultations/2011_aviation_guidelines/index_en.html
http://ec.europa.eu/competition/consultations/2013_aviation_guidelines/index_en.html
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derogations to better reflect geographical and demographic particularities of remote regions. 

There is consensus on the need to avoid increasing the administrative burden for the 

implementation of the guidelines. 

2.2.3. Consultation of other EU institutions and advisory bodies 

The Commission services informed the European Parliament, the Committee of the Regions 

(CoR) and the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) on the public consultation in 

May 2011 and on the publication of the draft new guidelines on State aid to airports and airlines in 

July 2013. The Commission services also attended several meetings with members and officials of 

these EU institutions and advisory bodies.  

In 2011 only the EESC reacted. The EESC prepared an opinion entitled "Revision of aviation and 

airport guidelines" which was drafted by the EESC's Commission on Industrial Changes (CCMI).  

A meeting of the CCMI in that context took place on 9 November 2011 where the Commission 

services participated. The opinion of the EESC was adopted at its 482nd plenary session held on 

11 and 12 July 2012 (meeting of 11 July) and subsequently published on the EESC's website9. 

The opinion of the EESC can be summarised as follows: 

The EESC is of the opinion that unlocking of the potential of regional airports is crucial to 

continuing the process of territorial cohesion and regional development in the EU, as well as 

removing congestion from the "hub" airports of the "network" airlines. The EESC acknowledged 

that airports below a certain threshold (1 million passengers per annum) are normally not 

commercially viable and may need public funding. In addition, these small airports often ensure 

the territorial connectivity of regions and conurbations and usually do not adversely affect trading 

conditions in the EU given their limited traffic volume. Therefore, the use of public funds for the 

development of new infrastructure and new routes should be allowed without prior notification. 

However, any public funding should end as soon as the threshold of one million passengers has 

been reached. The public funding of infrastructure and the financing of start-up aid by airports 

above one million passengers must comply with the market economy investor principle (MEIP) 

that is adapted to the specific needs of the airport sector. Finally, the EESC calls for a long-term 

policy as far as development or regional airports are concerned. 

Following the publication of the draft new guidelines in 2013, the CoR discussed and adopted a 

draft opinion on 26 September 2013. The draft opinion was subsequently submitted for adoption 

to the CoR plenary session on 28-29 November 2013. The main ideas contained in the draft 

opinion can be summarized as follows:  

The CoR points out the importance of regional airports in promoting local development, 

improving accessibility, economic growth and employment. The CoR considers that small airports 

with less than 300 000 passengers per year should fall outside the scope of State aid rules because 

these airports have no impact on trade between Members States. The CoR points out that those 

                                                   

9
 See http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.ccmi-opinions.19708 

http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.ccmi-opinions.19708
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small airports have structural competitive disadvantages, which prevents them compensating for 

their fixed costs, either through commercial revenue, which depends on the number of passengers, 

or by increasing the airport fees payable by airlines. The CoR considers that the new guidelines 

should not prohibit operating aid to airports serving less than 1 million passengers per year, even 

after a period of ten years. It also reminds the positive externalities generated by a good network 

of small regional airports. It increases national and particularly trans-European mobility as 

competition drives down ticket prices and it reduces costs. Consequently, airports consolidate 

social, cultural and territorial cohesion in the EU. Finally, the CoR highlights that the EU's strict 

control of State aid is unique throughout the world. 

Several Members of the European Parliament submitted their comments during the public 

consultation to the Commission; however, there was no formal statement from the EP. 

2.3. Response to the opinion of the Impact Assessment Board 

The problem definition has been further developed and strengthened and illustrated with examples 

(e.g. quantitative and qualitative evidence on the amount and type of state aid granted by Member 

States to airports and airlines under the 2005 Aviation Guidelines, on overcapacity and 

duplication of airport infrastructure, demonstrating its effect on competition). The report now 

explains in more detail the reasons of the lack of profitability of many regional airports. The 

problem definition section also describes why the 2005 Aviation Guidelines have not been 

effectively enforced. The main elements of these problems are better linked in with the objectives 

and options.   

The descriptions of the proposed policy options have been developed (e.g. measurement of the 

funding gap, application of the rules to the services of general economic interest). The report 

clarifies how the obligation to notify all aid measures will be effectively enforced.  

The impacts of the policy options have been further developed and strengthened, in particular 

with regard to the number of operating airports/accessibility for travelers, air transport prices, 

employment as well as the wider economic activity in the relevant regions and administrative 

costs. Where feasible, the impacts of the options have been quantified. The link between the 

comparison of options and the analysis of impacts has been strengthened. The effectiveness and 

efficiency of each option and the consistency with other areas of EU policies, have been more 

clearly identified and analysed. 

3. PROBLEM DEFINITION 

3.1. Context of the revision of the state aid rules to airports and airlines 

The revision of the guidelines on state aid for airports and airlines must consider the following 

major developments:  
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3.1.1. Economic and industry context 

Aviation as driver for the European economy 

Air transport significantly contributes to the European economy, with more than 15 million annual 

commercial movements, 150 scheduled airlines, a network of over 460 airports, and 60 air 

navigation service providers10. Airlines carry about 40% (by value) of Europe's exports and 

imports, and transport 822 million passengers per year to and from Europe11. EU passenger traffic 

by air has grown at an average rate of 3.4% between 2004 and 2011. Within this period the 

industry reflected with economic recession by a negative annual average growth of 0.7% during 

2008-2010, while outside of this period it enjoyed over 6% average annual growth. In 2012 

European traffic decreased by -2.7%. For 2013, the STATFOR 7-year forecast expects the 

European flights to decline by -1.3%. In 2014, traffic is expected to grow again by +2.8%. Traffic 

is expected to reach pre-economic crisis levels (2008) by 201612. 

Figure 1: Air traffic evolution 

 

Source: Eurocontrol/STATFOR 

Correlation between airports and regional development 

Aviation plays a fundamental role in the European economy both for EU citizens and industry. 

Improvements in connectivity contribute to the economic performance of the wider economy 

through enhancing its overall level of productivity. Aviation is key for regional and social 

cohesion within the EU and for providing access to global markets, including emerging 

                                                   

10
 Sources: Eurostat, Association of European Airlines, International Air Transport Association. 

11
 Eurostat, EU-27, 2011. 

12
 Eurocontrol Performance Review Report: An Assessment of Air Traffic Management in Europe during the 

Calendar Year 2012.  
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economies, for European businesses13. Regional airports have improved the accessibility of 

regions14  and thus facilitated market access for regional businesses. Air transport also offers a 

vital lifeline to communities that lack adequate road or rail networks. In many remote 

communities and small islands, access to the rest of the country and beyond is often only possible 

by air. Regional airports have fostered the growth of point to point carriers, mainly low cost 

carriers ("LCCs"), in offering their capacity to airlines. As a consequence, the number of city pairs 

offered within the EU rose and competition among all airlines, flag carriers and LCCs, increased. 

The results were lower fares, increased frequencies and more destinations for air travellers (and 

air freight). Regional airports have added capacity to the aviation network and by increasing the 

number of destinations also air traffic increased subsequently15. This air traffic growth is 

increasingly spread over smaller airports, as market entry by airlines, especially LCCs, has usually 

been via regional airports.  

Figure 2: Per seat market share of carriers (in thousands), 2004-2012 

 
Source: OAG summer schedules, EU27

16
 

 

Beyond the invaluable freedom to mobility and travel, aviation is an engine to local and regional 

growth. The general employment effects, calculated17 per 1,000,000 passengers 'airport 

throughput' consist of 950 jobs on site, plus 475 additional jobs in the sub-region, plus 570 

regional jobs, plus 950 national jobs, so in total nearly 3,000 jobs18. 

                                                   

13
 For more information, see White Paper, op. cit. 2. 

14
 See ESPON (2009) "Territorial Observations No. 2"; URL:  

http://www.espon.eu/main/Menu_Publications/Menu_TerritorialObservations/trendsinaccessibility.html   
15

 For more information, see Fitness Check - Internal Aviation Market - Report on the suitability of economic 

regulation of the European air transport market and of selected ancillary services, SWD(2013) 208 final and 

Report - Annual Analyses of the EU Air Transport Market 2011, Mott MacDonald for the European 

Commission, January 2013. 
16

 The category "others" covers independent carriers, regional carriers and charter carriers. 
17

 MPD Group Ltd in association with ERM,(2005), Assessing the economic costs of night flight restrictions, 

London, 138p. 
18

 MPD Group Ltd in association with ERM,(2005), p. 80. 

http://www.espon.eu/main/Menu_Publications/Menu_TerritorialObservations/trendsinaccessibility.html
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The air transport industry in Europe supports directly 1.9 million jobs, of which 28% of the total 

work for airlines or handling agents, 12% work directly for airport operators, while 44.5% work 

on-site at airports for government agencies, such as customs and security, or provide services in 

retail outlets, restaurants, hotels, etc.; and 15.5% are employed in the civil aerospace sector19. A 

significant number of jobs are supported through the spending by the employees of the aviation 

sector and its supply chain and through the catalytic (tourism) effects of aviation20. In addition, 

the average productivity of air transport services employees in Europe is 1.2-1.5 higher than the 

average productivity for the whole economy21. Recent economic studies have quantified the 

socioeconomic impact expressed in supported jobs and contribution to GDP22 and indirect 

economic impact (derived from tourists travelling by air and GDP generated by those employed in 

the sector)23 that aviation generates across some of the major European markets. 

Main Industry Characteristics 

EU has over 460 airports used for commercial aviation, of which most are small (60% serve less 

than 1 million passengers per annum) and are publicly owned and managed (77%)24.  

Main EU airports and hubs are becoming increasingly congested. It is forecasted that 19 EU 

airports will be operating at full capacity eight hours a day every day as of the year in 2030, 

compared to 2007 when only 5 airports were operating at full or nearly full capacity 10% of the 

time25. At the same time, the density of regional airports in certain regions of the EU has led to 

substantial overcapacity of airport infrastructure relative to passenger demand and airline needs.  

Given the large number of air carriers, the rapid growth of the LCC and point-to-point business26 

and the high density of airports in the EU, there is a certain degree of competition between 

                                                   

19
"Aviation: Benefits Beyond Borders", Oxford Economics 2012.  

20
 In particular tourist destinations have higher catalytic employment effects. For instance, the catalytic effect for 

Amsterdam estimated at 700 jobs generated per million passengers, 882 in Brussels, but 16,000 for Malaga. 
21

 "Economic Benefits from Air Transport", Oxford Economics 2011. 
22

 For example, in the UK, in 2009, aviation directly contributed 326,000 jobs (1.1% of employment) and made a 

value-added contribution to GDP of £21.3 billion (1.5% of GDP). In Spain, aviation directly contributed 120,000 

jobs (0.6% of employment) and made a value-added contribution to GDP of €6.5 billion (0.6% of GDP). Finally, 

in Germany, aviation directly contributed 323,000 jobs (0.8% of employment) and made a value-added 

contribution to GDP of €22.2 billion (0.9% of GDP). See in "Aviation: Benefits Beyond Borders" by Oxford 

Economics for ATAG, March 2012. 
23

 Regional economies derive substantial benefits from the spending of tourists travelling by air. Including this 

catalytic impact and the indirect and induced impacts of aviation activity increases the impact of aviation on 

GDP in the UK to £70.3 billion (5% of economy GDP), in Spain to €54.3 billion (5.2% of economy GDP) and in 

Germany to €63.1 billion (2.6% of economy GDP). See in "Aviation: Benefits Beyond Borders" by Oxford 

Economics for ATAG, March 2012. 
24

 According to Airport Council International Europe, 77 % of airports were fully publicly owned in 2010, while 

9% were fully privately owned, see ACI Europe: "The Ownership of Europe's Airports 2010".  
25

 See Communication from the European Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European 

Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on Airport policy in the European Union 

addressing capacity and quality to promote growth, connectivity and sustainable mobility of 1 December 2011, 

COM(2011) 823. 
26

 Share of regional, point-to-point, routes increased three times more than traditional hub and spoke operations: 

regional routes grew by 48% in 5 years, from 1,241 in 2005 to 1,832 in 2010, whilst hub and spoke routes only 

augmented by 14%, from 1,245 in 2005 to 1,423 in 2010. 
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regional airports, which tends to be inversely proportional to their size (i.e. the bigger the airport, 

the less competition there is). Against this background airports developed different business 

models to serve on the one hand point-to-point and on the other hand network carriers or 

implement a mixed business model to differentiate their activities27. The airport industry is 

characterised by high fixed and sunk costs with significant economies of scale. Costs conditions 

are recognised as an important driver of the feasibility of competition. Typically, around 65% of 

the annual airport costs are operating costs. Operating costs represent underlying costs of the 

provision of airport services, such as cost of personnel, contracted services, communications, 

waste, energy, maintenance, rent, administration, marketing support etc. Around 30% of the 

operating costs relate to tasks falling within public policy remit28. Capital costs (annual 

depreciation of the assets and costs of financing in terms of interests paid) amount to around 35% 

of total annual airport costs. Short run average operational costs decrease and revenues increase 

with output (passenger numbers). If traffic is dispersed between airports, unit costs rise as costs 

are spread across fewer passengers, and aircraft operations. 

Figure 3: Total costs of European airports  

 

Source: DG Competition calculation on the basis of ACI Europe, Economics Report 2011 and case experience 

There is now effective and growing competition among European airports, brought about by route 

liberalisation and airport privatisation. The major European airports compete with each other for 

point to point and transfer traffic in order to expand both their route/airline portfolio and reduce 

their dependence on their established hub carriers. Smaller regional airports have also become 

accustomed to market pressures, as they compete for no frills and regional services. In addition, 

                                                   

27
 For further information regarding the description of different business models of airports and airlines please 

refer to Annex IX. 
28

 Airports perform certain activities that normally fall under State responsibility in the exercise of its official 

powers as a public authority are not of an economic nature. Such activities of an airport do not fall within the 

scope of the rules on State aid. At an airport, activities such as air traffic control, police, customs, fire fighters, 

activities necessary to safeguard civil aviation against acts of unlawful interference and the investments relating 

to the infrastructure and equipment necessary to perform these activities are considered to be of a non-economic 

nature. The public funding of such non-economic activities does not constitute State aid. 
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privatisation has become an increasingly important trend in the airport industry, introducing even 

more efficiency across the sector.  

Airports compete with other airports to attract airlines and passengers/freight on service and price. 

The level of service is determined by location, accessibility, the quality and size of its aeronautical 

and related facilities. Airport managers can influence all these variables, except location.  

European airports are no longer mere infrastructure providers but have become fully fledged 

businesses. They have diversified their sources of revenue, relying not only on the traditional 

aeronautical revenues made up of airport charges, but also increasingly on a variety of other 

revenues including retail, parking, real estate, entertainment etc. Airports with high passenger 

numbers generate a significant proportion of their revenues from non-aeronautical activities (up to 

50%)29. However, the proportion of non-aeronautical revenue may vary significantly, for example 

in the case study of Spanish airports the revenue generated from non-aeronautical activities varies 

between 21% and 75%30. 

Figure 4: Total revenues at European airports per source (excluding ground handling) 

 
Source: DG Competition calculation on the basis of ACI Europe, Economics Report 2011 

Airlines choose airports on the basis of their suitability with the airline's flight network, the wealth 

of a region and the number and density of inhabitants. The attractiveness of an airport for airlines 

is also influenced by ‘network effects’. Basing oneself at a little-used airport represents a far 

higher risk for an airline than using an established airport where other airlines already operate 

successfully. So the more the airport is used, the more attractive it becomes to other airlines, 

including LCCs. These network effects also affect the airport's turnover. A heavily used airport 

attracts additional service providers, who in turn offer attractive facilities to passengers. Airlines, 

in particular LCCs, are price sensitive, despite the fact that airport fees only represent 10-20% of 

an airline's operational costs. 

                                                   

29
 See ACI Europe, Economics report 2011; for further details see also Annex VIII. 

30
 See Foundation for Applied Economics Studies – Fedea: "Study of the Transport observatory revisiting the 

taxonomy of Spanish airports", November 2013. For further information see Annex VII. 



 

EN 16  EN 

Figure 5: Ryanair's costs 2001-2011 

Source: DG Competition calculations on the basis of Ryanair's Annual Reports 

Due to their business model and short turnaround times LCCs often use smaller, uncongested 

airports. The cost advantage stemming from the use of smaller airports and lower scale of services 

provided corresponds approximately to 6% (i. e. EUR 5.2 per passengers as an upper bound), as 

shown in Figure 6. 

Figure 6: Cost efficiencies of LCCs 

 
 

Source: ELFAA.  

In order to become more competitive and financially viable European airports have to increase 

their revenues. Whether they will increase airport charges and/or non-aeronautical revenues 

depends on local business and regulatory circumstances. Economic regulation may prevent airport 

managers from increasing aeronautical revenues through higher levels of charges. A recent 
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paper31, which examined economic regulation at a sample of 100 European airports, found that 

less than one quarter are subject to detailed economic regulation32. However, 31% of airports 

increased their charges in 2009 and 36% did so in 2010 despite the economic crisis and lower 

passenger demand.  21 of the 24 largest European airports increased their charges in 2010 and in 

2011, 23 out of 24 put their charges up33. 

Once airlines decide to serve an airport, other service providers will also be attracted (e.g. aircraft 

handling, passenger service providers, retailers, hotels, providers of office space, cargo handlers, 

fuel suppliers, car parks, car rentals, taxis, buses, etc.). As laid out above, the bigger an airport is 

in terms of passengers and offered routes, the more attractive it is. Increasing competition between 

airports results in a growing trend of cross-subsidisation between non-aeronautical and 

aeronautical revenues, to the benefit of the latter. Therefore, airports have no interest in increasing 

airport charges to airlines but rather seek to offer competitive charges levels to attract and retain 

traffic so as to secure future growth and in turn increased non-aeronautical revenues. Anecdotal 

evidence suggests that regional airports can also become profitable thanks to the increasing 

revenues from non-aeronautical activities. 

Certain European airports have diversified their activities and/or the scale of services provided in 

order to increase profitability. For example, Tampere-Pirkkala airport in Finland (regional airport 

with around 600,000 passengers per annum) converted its vacant cargo hangar into a low cost 

terminal to offer a lower scale of services at a more efficient cost base than at its full service 

terminal. Also bigger airports, such as Marseille airport in France (8 million passengers per 

annum) or Brussels-Zaventem airport in Belgium (19 million passengers per annum) follow this 

example and provide besides a full service terminal also a low cost terminal with no frills 

services.  

3.1.2. Wider EU policy context 

Coherence with the EU policy on liberalisation of air transport and EU policy on airports: 

The Internal Market has removed all commercial restrictions for airlines flying within the EU, 

such as restrictions on routes, number of flights or the setting of fares. Since the liberalisation of 

air transport in 199734, the industry has expanded as never before, and this has contributed to 

economic growth and job creation. International arrangements and US-EU open skies agreement 

increased the competition in the market for passenger air transport and led on the one hand to new 

entries and on the other hand to consolidation of the existing players. The liberalisation of the air 

transport market allowed the emergence of LCCs, operating a new business model based on quick 

                                                   

31
 See Bel and Fageda X, 2010, “Does privatization spur regulation? Evidence from the regulatory reform of 

European airports”. IREA Working Papers 
32

 For example, in France and Germany, the form of economic regulation applied to most regional airports is 

more basic than at the main airports. In the UK, Ireland and Sweden, economic regulation is limited to the 

biggest airports with others unregulated. 
33

 Leigh Fisher, 2013, Airport Performance Indicators 2012. 
34

 Council Regulation (EEC) No 2407/92 of 23 July 1992 on licensing of air carriers, OJ L 240, 24.8.1992, p. 1, 

Council Regulation (EEC) No 2408/92 of 23 July 1992 on access for Community air carriers to intra Community 

air routes, OJL 240, 24.8.1992, p. 8, and Council Regulation (EEC) No 2409/92 of 23 July 1992 on fares and 

rates for air services, OJ L 240, 24.8.1992, p. 15. 
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turn-around times and a very efficient fleet use. This development has generated a tremendous 

increase in traffic, with low cost traffic growing at a fast pace since 2005 and representing more 

than 44% of seats available in Europe in 201235. This growth in traffic in the air has been 

followed by the increase of capacity on the ground; i.e. extension of the existing airports and 

development of regional airports.  

Airports are also part of the new EU infrastructure policy that will put in place a powerful 

European transport network across 28 Member States to promote growth and competitiveness.  

Currently 96 airports have been designated by the European Commission as ‘core’ and 259 as 

‘comprehensive’ within the Trans-European Transport Networks (TEN-T). The State aid policy 

applied in the field of airports will be consistent with the objectives of transport policy to develop 

a network of airports necessary for the general interest, whilst limiting undue distortions of 

competition, a duplication of non- profitable airports in the same catchment area and a waste of 

public resources. 

The application of State aid rules to the airport and air transport sectors constitutes part of the 

Commission's efforts aimed at improving the competitiveness and growth potential of the EU 

airport and airline industries.36 A level-playing field among EU airlines and airports is of 

paramount importance for these objectives, as well as for the entire internal market. At the same 

time, regional airports can prove important both for local development and for the accessibility of 

certain regions, in particular against the backdrop of positive traffic forecasts for EU air transport. 

Coherence with other EU policies aimed at supporting growth and jobs:  

The revision of the guidelines on state aid to airports and airlines should also take account of other 

areas of action within the Europe 2020 Strategy, linked to policies to support entrepreneurship and 

business expansion and to develop the potential of EU industry for growth, employment and 

innovation. Specific attention is also needed to the way state aid to airports and airlines can 

support measures to improve key transport infrastructure. The consistency of the current revision 

with the other EU policies should also ensure the integrity of the internal market without undue 

distortions of competition.  

3.1.3. State aid policy context 

State aid policy control is the exclusive competence of the Commission and is meant to avoid 

distortions of competition as well as helping Member States to "achieve more with less". 

State Aid Modernisation (SAM):  

The Commission launched in May 2012 the state aid modernization package37, which aims at 

fostering growth in the internal market by encouraging effective and efficient design of aid 

                                                   

35
 OAG summer schedules 2012, EU 27. 

36
 See e.g. 2011 Communication on Airport policy in the European Union, op.cit. 20. 

Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and 

Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, EU State Aid Modernisation (SAM), 8.5.2012, 

COM(2012) 209 final. 
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measures, focusing enforcement on cases with the biggest impact on the internal market, 

streamlining rules and faster decisions by the Commission.   

In this context, the Commission has reviewed not only the Aviation guidelines, but also the 

Regional Aid guidelines (RAG), Research and Development and Innovation framework, the risk 

capital guidelines, the environmental aid guidelines, and the rescue and restructuring guidelines. 

In parallel, the de-minimis Regulation and the General Block Exemption Regulation (GBER) are 

being revised. To accelerate the decision making-process of the Commission in the field of state 

aid, a new procedural regulation38 together with a new enlarged enabling regulation to allow the 

Commission to further extend the scope of the GBER39 were adopted in July 2013. 

After the adoption of the new broadband guidelines at the end of 2012 and the new RAG in June 

2013, as well as the Risk Finance Guidelines in January 2014 the guidelines on state aid to 

airports and airlines are the next to translate into tangible policies the principles of the 

modernisation strategy into tangible policies. It is envisaged to adopt all the other state aid 

guidelines and regulations still under review in the first half of 2014. This will ensure that 

Member States and stakeholders have a clear set of rules as of July 2014 as a reference point for 

the development of their policies and aid interventions. 

Coherent state aid framework based on common principles:  

The revised state aid framework should facilitate the treatment of ‘good aid’ (well-designed, 

targeted at identified market failures and objective of common interests, proportionate and least 

distortive) and prevent the granting of ‘bad aid’ (which distorts competition, frustrates innovation, 

delays necessary adjustments, fragments the internal market).  

This will be achieved through a coordinated approach rooted on common principles to ensure also 

consistency across different guidelines and block-exemptions, in light of the SAM initiative.  

The common principles underpinning the revised guidelines are the following: 1) aid is 

contributing to a well-defined objective of common interest; 2) it is targeting a market failure or 

an equity objective; 3) and it is an appropriate instrument to tackle these objectives; 4) it has an 

incentive effect and is changing the behaviour of the company which otherwise would not have 

undertaken the desired activity/project; 5) aid is limited to the minimum necessary to change that 

behaviour; 6) undue negative effects are limited/avoided; 7) aid award is transparent.  

In applying these criteria and in order to avoid unnecessary administrative burden, the 

Commission will request individual notifications for large aids, while the greatest majority of 

airports will benefit from schemes.  

                                                   

38
 Council Regulation (EU) No 734/2013 of 22 July 2013 amending Regulation (EC) No 659/1999 laying down 

detailed rules for the application of Article 93 of the EC Treaty; OJ L204, 31.07.2013, p. 15 
39

 Council Regulation No 733/2013 of 22 July 2013 amending Regulation (EC) No 994/98 on the application of 

Articles 92 and 93 of the Treaty establishing the European Community to certain categories of horizontal State 

aid; OJ L204, 31.07.2013, p. 11. 
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3.2. The current policy approach 

On the basis of the notified measures, the Commission has adopted 65 decisions, relating to the 

main types of State aid defined by the 2005 Aviation Guidelines – investment aid to the airports 

(47 decisions on notifications from 16 Member States, as shown in Figure 7 and start-up aid to 

airlines (18 decisions). Not all notified measures constituted State aid. Total amount of approved 

aid for the period 2005-2013 amounted to 2.6 billion EUR (2.468 billion EUR for investment aid 

and 166 million EUR for start-up aid). In addition, the Commission opened formal investigation 

procedures in 36 cases, of which 32 are still pending.  

Figure 7: Investment aid decisions, 2005-2013, per Member State  

 
Source: DG Competition 

These decisions mainly relate to financing of airport infrastructure, its construction, extension, 

and purchase of the equipment with the aim to address deficiencies of a laid out infrastructure, to 

improve the passenger and aircraft handling and to be able to accommodate bigger aircrafts and 

related expected increase of passengers. Indeed, as the operation of the airports constitutes an 

economic activity, the Commission assessed these measures in view of the State aid rules and in 

particular, it assessed their impact on competing airports. In all of the cases involving aid, the 

Commission decided that the criteria set out in the guidelines were fulfilled. In particular, the 

Commission considered that the planned investments had a positive impact on regional 

development, which outweighed the potentially negative impact on competition.  

Between 2005 and 2013 eight Member States (see Figure 8) notified start-up aid. In all 18 cases 

relating to start up aid the Commission found that the start-up aid respected all the criteria set out 

in the 2005 Aviation Guidelines.  
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Figure 8 Start-up aid decisions, 2005-2013, per Member State 
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Source: DG Competition 

 

The Commission has also received a large number (approximately 140) of complaints mainly 

from competing airlines (both flag carriers and LCCs) and private citizens concerning State aid to 

airports and airlines in 17 different Member States that has not been brought into line with the 

guidelines (see Figure 9).  

Figure 9: Complaints 2005-2013, per Member State 

 
Source: DG Competition 

 

For 36 of these cases, the Commission has decided to open the formal investigation procedure. 

The majority of those investigations concern alleged investment and operating aid to airports and 

aid to airlines in the form of incentives packages and reduced airport charges. Three cases concern 

investment aid to airports alleging duplication of infrastructure. The other cases remain under a 
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preliminary investigation or have been closed, because the information provided by the Member 

States has demonstrated that the complaints were not founded. 

3.3. Evaluation of the current policy 

3.3.1. Evaluation Process 

The Commission has built experience in its case practice with the assessment of aid measures to 

airports and airlines. In particular, after the adoption of the 2005 Aviation Guidelines, the 

Commission had regular contacts with national and local authorities in the context of the 

notification procedure and the treatment of complaints relating to more than 100 cases from 19 

different Member States. In order to carry out an evaluation of the current policy, the Commission 

complemented the case experience with a number of additional consultations which have been 

already described above in Section 2 of this Report. 

3.3.2. Evaluation results: specific issues arising from the review process 

Both rounds of public consultation and the Multilateral Meeting with the Member States 

demonstrated that there is a general support for the current Commission's policy in this area. 

Besides the general support, the Commission received many suggestions for improving the clarity 

of the existing text but also several calls for substantial policy changes. 

DG COMP’s enforcement experience on notified cases and public consultations of the Member 

States and other stakeholders revealed the need for a clear guidance and predictable rules on 

assessment criteria for the necessity of aid and of its effects on competition and trade.  

The current rules prohibit operating aid for airports unless those airports are entrusted with a 

mission of general economic interest. The experience has shown that the total prohibition of 

operating aid in the 2005 rules was too ambitious and was not followed by increased profitability 

of the EU regional airports. The operating funding gap for regional airports has not disappeared 

and as a result many airports are still loss making. Strict enforcement of the operating aid 

prohibition might have resulted in the closure of as many as 200 regional airports. As a result, in 

its decision-making, the Commission has never applied the existing rules in a strict sense. This 

has resulted in the untenable situation where the public authorities granted support to regional 

airports without prior notification to the Commission claiming that these measures were void of 

aid (i.e. financing of non-economic activities and services of general economic interest or 

conforming to the market economy operator test). In addition, lack of well-calibrated, clear and 

transparent rules has created legal uncertainty that could delay investments and business 

decisions. 

To sum up, under the 2005 Aviation guidelines the Commission did not take actions as regards 

operating aid until 2007 and it took a very lenient approach as regards investment aid.  

Naturally, different interests influenced the stakeholders' positions on the review of the 

Guidelines. Flag carriers stress the need to limit State aid to the extent possible. Local authorities 

and regional airports encourage the use of State aid even more boldly to promote regional 

development and connectivity of regions. Member States call for flexibility to be able to continue 
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subsidising regional airports and airlines. In addition, local authorities and airport managers voice 

concerns about the administrative burden of obtaining State aid approval. 

Problems related to investment aid for airports 

On the basis of the case experience, the public consultations of the stakeholders, the following 

issues came up as problems to be addressed: 

Problems Drivers Effects 

Overcapacity and duplication of 

airport infrastructure 

Necessity of aid is not verified 

 

Subsidies to investments in airport 

infrastructure regardless of their 

financial abilities 

Regional development and 

accessibility may be hampered 

No limits to permissible aid 

amount   

Permissible aid amount does not 

differ according to the airport size. 

The existence and size of funding 

gap depends on the airport size.  

Competition distortions for airports 

that pay for their investments 

The 2005 Aviation Guidelines are clear on that the financing and provision of airport 

infrastructure by the public authorities must comply with the EU rules on State aid. Aid may be 

justified and declared compatible provided it meets an objective of common interest (such as 

regional development or accessibility), the infrastructure has satisfactory medium-term prospects 

for use and all potential users of the infrastructure have access to it in an equal and non-

discriminatory manner. Additional conditions are that the aid must be in proportion to the 

objective set and must not adversely affect the development of trade within the EU. However, 

assessment criteria remain very general and provide limited transparency and predictability. There 

are also no rules for investment aid schemes, which significantly increases administrative burden 

for the member States and the Commission. 

While certain regions are still hampered by poor accessibility from the rest of the EU, and major 

hubs are facing increasing levels of congestion40, the density of regional airports in certain regions 

of the EU has led to substantial overcapacity of airport infrastructure relative to passenger demand 

and airline needs. The case practice suggests that in 47% of the investigated airports there was 

overcapacity of more than 50% and in further 33% of cases overcapacity was estimated to be 

between 10 and 50%, as shown in Table 1.  Those calculations are based on the data from 15 

airports. It should be stressed there is a considerable uncertainty in the application of the 

calculations to all EU regional airports. 

 

 

                                                   

40
 As recalled in the 2011 Communication on Airport policy in the European Union, 19 EU airports are 

forecasted to be operating at full capacity eight hours a day every day of the year in 2030, compared to 2007 

when only 5 airports were operating at or near capacity 10% of the time. 
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Table 1: Overcapacity at the EU regional airports 

Airport size No 

overcapacity 

Overcapacity 10% to 

50% 

Overcapacity > 50% 

Below 200 000 passengers 

per annum 
7% 

 
13% 

Between 200 000 and 1 

million passengers per 

annum 

7% 20% 20% 

Between 1 and 3 million 

passengers per annum  
13% 13% 

Between 3 and 5 million 

passengers per annum 
7% 

  

Total 20% 33% 47% 

Source: DG Competition calculation based on a sample of 15 EU airports. 

Investments in overcapacity clearly do not contribute to the objectives of regional development 

and accessibility (e.g. there are examples of regional airports that after being subsidised with 

public money remain empty). More importantly, subsidised overcapacity subsequently affects the 

pricing incentives of airports; i.e. it leads to artificially low charges as those reflect the artificially 

low costs of those airports and, thereby, distorts competition across airports. There is also 

anecdotal evidence that in some cases neighbouring regions have been supporting their loss-

making airports through State aid leading to duplication of airport infrastructure in the same 

catchment area. In addition, Member States failed to notify to the Commission public support to 

many investment projects.  

As explained in section 3.1.1 airports are capital-intensive businesses, requiring major capital 

investments to finance new infrastructure and modernize existing facilities. In 2011, capital costs 

for European airports amounted to €9.4 billion, representing 31% of total costs and are expected 

to grow in order to accommodate increasing demand41. Despite steadily increasing involvement of 

private investment in the sector there are categories of airports, in which no private investor is 

interested. There is consensus among stakeholders that the need for public funding of new 

infrastructure or replacement and maintenance of existing one, due to high fixed costs, varies 

according to the size and location of an airport. Airports with more than 5 million passengers per 

annum can cover their capital costs while smaller airports located in remote regions would usually 

need greater help from the State in financing their investment projects. This is also confirmed by 

the case practice where over 65% of investment aid notifications between 2005 and 2013 

concerned investments for airports with less than one million passengers per annum (see Table 2). 

 

 

                                                   

41
 According to ACI Europe Economics Report 2012. 
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Table 2: Investment aid decisions 2005-2013 per size of airport  

Airport size Decisions 

Above 3 million passengers per annum  15% 

Between 1 and 3 million passengers 

per annum 

20% 

Below 1 million passengers per annum 65% 

 

Source: DG Competition 

Smaller airports display the greatest proportion of public ownership42 and most often rely on 

public support to finance their investments and operations. However, the existing rules do not 

make a distinction for financing needs according to airport size and leave open the issue of 

maximum permissible aid intensity. The case experience shows that average aid intensities for 

investment aid varied between 46% to 93% according to the airport size (see Table 3). 

Table 3: Average investment aid intensity, 2005-2013  

Airport size Average aid 

intensity 

Above 3 million passengers per annum  46% 

Between 1 and 3 million passengers 

per annum 

60% 

Between 200 000 and 1 million 

passengers per annum 

72% 

Below 200 000 passengers per annum 93% 

Source: DG Competition 

The Member States consider that investment aid is vital for the survival of many regional airports, 

in particular small airports located in isolated areas, for which the funding gap goes up to 100% of 

investment costs.  

Problems related to operating aid for airports 

On the basis of the case experience and the public consultations of the stakeholders the following 

issues came up as problems to be addressed: 

 

 

 

                                                   

42
 This is exemplified by the fact that, although in 2010 their share of the overall number of airports amounted to 

77%, publicly owned airports accounted for only 52% of total passenger traffic. 



 

EN 26  EN 

Problem Drivers Effects 

Regional airports 

continuously subsidised with 

operating aid  

Lack of enforcement of the 

operating aid prohibition 

Increasing and maintaining the level of 

economic activity of unprofitable airports 

Distortions of competition between airports  

Regional development and accessibility 

may be hampered 

No limits to permissible aid 

amount   

Lack of incentives to improve 

profitability prospects of 

regional airports 

Distortions for airlines and airports that 

cover their costs. 

 

An airport operator, like any other business, should meet the normal costs of running the airport 

infrastructure from its own resources. Any public financing of these services would reduce the 

expenses normally borne by the airport operator in carrying out its current operations. Operating 

aid to airports constitutes in principle a very distortive form of aid. Hence, the existing rules 

foresee that operating aid can be declared compatible only under exceptional circumstances and 

under strict conditions in the remote regions (e.g. outermost regions, sparsely populated areas and 

islands) or when it is necessary for the operation of a service of general economic interest. In all 

other cases operating aid should be prohibited.  

As described in section 3.1.1 operating costs account for 65% of total costs. Around 30% of the 

operating costs concern costs falling within public policy remit (non-economic activities). The 

public funding of such non-economic activities does not constitute State aid. Many of the 

operating costs are fixed or vary little with the scale of operations (up to 90% of the costs are 

largely invariant to scale)43. Small airports often do not have the passenger volumes necessary for 

them to reach critical mass and the break-even point. There are no absolute figures with regard to 

the break-even point but they all point to the positive correlation between size and profitability. 

Empirical studies show that effective competition between airports is possible and that a 

competitive industry can be financially viable, but there are variations according to the country 

and the way in which the airports are organised. For example, an empirical study on the sample of 

UK airports shows that for majority of UK airports profitability is achieved at all levels of output, 

thus refuting the suggestion that high fixed costs are a significant barrier to positive returns, 

particularly for airports of limited output44. Available data for French airports suggests that 

viability is usually achieved at 400-500 thousand passengers per year45. A study for Spain 

suggests that losses experienced by small Spanish airports are largely due to a strict regulation of 

aeronautical revenues and an insufficient promotion of retail activities, as shown in Figure 10. 

                                                   

43
 "Airport Competition in Europe", Copenhagen Economics 2012. 

44
 David Starkie, "The Airport Industry in a Competitive Environment: A United Kingdom Perspective", OECD 

Discussion Paper No. 2008-15, 2008. 
45

 Activité des aéroports français 2011. 
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Figure 10: Case study – Share of aeronautical and non-aeronautical revenue at Spanish regional airports 

(2012) 

 

Source: DG Competition calculations based on Study of the Transport observatory revisiting the taxonomy of 

Spanish airports of the Foundation for Applied Economics Studies - Fedea
46

 

Eliminating both cost and revenue inefficiencies would move the threshold of profitability well 

below one million passenger mark47. Industry reports propose the break-even point at one 

million48 or somewhere between 500 000 and two million passengers per year49, while the 

Member States evaluate it between the 500 000 and one million passengers per year.  

Figure 11: Operational profitability (including operating costs falling within public policy remit) of 

airports above 200,000 passengers per annum in 2011
50

  

 
Source: ACI Europe. 

                                                   

46
 For further information see Foundation for Applied Economics Studies – Fedea: "Study of the Transport 

observatory revisiting the taxonomy of Spanish airports", November 2013. 
47

 Fageda and Voltes-Dorta "Efficiency and profitability of Spanish airports: A composite non-standard profit 

function approach". 
48

 ACI Europe "How to protect both growth and competition", 2013. 
49

 Cranfield University (2002), Study on Competition between Airports and the Application of State Rules, 

Study for the European Commission. 
50

 Based on 2011 data from 152 airports with more than 200,000 passengers per annum. 



 

EN 28  EN 

 

Figure 12: Case study – Spanish regional airports - Operational profitability of airports with passenger 

volume up to 3 million passengers in 2012
51

 

 
Source: DG Competition calculation based on Study of the Transport observatory revisiting the taxonomy of 

Spanish airports of the Foundation for Applied Economics Studies - Fedea 

Smaller airports display the greatest proportion of public ownership and most often rely on public 

support to finance their operations. In 2011, 42.5% of European airports were loss-making (a 

slight improvement on 2010 when 48% of airports were loss-making)52. These airports' prices 

tend not to be determined with regard to market considerations and profitability prospects, but 

essentially having regard to social or regional considerations. The existing rules on the operating 

aid to airports  which are not entrusted with the provision of services of general economic interest,  

fail to recognise that under the current market conditions and pricing policy, small airports often 

do not have the passenger volumes necessary for them to reach critical mass and the break-even 

point. The profitability prospects also of commercially run airports remain highly dependent on 

the level of throughput, with smaller airports typically struggling to cover their costs. As 

explained in section 3.1.1 smaller airports have to increase their revenues in order to become more 

competitive and financially viable. Whether they will increase airport charges and/or non-

aeronautical revenues depends on the number of passengers, local business and economic 

regulation of airports.  

At the same time regional airports are considered important drivers for regional accessibility and 

local economy. A recent study of airport entry and exit in Europe53 found that entry and exit in the 

airport industry is not so much driven by the profit considerations, but rather by the desire of 

public airports to increase economic activity for their region, with most of the new entries serving 

only one airline, generally a low-cost carrier. Consequently the vast majority of regional airports 

are subsidised by public authorities on a regular basis despite the ban on operating aid. The 

Member States and many stakeholders consider that operating aid is vital for the survival of those 

airports and that without aid many of those loss making airports would have to be closed. Since 

the applicable rules do not allow for gradual adjustments to changing markets, effective 

                                                   

51
 Based on 2012 data from a sample of 19 airports. 

52
 According to ACI Europe Economics Report 2012.  

53
 See Mueller-Rostin, C. et al, 2010, "Airport Entry and Exit: A European Analysis", in Airport Competition: 

The European Experience edited by P. Forsyth et al., Ashgate 
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enforcement of the operating aid prohibition would have resulted in closing of many regional 

airports. Closure of certain airports might have negative impact on accessibility and 

socioeconomic development of the regions concerned. As a result of the Commission has not 

enforced the operating aid ban.  

Problems related to start-up aid to airlines 

On the basis of the case experience, the public consultations of the stakeholders, the following 

issues came up as problems to be addressed: 

Problem Drivers Effects 

Limited connectivity between 

regions 

Lack of incentives for airlines to 

improve connectivity between 

regions (in particular for remote 

regions) 

Lack of simple and clear rules 

Regional development and 

accessibility may be hampered 

Distortions for airports and airlines 

by maintaining unprofitable routes 

and airports 

 

Start-up aid granted to airlines operating from regional airports is a way of attracting airlines to 

operate new destinations or new schedules and starting to use new and untested airports. With 

view to improve connectivity between regions the existing rules allow operating aid of this kind 

for a limited period of time, for routes starting at regional airports and subject to strict conditions 

concerning eligible costs and awarding process.  

A majority of stakeholders agree that the rules on the start-up aid are complex and cumbersome to 

all parties involved, i.e. airlines, airports and public authorities. The start-up aid for the operation 

of new routes or new schedules operated from the regional airports is allowed for a maximum of 

three years (five years in the case of the remote regions). The amount of aid must be strictly 

limited to the additional start-up costs and degressive. DG COMP's case experience confirms that 

correct calculation of additional start-up costs is difficult and the procedure for awarding start-up 

aid is heavy and prescriptive. At the same time no guidance is provided on the application of State 

aid rules to rebates or other advantages granted by airports and public authorities to airlines. 

3.4. General policy problems 

The policy goal of state aid control is to ensure that aid leads to positive results in terms of 

accessibility and regional development due to the development of regional airports and airline 

activities from these airports and that these positive effects outweigh any potential negative 

effects in terms of distortions of trade and competition within the internal market.  

The revision of the guidelines on state aid to airports and airlines should therefore aim to address 

the following main problems related to: 

(1) How to increase the effectiveness of state aid to airports and airlines as a policy tool for 

supporting local economic development and accessibility of a region?  
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(2) How to increase the efficiency of state aid rules to airports and airlines in ensuring 

control of competition effects by the Commission and the Member States? 

Effectiveness of state aid to airports and airlines in promoting regional economic development 

and accessibility of a region 

Airports play an important role for local development and the accessibility of a region. They can 

also have significant economic impact in terms of employment and contribution to a country's 

GDP. The extent to which State aid to airports and airlines effectively contributes to regional 

development and accessibility of regions is intrinsically linked to the question whether the aid is 

necessary. This test is missing in the existing rules. Investments in and maintenance of airport 

infrastructure as well as operation of airports may be economically attractive in its own right. 

Therefore, it is crucial to ensure that investments in and operation of airports would not have been 

undertaken or would not have been undertaken to the same extent without aid. Where the same 

level of investment and activity in airports would be undertaken without aid, its contribution to 

regional development and accessibility is essentially nil (and possibly even negative, considering 

the opportunity costs of public funds and the shadow cost of taxation, i.e. the distortive effect of 

the taxation needed to finance the subsidy). 

Efficiency of state aid rules to airports and airlines for avoiding undue distortions of competition 

and trade 

The design and weak enforcement of the existing rules contributes to distortions of competition 

and trade, as well as wasteful subsidy races among regions and the Member States. Despite their 

positive effects on regional development and accessibility regional airports present a dilemma. 

First, public funding to airport infrastructure resulted in many cases in duplication of 

(unprofitable) airports in the same catchment area, ghost airports and overcapacities at regional 

airports, while leaving the congestion problem of main airports unsolved. Second, the vast 

majority of regional airports do not generate sufficient revenue to cover their costs. Regional 

airports, which are within the same catchment area may suffer from a cannibalisation effect, i.e. a 

split of traffic among several underutilized airports, which prevents all of them from growing to 

become more attractive, and results in higher costs as density/scale economies are not realized. 

Ultimately the capacity of regional airports is and remains underutilized. This requires subsidies 

which are used by airport managers to pay for investments and operating losses and to attract 

price sensitive airlines (mainly LCCs) with discounts, success fees and marketing payments to 

stimulate traffic. Those subsidies have not been effectively controlled by the Member States and 

the Commission. All this leads to distortions of competition, because airports compete for airlines 

and passengers and airlines compete for passengers.  

3.5. Analysis of subsidiarity 

In the absence of new rules, the Commission would have to assess the notifications of state aid to 

airports and airlines on a case-by-case basis in direct application of the TFEU (Article 107(3)(c)). 

This situation would not ensure equal treatment, legal certainty and predictability and could lead 

to subsidy races between Member States that would highly damage trade and competition within 

the internal market.  
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In this respect, EU action is necessary to ensure uniform conditions for the granting of state aid to 

airports and airlines (i.e. a ‘do nothing’ approach is not conceivable). In addition, state aid to 

airports and airlines cannot benefit from the exoneration of notification under a block exemption 

Regulation. Notification of aid to the Commission is compulsory. Other policy instruments than 

regulation at EU level (e.g. self-regulation, open method of coordination, market-based 

instruments, etc.) would not be effective as external rules controlled by a third party (the 

Commission) are needed to ensure transparent and equal treatment in the relations between aid 

granting authorities and aid beneficiaries. Therefore, rules on state aid to airports and airlines must 

be put in place and the guidelines are the appropriate tool to address the use at stake and achieve 

the desired objectives.  

4. OBJECTIVES 

4.1. General policy objectives 

The general objectives of the Aviation Guidelines are to contribute to regional development and to 

ensure that aid granted to airports and airlines does not create distortions of trade and competition 

that would be contrary to the common interest. 

4.2. Specific objectives 

The specific objectives of the revision of the Aviation Guidelines are:  

(1) Promote regional development and accessibility of regions:  

– To promote economic development and employment; 

– To increase accessibility of regions for citizens. 

(2) Avoid undue competition distortions: 

– To create level playing field for EU airports and airlines; 

– To help maintain the competitiveness of European aviation industry by preventing 

any segmentation of the internal market being driven by state aid.  

(3) Administrative simplification: 

– To minimise administrative burdens on firms and national administrations that 

could delay investment and business decisions; 

– To increase transparency. 
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4.3. Operational objectives 

The operation objectives of the revision of the Aviation Guidelines are:  

Operational 

objective 

Deliverable / action Agent responsible Timeframe 

1. To revise current  

guidelines   

Adoption of the 

Aviation Guidelines  

Commission Adoption in February  

2014 

2. To perform a mid-

term review of the 

guidelines 

Mid-term review 

(Commission 

Communication) 

Commission 2021-22 

5. POLICY OPTIONS 

The Policy Options proposed to address the problems identified in Section 3.4 and the specific 

objectives of the revision, as highlighted in Section 4.2, are presented in relation to each of the 

following issues: 

(1) the rules on investment aid for airports; 

(2) the rules on operating aid for airports; 

(3) the rules on start-up aid for airlines. 

For each issue, three policy options are identified:  

 Option 1 corresponds to the baseline scenario, which essentially consists in maintaining 

the rules of the current guidelines, with the exception of the operating aid provisions; 

 Option 2 generally corresponds to a policy approach that focuses primarily on avoiding 

distortions of competition by promoting efficient market structure; 

 Option 3 generally corresponds to a policy approach that focuses primarily on promoting 

regional development and accessibility of regions while minimising distortions of 

competition. 

The three Policy Options address the specific objectives of the revision of the Aviation guidelines 

to a varied extent. Policy Option 1 (the baseline scenario) consists in maintaining the current 

rules, with the exception of the operating aid provisions, for which continuation of the policy of 

allowing operating aid as it has been de facto the case so far is applied. As explained in section 3, 

this option has led to significant distortions of competition and waste of public resources. It also 

corresponds to the lack of clarity and transparency and weak enforcement of the current rules. 

Policy Option 2 focuses mainly on the objective of avoiding distortions of competition by 

prohibiting operating aid to airports and airlines altogether. If implemented quickly, this would 

lead to many airport closures and a loss of accessibility. Policy Option 3 focuses mainly on 

regional development and accessibility of regions while avoiding undue distortions of 

competition. Policy Option 3 builds on the current policy and gives an immediate follow up to the 

issues arising from market developments, case practice and stakeholders consultation. This 
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approach has already been applied in the new draft Guidelines as published for consultation on 3 

June 2013 and further revised following the stakeholders views. Both Policy Option 2 and 3 

address the objective of administrative simplification and provide more clarity and transparency 

of the applicable rules.  

The options take into account (i) the on-going State aid Modernisation process and (ii) the limits 

of the Commission's action as regards proportionality and subsidiarity. Options which would not 

fit the stated objectives have been discarded, for example the option of repealing the 1994 and 

2005 Guidelines and analysing the State aid measures to airports and airlines directly under the 

Treaty. This would make the State aid process lengthier, take away the guidance function for 

granting authorities and reduce legal certainty and transparency. It would also contradict the broad 

message received in the public consultation. Member States and stakeholders generally consider 

that the clear guidance and transparency is needed on State aid in the aviation sector. 

Table 4: Summary table of Policy Options 

 Baseline scenario Policy Option 2 Policy Option 3 

In
v

e
st

m
e
n

t 
a

id
 

All airports are eligible for 

aid 

Aid amount: Aid intensities 

can reach up to 100% of 

funding gap 

There is no phasing out 

 

Individual notifications 

Airports  (<5m pax) that need 

investment aid 

Aid amount: 25-50-75% of 

funding gap depending on 

airport size  

Investment aid is  allowed 

during transition period only   

Schemes for operating aid 

Transparency requirement 

Airports  (<5m pax) that need 

investment aid 

Aid amount: 25-50-75% of 

funding gap depending on 

airport size  

There is no phasing out  

Schemes for operating aid 

Transparency requirement 

O
p

e
r
a
ti

n
g

 a
id

 

All airports are eligible for 

operating aid 

Aid amount equals total 

funding gap for operating 

costs 

There is no phasing out for 

operating aid 

 

Individual notifications  

 

 

 

Operating aid to airports is 

prohibited 

 

Small airports (<3m pax) are 

eligible for operating aid 

Aid amount: 50-80% of 

funding gap for operating 

costs depending on airport 

size 

Operating aid allowed during 

transition period only 

Schemes for operating aid 

Transparency requirement 

S
ta

r
t-

u
p

 a
id

 Airports <5m pax are eligible 

for start-up aid 

Aid amount: additional start-

up costs 

 

Start-up aid as operating aid 

to airlines is prohibited 

 

Small airports (<3m pax) are 

eligible for start-up aid 

Aid amount: 50% of airport 

charges 
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Duration: 36 months Duration: 36 months 

 

5.1. Policy Option 1 - Baseline scenario  

 
Investment aid 

Under the baseline scenario the need and positive impact of investment aid in airport 

infrastructure on regional development and accessibility would continue to be recognised. All 

airports would be eligible for investment aid. State aid for airport infrastructure would be allowed 

on satisfaction of certain cumulative conditions, as described in section 3.3.2. No further guidance 

would be provided as to what proportion of funding for infrastructure projects can be supported 

with State aid and whether this proportion should vary according to the airport size. Assessment 

would need to be done on a case by case basis. All investment aid would have to be notified 

individually to the Commission.   

Operating aid 

Under the current rules operating aid to airport is in general prohibited. In practice, the 

Commission has not enforced the prohibition for operating aid to airports. As a result Member 

States granted operating aid to airports although there is currently no legal ground to declare those 

aids compatible. Thus there is a wide discrepancy between the rules in place (general prohibition) 

and the application of the rules (tacit agreement to all operating aid to airports). The baseline 

scenario would therefore imply continuation of the policy of allowing operating aid as it has been 

de facto the case so far. Under this option all airports would be eligible for operating aid and the 

compatible aid amount would equal the total funding gap for operating costs. There would be no 

incentives for the airports to improve their finances and there will be no restrictions on the 

duration of operating aid. Number of regional airports would not be affected by the state aid rules. 

However, competition between airports and airlines is likely to continue to be distorted because 

airports would continue to compete on subsidised incentive packages in order to fill idle capacity 

and airlines would continue to shop around for subsidies at taxpayers' expense. 

Member States would be encouraged to notify operating aid to airports. Stricter monitoring would 

ensure the compliance with notification and reporting obligations.  

Start-up aid 

Under the baseline scenario start-up aid to airlines would be allowed for a limited period of time, 

for airports below 5 million passengers per annum and subject to strict conditions concerning 

eligible costs and awarding process. The aid would provide airlines with the necessary time to 

create new routes, new schedules or non-aeronautical revenues at the regional airports in question. 

The start-up aid for the operation of new routes would be allowed for a maximum of three years 

(five years in the case of the outermost regions) and aid amount would be limited to additional 

start-up costs and would be degresive. In order to protect competition between different modes of 
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transport it would not possible to grant start-up aid for a new air route corresponding to an 

existing high-speed rail link.  

 

5.2. Policy Option 2 

 
Investment aid 

Policy Option 2 focuses mainly on the objective of avoiding distortions of competition by 

promoting efficient market structures, fostering competition between airports and airlines 

encouraging private financing of airports. Investment aid would be temporarily allowed, subject to 

compliance with common principles applicable to the assessment of compatibility of all the aid 

measures carried out by the Commission, and would be discontinued at the end of a 10-year 

transition period. 

Investment aid would be justified when there is a genuine transport need and positive externalities 

for a region can be established (improved accessibility, regional development or less traffic 

congestion at major airports). Aid should only be used to create additional transport capacity 

where demand for it exists. Hence, any investment, which does not have satisfactory medium-

term prospects for use or deteriorates the medium-term prospects for use of existing infrastructure 

in the same catchment area, or an area is already well connected by other modes of transport – 

such as high-speed trains, cannot be justified and public money would be simply wasted. In 

addition, only those projects will be supported that would not have been undertaken or would not 

have been undertaken to the same extent without any State aid. 

In order to ensure that the aid amount is limited to the minimum needed to induce the additional 

investment, Policy Option 2 establishes maximum permissible aid intensities depending on the 

size of an airport. State aid would be limited to the funding gap of the investment project (so-

called ‘capital cost funding gap’), which is determined on the basis of an ex ante business plan as 

the difference between the investment costs and the net present value (NPV)54 of the expected 

cash flows of the investment. For investment aid this business plan should cover the period of the 

economic utilisation of the asset.  

As recognised by all stakeholders, the capital cost funding gap varies according to the size and 

location of an airport and would normally be wider for smaller airports located in remote regions. 

Based on the case practice and information provided by the stakeholders permissible amount of 

aid would be dependent on the airport size. Therefore, for airports with passenger traffic between 

3-5 million, 1-3 million and below 1 million investment aid intensity of 25%, 50% and 75% 

respectively would be permitted. In order to ensure a level playing field between airports and 

                                                   

54
 The net present value is the difference between the positive and negative cash flows over the lifetime of the 

investment, discounted to their current value using the cost of capital, i.e. normal required rates of return applied 

by the company in other investment projects of a similar kind or, where not available, the cost of capital of the 

company as a whole, or expected returns commonly observed in the airport sector. 



 

EN 36  EN 

airlines, the aid intensity would not be allowed to exceed the maximum permissible ceilings and 

should, in any case, not go beyond the actual funding gap of the investment project. 

In duly justified cases of small airports located in remote regions, for which funding gap would 

exceed the permissible aid intensities would be able to benefit from higher aid intensities. There is 

consensus among stakeholders that airports with annual passenger traffic above 5 million are 

profitable and are able to cover their operating and capital costs. Available data confirms this 

conclusion. Hence for those airports investment aid is not necessary and should not be allowed. 

However, it should be noted that in exceptional circumstances regarding, for example, a relocation 

of an existing airport to a new location, investment aid would be necessary. Policy Option 2 

would allow for such exceptional projects to be considered for public funding. The assessment 

would be done on basis of a funding gap calculation and subject to a rigorous case-by-case 

analysis ensuring that all compatibility criteria are met. Simultaneously, public funding granted to 

an airport would be considered not to constitute State aid if, in similar circumstances, a private 

operator (having regard to the probability of obtaining a return and leaving aside all social, 

regional-policy and sectoral considerations) would have granted the same funding.  

It has to be noted that public funding of airport infrastructure is excluded from the scope of 

application of RAG and GBER and will have to be assessed under the Aviation Guidelines. 

Member States would be able to design and notify national schemes for investment aid for the 

financing of airports with average annual traffic below 3 million passengers. Such schemes would 

ensure coherence in the use of public funds, reduce administrative burden on smaller granting 

authorities and accelerate the implementation of individual aid measures. Aid granted under 

schemes would be subject to transparency requirements. 

Clear and transparent guidance on investment aid would lead to more effective enforcement of the 

rules. Stricter monitoring would ensure the compliance with notification and reporting 

obligations.    

In order to ensure that regional airports become viable and sustainable like any other business, 

phasing out of investment aid is necessary. At the end of a 10-year transition period only airports 

that are entrusted with services of general economic interest would be allowed to benefit from 

public funding for their capital needs, provided the conditions in the relevant legislation are met55.  

Operating aid 

Option 2 consists in prohibiting operating aid to airports all together. Operating aid is a very 

distortive form of aid and its prohibition is in line with the Commission policy on avoiding this 

type of aid. An airport manager, like any other business, should meet the normal costs of running 

the airport infrastructure from its own resources. Any public financing of these services would 

                                                   

55
 The Commission Communication on a European Union framework for State aid in the form of public service 

compensation (Official Journal C8, 11.1.2012, p.15-22) and The Commission Decision on the application of 

Article 106(2) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union to State aid in the form of public service 

compensation granted to certain undertakings entrusted with the operation of services of general economic 

interest (Official Journal L7, 11.01.2012, p. 3-10). 
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reduce the expenses normally borne by the airport manager in carrying out its current operations. 

As described in Section 3.3.2, there are many unprofitable airports with unused capacity and poor 

commercial prospects in the EU. Under this Policy Option those unprofitable airports would have 

to exit the market. Prohibiting operating aid would help to avoid serious distortions of competition 

between airports and airlines which results in airports competing on subsidised incentive packages 

in order to fill idle capacity and airlines shopping around for subsidies at taxpayers' expense. The 

Commission tried to introduce the ban on operating aid to airports in the 2005 Aviation 

Guidelines. Thus, this Option would effectively consist in enforcing of a well-established rule. 

Proactive attitude to ex officio investigations and stricter monitoring would ensure a better 

enforcement of the revised rules.    

Despite the general ban on operating aid airports entrusted with services of general economic 

interest would be allowed to receive compensation for uncovered operating costs, provided the 

conditions in the relevant legislation are met56.   

Start-up aid 

Option 2 consists in prohibiting operating aid to airlines all together. Operating aid is a very 

distortive form of aid and its prohibition is in line with the Commission policy on avoiding this 

type of aid. Airlines, like any other business, should meet the normal running costs from their own 

resources. Those costs should also include the opening of new routes and new schedules. 

Development of new air traffic should be based on a sound business case. Prohibition of start-up 

aid would prevent serious distortions of competition between airports and airlines which result in 

airports and/or public authorities competing on subsidised incentive packages in order to fill idle 

capacity and airlines shopping around for subsidies at taxpayers' expense. 

5.3. Policy Option 3 

Investment aid  

With regard to investment aid, Policy Option 3 is the same as Policy Option 2 with the exception 

of the duration of aid. Taking into account positive externalities of airports for regional 

development and accessibility of regions Option 3 would allow for State aid for investment in 

infrastructure to continue after the end of a 10-year transitional period.  

Operating aid  

Policy Option 3 seeks to strike a balance between regional development and accessibility and 

distortions of competition for airports and airlines caused by public support to unprofitable 

airports. On the one hand, as described in Section 3.3.2, small airports find it very difficult to 

cover their costs under current market conditions. On the other hand, encouraging the 

                                                   

56
 The Commission Communication on a European Union framework for State aid in the form of public service 

compensation (Official Journal C8, 11.1.2012, p.15-22) and The Commission Decision on the application of 

Article 106(2) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union to State aid in the form of public service 

compensation granted to certain undertakings entrusted with the operation of services of general economic 

interest (Official Journal L7, 11.01.2012, p. 3-10). 
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development of regional airports will improve connectivity of regions and provide scope for 

economic development and employment in the regions concerned. 

Although operating aid is considered a very distortive form of aid, this Policy Option will 

exceptionally allow operating aid to unprofitable airports below 3 million passengers for a 10-year 

transitional period. In order to allow all loss making airports to adjust to the market developments 

over an extended period of time the threshold of 3 million passengers per annum is set above the 

level suggested by many stakeholders. At the end of the transitional period airports should cease 

to receive operating aid and should finance their operations from own resources. Thus, managers 

of regional airports should seek to improve their finances through gradual increase of airport 

charges to airlines, introduction of rationalization measures by differentiation of business models 

or attracting new airlines and customers to fill idle capacity.  

In order to minimise the distortions of competitions and to provide proper incentives for efficient 

management of the airport, granting of operating aid will be subject to certain conditions.  Aid 

amount should be established ex ante as a fixed lump sum and pursuant to a business plan. The 

business plan of the airport shall pave the way towards full operating cost coverage at the end of 

the transitional period. Where an airport is located in the same catchment area as another 

unprofitable airport with spare capacity, the business plan, based on sound passenger and freight 

traffic forecasts in the catchment area, will have to identify the likely effect on traffic at other 

airports located in the same catchment area. It will not be possible to subsidize more than one 

unprofitable airport located in the same catchment area. The path towards full operating cost 

coverage will be different for every airport and will depend on the initial operating funding gap of 

the airport at the beginning of the transitional period. In addition, the maximum permissible aid 

amount will be limited to 50% or 80% of the initial funding gap for a period of 10 years57 for 

airports below 3 million and 700 thousand passengers respectively. 

Whilst the provision of compensation for uncovered operating costs of services of general 

economic interest would remain possible for small airports to allow for connectivity of all regions 

beyond the transitional period (provided the conditions in the relevant legislation are met58), the 

development of the EU aviation market should allow coverage of operating costs like in any other 

industry.  

Member States would be able to design and notify national schemes for operating aid to airports. 

Guidance on how to design those schemes would be provided in the revised Aviation Guidelines. 

Such schemes would ensure coherence in the use of public funds, reduce administrative burden on 

smaller granting authorities and accelerate the implementation of individual aid measures. Aid 

granted under schemes would be subject to transparency requirement. Schemes for airports 

                                                   

57
 The initial operating funding gap shall be defined as the average of the operating funding gaps (i.e. the amount 

of operating costs which is not covered by revenues) during the three years that precede the beginning of the 

transitional period (i.e. 2011 to 2013). 
58

 The Commission Communication on a European Union framework for State aid in the form of public service 

compensation (Official Journal C8, 11.1.2012, p.15-22) and The Commission Decision on the application of 

Article 106(2) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union to State aid in the form of public service 

compensation granted to certain undertakings entrusted with the operation of services of general economic 

interest (Official Journal L7, 11.01.2012, p. 3-10). 
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entrusted with services of general economic interest would be subject to relevant rules59, and for 

airports below 200 000 passengers per annum exempted from the notification obligation.  

Stricter monitoring would ensure the compliance with notification and reporting obligations. Clear 

and transparent guidance on compatible operating aid would encourage Member States to notify 

aid measures and would lead to effective enforcement of the rules.    

Start-up aid 

Policy Option 3 maintains the possibility for the Member States to grant start-up aid to airlines but 

under simplified conditions. In principle, development of new air traffic should be based on a 

sound business case and be profitable for both airports and airlines. Nevertheless, to stimulate 

traffic at small and remote airports and improve connectivity of regions, aid will be allowed for 

new routes or more frequent services linking smaller airports (with fewer than 3 million 

passengers per annum) to another airport within the Common European Aviation Area. More 

flexible arrangements could be justified for airports located in a remote region, for example in an 

outermost region, on an island or a sparsely populated area. Aid would cover 50 % of airport 

charges for a maximum period of 24 months. Aid would only be allowed if the route receiving the 

aid can become profitable for the airline without public funding after this time. In order to protect 

competition between airports and different modes of transport it is not possible to grant start-up 

aid for a new air route corresponding to an existing high-speed rail link or to the same route 

operated from another airport in the same catchment area.  

6. ANALYSIS OF IMPACTS 

This section provides an assessment of the economic, social, and environmental impacts of the 

Policy Options identified in section 5. The assessment of those impacts is supported by 

stakeholder's views, quantitative data and/or by academic research where possible. It should be 

stressed that the calculations are based on best available estimates and assumptions and there is a 

considerable uncertainty in the results. 

Bearing in mind that the Commission does not have the choice not to intervene in the sector 

(i.e. not performing the state aid assessment of the measures in question) and that there is 

already a case practice and guidelines in place, only the variation of the relevant impact 

factors of each option will be pointed out.  

For example, the options are expected to broadly have similar impacts in terms of consistency 

and coordination with other EU policies, which therefore will not be analysed. The options 

are fully consistent with the EU transport and aviation policy. The identified policy options ensure 

that capacity is created where most needed, duplication is avoided, airport congestion can be 

                                                   

59
 The Commission Communication on a European Union framework for State aid in the form of public service 

compensation (Official Journal C8, 11.1.2012, p.15-22) and The Commission Decision on the application of 

Article 106(2) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union to State aid in the form of public service 

compensation granted to certain undertakings entrusted with the operation of services of general economic 

interest (Official Journal L7, 11.01.2012, p. 3-10). 
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alleviated and many regional airports that are designated as 'core' or 'comprehensive' within TEN-

T can be supported. 

It should be noted that social and environmental impacts typically point in opposite directions 

with regard to this policy area. Policies favourable to regional development and local employment 

(i.e. policies that further the establishment of regional airports), simultaneously stimulate further 

noise and pollution.  

Table 10  at the end of this section summarises the results of the assessment of impacts.  

6.1. Economic impacts  

Impacts on competition 

There is competition between regional airports and regions/Member States for having airports in 

their territories as well as competition between different modes of transport. The individual 

regions consider airports as a possible source of economic and social development and are willing 

to subsidise such infrastructure. However, there are externalities as regions ignore each other as 

each tries to shift economic development to their region. It is possible for a region to enjoy some 

economic gains as a result of state aid to an airport, but the Member States and the EU as a whole 

is likely to lose. Economic activity in the Member State will not necessarily increase, but regional 

activity can be shifted60. Hence, Policy Option 2 (prohibition of operating aid) would avoid 

creating wrong incentives for airports versus efficient pricing or even transferring land to 

alternative uses. In addition, Policy Option 2 would lead to more efficient use of public resources 

and could also lead to increased effectiveness on achieving the objectives described in section 

4.261.   

In addition, Policy Option 2 and 3 would considerably reduce the distortions of competition 

between airports and airlines by reducing the overall level of aid. Under the assumption that the 

operating aid ban is implemented immediately and no compensation is paid out for the provision 

of public services, it can be estimated that the overall amount of aid paid towards operating costs 

could be reduced dramatically from EUR 470 million per annum to zero under the Policy Option 

2, as shown in Table 562. Policy Option 3 will progressively reduce operating aid; on average this 

reduction is estimated to amount to 50% of the current operating aid amount over the next ten 

years. It has to be noted that the estimated operating aid excludes operating costs on security and 

safety (amounting to 20-30% of total operating costs), which are considered as an exercise of 

                                                   

60
 As shown in Forsyth, P. (2006), Competition between Major and Secondary Airports- Implications for Pricing, 

Regulation and Welfare (paper presented to ATRS Meeting, Nagoya, 2006) 
61

 For example, the Irish government assessed the efficiency, effectiveness and value for money of the Regional 

Airports Programme and found that the allocation of public funding on a current and ongoing basis might not be 

warranted for all airports. The report concluded that better and quicker access to the regions to support inward 

tourism and inward investment and increased air service connectivity from the regions could be achieved more 

efficiently and effectively when the number of regional airports is rationalised. "Value for Money Review of 

Exchequer Expenditure on the Regional Airports Programme" Irish Ministry of Transport, 2010. 
62

 Those estimates are consistent with the industry estimations. ACI estimates that if today State aid were used to 

entirely eliminate the losses of EU airports with less than one million passengers per annum, it would cost 

approximately €445 million per annum. 
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public authority as therefore do not constitute State aid. The calculations are based on best 

available estimates and assumptions. It should be stressed there is a considerable uncertainty in 

the calculations. 

Table 5: Estimated amount of operating aid in EU airports, in million EUR, for a period of 10 years 

Size of 

airport  

Below          

200 000 

Between  

200 000 

and 500 

000 

Between      

500 000 

and  

1 million 

Between  

1 and 3 

million 

Between  

3 and 5 

million 

 

Total 

 

Average 

per 

passenger 

Baseline 

scenario 

1 949 2 497 183 71 0 4 700 6.19 

Option 2 0-1 949* 0 0 0 0 0–1 949* 0-2.57* 

Option 3 974-1 949* 1 248 92 36 0 2 350- 

3 325* 

3.09-

4.29* 

* The upper bound assumes that airports entrusted with the obligation to provide services of general economic 

interest will continue to receive compensation for those services. 

Source: DG Competition calculations based on a sample of 69 EU airports and Commissions practice
63

.  

In addition, Policy Option 2 and to a lesser extent Policy Option 3 would considerably reduce the 

overall level of aid because of the introduction of the aid intensity ceilings for different categories 

of airports. This in turn would reduce the macroeconomic cost of investment aid (in terms of 

budgetary costs and welfare losses due potential restrictions to competition). Compared to the 

baseline situation, Option 2 would reduce the overall level of potential distortions to trade and 

competition more than Policy Option 3 and, ceteris paribus, would thereby reduce the overall 

volume of investment aid to airports.  

Policy Option 2 and 3 introduce criteria to ensure necessity and proportionality of state aid. As 

investment aid will be only granted where strictly necessary, creation of overcapacities and 

duplication of airport infrastructure would be avoided. This will likely lead to less distortion of 

competition between airports as well as between different modes of transport. 

Most Member States and stakeholders favour Policy Option 3 and are very opposed to Option 2. 

Some Member States and stakeholders, however favour more lenient rules on investment aid to 

airports, especially in terms of permissible aid amounts and aid ceilings.  

Impacts on air transport prices  

Stricter rules on state aid will encourage airport managers to address inefficiencies in the 

proportion and level of the aeronautical or non-aeronautical revenue and the level of operating 

costs.  

                                                   

63
 The calculations of DG Competition are based on the available best estimates and may not be taken properly 

into account the structural and regional differences between airports. 
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Policy Option 1 would have no effect on the air transport prices as losses stemming from the 

operation of the airport would be fully covered by the State. In Policy Option 2 under the 

assumption that the estimated amount of operating aid to airports granted in the past would be 

fully passed on to travellers in terms of increased air transport prices the expected increase per 

passenger would amount to EUR 6.20 on average. This is the direct comparative static effect – 

however, airport closures and efficiency gains would reduce these costs over time – potentially 

dramatically. At the same time it is necessary to bear in mind that the expected increase in airport 

charges is equal to the level of public funding financed today by the tax payer. If there are no 

changes in efficiencies and business models and no airport closures and it is assumed that the not 

covered part of operating costs would be fully passed on to the travellers, then Policy Option 3 

would result in an increase of EUR 3 on average. It is estimated that this real cost increases would 

be much lower since the rationalisation of airport operations engendered by Policy Option 3 

would result in efficiency gains (and airport closures) which would reduce overall costs and, 

hence, the effect on ticket prices.   It should be stressed that the calculations are based on best 

available estimates and assumptions and there is a considerable uncertainty in the results. 

Table 6: Estimated maximum price effects per passenger (changes in air ticket prices, in euros per single 

journey ticket), not taking account of efficiencies
64

 

Baseline scenario Option 2 Option 3 

0 +6.20 +3.00 

Source: DG Competition calculations based on a sample of 69 EU airports and Commissions practice.   

However, the pressure to increase aeronautical revenues (and thus a possible attempt of the 

airlines to pass these costs on to travellers) can be mitigated by the opportunity for airport 

managers to find other revenue streams and increase their share of non-aviation revenue. As it can 

be observed from the case study on Spanish regional airports (see annex VII), airports with a 

proportion of non-aeronautical revenue with less than 30%, may break-even by increasing their 

non-aeronautical revenue. Eliminating aeronautical revenue inefficiencies could result in 

efficiency gains of around EUR 3 to EUR 8 per passenger (see Figure 13). While it is difficult to 

foretell which airports are successful at this solution, there are different examples (see annex VIII) 

of airports and ways of successfully raising substantial non-aviation revenues.  

Moreover, during the transitional period the airports will have the possibility to implement cost 

efficiency measures and to reap efficiency gains due to market adjustments. The estimated 

efficiency gains per passenger realised during the transitional period might be around EUR 6 to 

EUR 12 per passenger on average (see Figure 13). Potential efficiency gains engendered by  

Policy Option 3 might thus outweigh possible negative impact on the air ticket prices and result 

                                                   

64
 Effect on single journey air ticket prices calculated under the assumption that passengers departing from 

airports with passenger traffic up to 3 million passengers (i. e. an airport benefiting from State aid) to an airport 

above 3 million passengers (i. e. an airport not benefiting from State aid). For flights between already non-

subsidised airports, there would obviously not be a price increase. For a flight between two small airports (both 

facing subsidy reductions) the ticket price increase might be double. 
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overall welfare enhancing. Those calculations of the efficiency gains are based on best available 

estimates and assumptions. It should be stressed there is a considerable uncertainty in the 

calculations and the results should be treated with caution. 

Figure 13: Estimated amount of efficiency gains in non-aeronautical revenue and operating costs at EU 

airports, in EUR per passenger
65

 

Max Average Min Max

1-3 million € 7.72 € 4.68 € 3.07 € 6.11

1-500 000 € 9.75 € 5.26 € 2.48 € 6.98

500 000 - 200 000 € 14.11 € 5.60 € 4.89 € 13.41

Below 200 000 € 9.56 € 6.81 € 3.53 € 6.28

Average € 3.50 € 8.19

Max Average Min Max

1-3 million € 13.50 € 7.96 € 5.54 € 8.76

1-500 000 € 13.45 € 10.97 € 2.49 € 4.79

500 000 - 200 000 € 24.16 € 14.23 € 9.93 € 19.64

Below 200 000 € 28.32 € 19.57 € 8.76 € 17.06

Average € 6.68 € 12.56

Min Max

1-3 million € 8.61 € 14.86

1-500 000 € 4.97 € 11.77

500 000 - 200 000 € 14.82 € 33.05

Below 200 000 € 12.29 € 23.34

Average € 10.17 € 20.76

To
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Airports with passenger traffic

Non-aeronautical revenue 

potential per passenger

Airports with passenger traffic

Total efficiency gains 

per passenger

Min

€ 4.74

€ 8.66

€ 4.51

€ 11.26
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Non-aeronautical revenue

Operating costs
Cost efficiency gains 

per passenger

Airports with passenger traffic

Min

€ 1.61

€ 2.77

€ 0.70

€ 3.27

 
Source: DG Competition calculations based on a sample of 45 EU airports. 

Finally, it should be noted that possible price increases will not be identical for all passengers 

groups, due to differentiated pricing structures used by airlines.
66

   

Impact on the number of operating airports/accessibility for travellers  

Regional airports affected by the revised state aid rules on investment aid (e.g. airports below 5 

million passengers per annum67) and operating aid (e.g. airports below 3 million passengers per 

annum68) represent 86% and 80% of total number of the EU airports and account for 22% and 

14% of total passenger numbers respectively. 

 

                                                   

65
 Calculated under the assumption that currently underperforming airports would be able to achieve at least the 

average level of non-aeronautical revenues or operating costs (i. e. minimum efficiency gain). The upper bound 

of the efficiencies is calculated under the assumptions that currently underperforming airports would be able to 

adjust their revenue and cost structure according to the outperformers.  
66

 In order to maximise profits most airlines engage in price differentiation, i. e. by charging different prices for 

the same service at the same time (flight and seat) at different points in time of booking.  
67

 As discussed in section 3.3.2 airports above 5 million passengers per annum are able to cover their capital and 

operating expenses and hence do not need investment aid.    
68

  As discussed in section 3.3.2 airports above 3 million passengers per annum are able to cover their operating 

expenses and part of capital needs and hence do not need operating aid.    
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Figure 14: EU Airports per size category 

 

Source: DG Competition, ACI Europe, Eurostat 

The impact will vary across Member States and will depend on the number of airports in those 

categories (see table Table 7), ownership structure, financial situation and location (proximity of 

other airports, remoteness, etc) of the airports concerned.  

Table 7: EU regional airports  

Country 
Below         

200 000 

No of 

passengers  

(in 000) 

Between     

200 000 and  

500 000 

No of 

passengers  

(in 000) 

Between     

500 000 and   

3 million 

No of 

passengers  

(in 000) 

Austria 0  1 375 4 2,920 

Belgium 1 162 1 305 1 678 

Bulgaria 1 87 0 0 2 0 

Croatia 3 108 2 726 3 0 

Czech Republic 2 228 1 288 1 560 

Cyprus   0 0 1 2,240 

Denmark 4 483 1 1 2 4,100 

Estonia 6 45 0 0 1 2,200 

Finland 13 900 5 922 2 1,670 

France 21 1,837 14 3,315 9 9,410 

France DOM  18 1,360 6 1,152 4 6,850 

Germany 0 0 2 205 11 18,100 

Greece 22 1,100 8 1,702 5 7,100 

Hungary   0 0 0 0 

Ireland 2 110 1 286 3 4,385 

Latvia   0 0 0 0 

Lithuania 2 130 0 0 2 3,030 

Luxembourg   0 0 1 1,900 
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Malta   0 0 0 0 

Netherlands   2 570 2 4,100 

Italy 7 416 3 700 13 17,500 

Portugal 1 2 0 0 2 3,700 

Poland 2 18 3 676 6 10,300 

Romania 10 560 3 696 2 2,030 

Slovakia 2 25 1 265 1 1,400 

Slovenia 2 30 0 0 1 1,160 

Spain 18 640 3 955 14 18,500 

Sweden 26 1,730 6 1,501 6 9,590 

UK 7 905 5 1,600 13 15,700 

Total 170 10,876 68 16,240 112 149,123 

Source: ACI, annual reports of airports 2011/2012.  

The case experience and information provided by the stakeholders suggest that the most affected 

category consists of airports below 500 000 passengers per annum, which account for 54% of total 

number of the EU airports and 2.6% of total passenger numbers. Member States with the highest 

number of airports in that size category and which are not entrusted with services of general 

economic interest are likely to be affected most (see Table 7).  

Table 8: Estimated closures of the EU regional airports  

Size of 

airport 

Below          

200 000 

Between  

200 000 and 

500 000 

Between      

500 000 and  

1 million 

Between  

1 and 3 million 

Between  

3 and 5 million 

Baseline 

scenario 

0 0 0 0 0 

Option 2 0-170* 0-68* 0 0 0 

Option 3 some closures* [0] [0] [0] 

Source: DG Competition calculations based on a sample of 245 EU airports.  

* Airports entrusted with the obligation to provide services of general economic interest can continue to receive 

compensation for those services and remain open. The number of closures will depend on the capacity of non 

SGEI aided airports to adjust their business model over the transition period and increase revenues while 

reducing costs. If no such progress is made, it is estimated that some 60 airports might need to close.  

Although it is not possible to precisely quantify the impact of operating aid on the number of 

airports and which Member States will be most affected, Policy Option 2 will likely have a 

negative impact. Taking into account that in 2011 over 40% of airports were loss making, the 

immediate prohibition of operating aid could result in closing as many as 238 of those 

unprofitable regional airports, as shown in Table 8. It is impossible to estimate the exact number 

of airports that would be closed under various Policy Options. This is due to the fact that some of 

those airports would be able to improve efficiency and break even, some would be able to receive 

compensation for the provision of services of general economic interest and some of those that 
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would have to close would be able to transfer employees and passengers to neighbouring airports 

without major loss to accessibility and economic development of regions concerned. It is also not 

possible, within the scope of this impact assessment69, to quantify precisely the number and size 

of airports that will be entrusted with services of general economic interest. Thus, the number of 

closures will depend on the capacity of airports, which do not receive compensation for the 

provision for services of general economic interest, to adjust their business model over the 

transition period and increase revenues while reducing costs. If no such progress is made, it can be 

estimated that under Policy Option 3 some 60 airports might need to close. However, the UK 

example shows that there is a significant potential to operate small scale airports commercially, so 

this number is expected to be lower. It should be stressed there is a considerable uncertainty in the 

calculations. 

In addition, as analysed above, the effect on prices will, in general be very low. In the analysis 

above, an estimate is given for the number of airports that would close. In Annex VI, a simulation 

is presented on the impacts of closure of small airports. The clear conclusion from this simulation 

is that a closure of the smallest airports would have very little impact in terms of additional 

travelling distance, as long as island based and otherwise isolated airports are excluded. 

Impact on regional development 

As described above Policy Option 2 and to a much lesser extent 3 will likely result in airport 

closures. The effects on regional GDP are difficult to estimate since they crucially depend on what 

would be done with the subsidies that would no longer be granted to airports. If these are invested 

in other regional infrastructure or other expenditures to support the local economy (e.g. R&D aid), 

then the direct effects of a reduction in economic activity related to airports would be significantly 

offset. The net effect will then depend on the relative size of the respective GDP multipliers. 

Moreover, it has to be also noted that some of those airports that would have to close would be 

able to transfer employees and passengers to neighbouring airports without major loss to 

accessibility and economic development of regions concerned.  

With regard to the envisaged rules on investment aid Policy Option 2 and 3 would not have 

significant impacts in terms of increased economic activity (contribution to GDP) and 

employment when compared to the baseline situation. The need and positive impact of investment 

aid in airport infrastructure on regional development and accessibility of regions where eligible 

airports are located is already recognised by the current rules.  

Impact on administrative burden 

Administrative costs are defined as the costs incurred by business and national administrations in 

meeting legal obligations to notify all State aid measures to the Commission, to submit annual 

reports on state aid expenditure and State aid measures and to comply with transparency 

requirements. The administrative burden can be calculated by using a proxy of average number of 

pages required for each State aid notification, reporting and transparency requirements. These in 

                                                   

69
 See Impact Assessment on Reform of the EU rules applicable to State aid in the form of public service 

compensation.  
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turn are a reasonable proxy of the administrative costs associated with these individual 

notifications and reporting obligations. The administrative costs are calculated as changes in costs 

compared to the baseline scenario, as shown in Table 9Error! Reference source not found.. A 

more detailed description of the calculation of administrative costs is available in Annex III: 

Assessment of administrative costs. The calculations are based on best available estimates and 

assumptions. It should be stressed there is a considerable uncertainty in the calculations. 

Table 9: Change in yearly administrative costs for Policy Options  

 Number of 

notifications  

Number of 

pages 

Change 

Baseline scenario 

Investment aid 

Operating aid 

Start-up aid 

29  

7  

2 

20 

1189 0 

 Policy Option 2 

Investment aid 

Operating aid 

Start-up aid 

4 

4 

0 

0  

164 -86%  

Policy Option 3 

Investment aid 

Operating aid 

Start-up aid 

27  

4  

3  

20  

1107 -7%  

 

Policy Option 2 and 3 will reduce the administrative burden for the Member States. Policy Option 

2 is likely to bring the highest reduction because operating aid would be allowed only in very 

limited circumstances.  Introduction of schemes for investment aid to airports in Policy Option 2 

and 3 and schemes for operating aid to airports in Policy Option 3 would ensure coherence in the 

use of public funds, reduce administrative burden on smaller granting authorities and accelerate 

the implementation of individual aid measures. The transparency requirements would not increase 

significantly the administrative burden, given that Member States are already under an obligation 

to keep records of State aid expenditures (for monitoring purposes) and to report in a computed 

form (reporting obligations). The main costs are linked to the inter-operability of data. Moreover, 

transparency mechanisms would lead to easier reporting, spare resources and speed up 

procedures.  

In addition, under Policy Option 2 and 3 Member States can entrust and finance regional airports 

with less than 200 000 passengers per annum with compensation for the provision of services of 

general economic interest without notification to the Commission and provided the conditions in 

the relevant legislation are met70. This airport category accounts for 39% of total number of the 

                                                   

70
 State aid in form of public service compensation is exempted from the notification obligation provided for in 

Article 108(3) of the TFEU if the requirements set out in the Commission Decision on the application of Article 

106(2) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union to State aid in the form of public service 

compensation granted to certain undertakings entrusted with the operation of services of general economic 

interest (Official Journal L7, 11.01.2012, p. 3-10). 
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EU airports and 1% of total passenger numbers. If Member States entrust those airports with 

public services, administrative costs in Policy Option 3 would decrease compared to the numbers 

presented in Table 9.  

Stakeholders welcome the introduction of schemes because it would speed up the granting process 

and because of the increased efficiency due to the reduced administrative burden. 

6.2. Social impact  

Impact on employment   

Policy Options 2 and 3 will likely have a negative impact on employment levels at the airports 

concerned due to the possible closures of airports and loss of passengers as outlined above71. 

However, as discussed above, the net effect on regional employment depends on the alternative 

use that would be made of the funds. If the employment multipliers of other business support 

measures are equivalent or higher, then the net effects could be very small or even positive. It can 

be estimated that Policy Option 2 will lead to the loss of maximum 27 000 direct and 54 000 

indirect jobs following the closure of 238 airports and assuming that all passengers will not move 

to neighbouring airports. Similarly Policy Option 3 could lead to the maximum loss of 6800 - 

7700 direct and 13 600 – 15 500 indirect jobs related to airports. These general estimates on 

employment levels require caution as they conceal the on-site and regional differences. Due to the 

lack of comprehensive data the figures cannot to be adjusted for high or low intensity of on-site 

employment, reflecting relative efficiencies of airport operation and local and regional 

characteristics for catalytic effects.    

6.3. Environmental impact 

Airlines and airports are responsible for two main types of environmental damage: noise and 

GHG emissions. Those damages are positively correlated with demand for air travel72. While it is 

unlikely that innovations in air transport and airport infrastructure would be able to compensate 

for environmental damage caused by growth in air traffic73, investment aid that is directed at 

modern environmentally friendly airport infrastructure (e.g. energy-efficient terminal building 

design, on-site renewable energy sources, effective noise mitigation technologies, etc.) may also 

mitigate a negative impact of airports on environment.  

While it is not possible, within the scope of this impact assessment74, to quantify precisely the full 

extent of environmental effects, Policy Option 2 and to a lesser extent Policy Option 3 appear to 

                                                   

71
 Further discussion on the employment effects of air transport are described in section 6.1. Economic impacts. 

72
 The International Civil Aviation Organisation forecasts that by 2036 international aviation emissions will 

increase by between 155% and 300% compared to2006, depending on the level of technical and operational 

improvements. The international aviation’s share of total CO2 emissions is projected to reach at least4% of total 

emissions by 2050 without any further mitigation efforts. 
73

 Pels,E., "The Environmental Impacts of Increased International Air Transport. Past trends and future 

perspectives", OECD 2008. 
74

 See Impact Assessment on Proposal for a Regulation on rules and procedures with regard to the introduction 

of noise-related operating restrictions at EU airports which will repeal Directive 2002/30/EC of the European 

Parliament and of the Council of 26 March 2002, and Impact assessment on Proposal for a Directive of the 
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have a positive impact on environment when compared to the baseline scenario. Both Policy 

Options aim to reduce the amount of state aid to airports and therefore will have a positive impact 

on environment when compared to the baseline scenario75. The prohibition and reduction of 

operating aid amounts to airports might reduce air traffic and activities of airports and thereby 

reduce noise and GHG emissions (e.g. air transport is the highest pollutant CO2 mode of 

transport76).  

Table 10: Summary table of impacts compared to the Baseline scenario – Option 1 excluded 

 Policy Option 2 Policy Option 3 

Economic impacts   

Impact on: 

Number of operating airports / accessibility 

 

High 

0-238 

 

Low 

 

Competition between airports and airlines High Medium 

Regional development Low Low 

Lowering administrative costs High 

-86% 

Low 

-7% 

Social impacts   

Impact on: 

        Air ticket prices 

 

Low 

maximum 

+ €6.20/ticket  

 

Low 

maximum 

+ €3.00/ticket 

        Employment  Low Low 

Environmental impacts Low Low 

Legend: negative impacts are identified in bold italics. 

7. COMPARING THE OPTIONS 

This section provides for an assessment of how the policy options will contribute to the realisation 

of the policy objectives, as set in Section 3, in light of the following evaluation criteria: 

 effectiveness – the extent to which options achieve the objectives of the revision; 

                                                                                                                                                               

European Parliament and of the Council amending Directive 2003/87/EC so as to improve and extend the EU 

greenhouse gas emission allowance trading system. 
75

 An NGO - Transport and Environment estimates that EU aviation CO2 emissions due to the subsidies range 

between 3 to 5MT.  
76

 According to the International Energy Agency, global CO2 emissions from civil aviation stood at 740 million 

tonnes per annum in 2010, amounting to 2.5% of global CO2 emissions. Aviation was also one of the fastest 

growing sources of GHG emissions in the preceding decade.  
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 efficiency – the extent to which objectives can be achieved at least cost; 

 coherence – the extent to which policy options are likely to limit trade-offs across 

the economic, social, and environmental domain. 

7.1. Effectiveness 

In terms of effectiveness, as shown in Table 11, no clear priority can be established between the 

envisaged Policy Options. This being said, Policy Option 3 appears to be the most balanced 

Policy Option because it offers the most appropriate pallet of rules to meet the defined objectives. 

It strikes a balance between the objective of avoiding undue distortions of competition and the 

objective of promoting regional development and accessibility of regions. 

Table 11: Effectiveness of Policy Options in light of specific policy objectives 

Specific policy objectives Option 2  Option 3 

Promoting regional development and accessibility by: 

 Maintaining regional airports 

 Supporting new investments in airports 

 Supporting development of new routes  

 

Low  High 

Avoiding distortions of competition by: 

 Limiting aid amounts 

 Introducing transitional period for operating aid  

 Verifying necessity and proportionality of aid 

 

High Medium 

Administrative simplification by: 

 Minimise administrative burden 

 Increase transparency 

Medium Low 

 

As regards the objective related to regional development and accessibility, the effectiveness of the 

envisaged Policy Options is dependent upon changes in the level of airports activity. In this 

respect, Policy Option 3 is expected to score best because the revised rules on investment and 

start-up aid would support new investments and extra capacity and development of new routes at 

regional airports, and revised rules on operating aid would minimise closures of airports due to the 

introduction of a transitional period. Policy Option 2 offers the lowest effectiveness because 

despite the fact that new investments and extra capacity would be supported it may result in many 

airport closures and thus hamper accessibility and regional development. 

As regards the objective related to the distortions of competition, the effectiveness of Policy 

Option 2 would be highest due to prohibition of operating and start-up aid to airports and airlines 

altogether. Such prohibition would promote efficient market structure and foster competition 

between airlines and airports. Policy Option 3 would score lower than Policy Option 2 in avoiding 

distortions of competition but it would allow for more gradual decrease over time and cap 

permissible amounts of operating aid. In this respect, Policy Option 3 would improve a level 

playing field for the EU airports and airlines by limiting dependence of regional airports on 

operating aid and avoiding transfer of advantage from airport operations to airlines. Policy Option 
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2 and 3 would be equally effective in ensuring that new airport capacity is created only where 

economically justified by disallowing investments for duplication of (unprofitable) airports and 

for creation of overcapacity of airport infrastructure relative to passenger demand and airline 

needs. Both policy options increase profitability prospects of regional airports by providing clear 

and transparent rules on airport financing taking into account the airport size. They also help 

maintain the competitiveness of European aviation industry by preventing any segmentation of the 

internal market being driven by state aid, in particular by ensuring EU-wide transparency of state 

aid offers and non-discriminatory access of firms to it.  

As regards the objective of administrative simplification, Policy Option 2 appears to be the most 

effective in minimising administrative burden on businesses and national administrations that 

could delay investment and business decisions. This being said Policy Option 2 and 3 provide 

clear and transparent rules, encourage notification of national wide schemes and ensure EU-wide 

transparency of state aid offers and non-discriminatory access of firms to it. 

7.2. Efficiency  

Given that the proposed initiative is of procedural nature, the total cost of the envisaged Policy 

Options covers administrative costs. It has to be noted that administrative burden for the all 

envisaged Policy Options is rather limited and consists of complying with notification, reporting 

and transparency obligations. In light of the estimations detailed above, Policy Option 2 appears 

to be the most efficient as it would generate the highest decrease in administrative costs.   

7.3. Coherence 

As shown on in Table 10, Policy Option 3 is the most coherent, carefully balancing action to 

achieve the specific policy objectives. No significant negative impact is foreseen under this Policy 

Option, which therefore represents lowest trade-offs across the economic, social, and 

environmental domain. 

8. MONITORING AND EVALUATION 

8.1. Monitoring 

In accordance with Article 108 of the TFEU, ‘the Commission shall, in cooperation, with Member 

States, keep under constant review all systems of existing aid in those Member States’. The 

review of aid measures on which the Commission has taken a decision is done on the basis of 

information provided by Member States pursuant to Article 21 of the Procedural Regulation77 and 

Articles 5 – 7 of the Implementing Regulation78. On that basis, a synopsis is published by the 

Commission in the State Aid Scoreboard79 and an annual ex post control of the correct 

                                                   

77  Council Regulation (EC) No 659/1999 of 22 March 1999 laying down detailed rules for the application 

of Article 93 of the EC Treaty (now Article 108 of the TFEU), OJ L 83, 27.03.1999, p. 1. 

78
  Commission Regulation (EC) No 794/2004 of 21 April 2004 implementing Council Regulation (EC) 

No 659/1999 laying down detailed rules for the application of Article 93 of the EC Treaty (now Article 108 of 

the TFEU), OJ L 140, 30.04.2004, p.1. 
79

 See http://ec.europa.eu/competition/state_aid/studies_reports/studies_reports.html.  

http://ec.europa.eu/competition/state_aid/studies_reports/studies_reports.html
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implementation of a selected number of State aid schemes is made in the context of the annual 

monitoring exercise. 

The State Aid Scoreboard provides information on the overall situation of state aid in each 

Member States and on the Commission’s state aid control activities. The information published in 

the Scoreboard is based on the annual reports submitted by the Member States. The Scoreboard 

provides information on state aid expenditure and state aid measures and describes the trends and 

patterns of state aid expenditure per sector, per Member States and per type of aid measures. The 

Scoreboard also contains information on the number of aid measures or aid amounts per type of 

assisted area, per form of aid or aid instrument, etc. 

DG COMP currently monitors every year a sample of existing aid schemes80. This ex-post 

monitoring exercise involves a compliance check of the legal basis and an examination of the 

correct implementation of the scheme for a sample of beneficiaries. It allows detecting and 

correcting irregularities in the implementation of schemes by the Member States and therefore 

monitoring the Member States’ respect of applicable rules, in this case the Aviation Guidelines 

(not the quality of the Aviation Guidelines).  

DG COMP will also seek to measure progress the achievement of the general objectives of the 

Aviation Guidelines by using data stemming from the transparency obligations of Member States 

and DG COMP’s database of cases linked to its official registry of notified State aid measures to 

develop key impact indicators.  

The following key impact indicators could be developed, as proposed in table below:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   

80
 See for example section 2. Monitoring, recovery and cooperation with national courts in the Commission staff 

working document accompanying the Report from the Commission on Competition policy 2012, SWD (2013) 

159 final , 7.5.2013,  http://ec.europa.eu/competition/publications/annual_report/2012/part2_en.pdf.  

http://ec.europa.eu/competition/publications/annual_report/2012/part2_en.pdf
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Table 12: Proposed monitoring indicators (on impacts for main general objectives) 

Issue Proposed impacts indicator Frequency / data source 

1. Contribution to regional 

development  

Aggregate investment amount  

realised through aid measures to 

airports 

Aggregate No of jobs created or 

maintained through aid measures to 

airports and airlines 

 

Annual / DG COMP case registry; 

DG COMP state aid scoreboard; 

MS transparency obligations 

1. Accessibility of regions 
Proxy indicator: number of air 

connections with regional airports as 

% of total number of air connection 

in the EU  

 

Annual / DG COMP case registry; 

DG COMP state aid scoreboard; 

MS transparency obligations; DG 

MOVE data 

2. Open and competitive market 

for airports and airlines 

operators 

Proxy indicator: aid to airports as % 

of total airports costs   

Annual or periodic / DG COMP 

case registry MS transparency 

obligations 

 

3. Administrative simplification 
% of aid schemes v individual aid 

measures  

Annual or periodic / DG COMP 

state aid scoreboard; MS 

transparency obligations 

  

It should be noted that the procedural regulations laying down the rules for the application of the 

State aid Articles of the Treaty and DG COMP’s practice regarding notified state aid measures 

also provides an important monitoring and evaluation tool that can reveal conceptual and practical 

difficulties in the design of the Aviation Guidelines.  

8.2. Evaluation 

The Commission intends to carry out an ex post evaluation of the aviation guidelines, in time for 

their revision for the period after 2024 (i.e. at the latest in 2021-2022). This ex post evaluation 

will in principle be conducted in accordance with the Commission’s Evaluation Standards81. It 

will in principle be carried out by an independent external contractor and will involve a 

consultation of Member States and of other interested parties.  

To support the revision of the aviation guidelines, the ex post evaluation should aim to focus not 

only on the implementation of the aviation guidelines by Member States and by the Commission, 

but also on the overall impact of state aid to airports and airlines in relation to the dual policy 

objective of EU state aid control from airports and airlines (cohesion and competition82). In 

particular, the evaluation would seek to analyse the phasing out of operating aid to small airports 

                                                   

81
 See http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/secretariat_general/evaluation/docs/standards_c_2002_5267_final_en.pdf (or any 

update or revision of these standards). 
82

 See Section 4.1. 

http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/secretariat_general/evaluation/docs/standards_c_2002_5267_final_en.pdf
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and the effects of the aviation guidelines on parameters such as the contribution to regional 

accessibility, economic development, impacts on competition between airports and airlines, etc.  

The ex post evaluation will generally enable to assess whether the aviation guidelines strike an 

adequate balance between being sufficiently strict so as to avoid undue distortions of competition 

and being sufficiently lax so as to allow the Member States to support regional airports. 

9. CONCLUSION   

In conclusion, based on the impacts assessed, the Commission would prefer Policy Option 3, 

which appears in particular with respect to effectiveness, the most suitable option to achieve the 

objectives identified in Section 3. Policy Option 3 will increase the effectiveness in promoting 

regional development and accessibility of regions most while limiting distortions of competition. 

This Policy Option is also fully coherent with the overarching objectives of the EU policies, 

reduces administrative burden and provides more clarity and transparency of the applicable rules. 
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Annex II – Glossary  

‘Aid’ means any measure fulfilling all the criteria laid down in Article 107(1) of the TFEU. 

‘Aid intensity’ means the total aid amount expressed as a percentage of eligible costs. All 

figures used must be taken before any deduction of tax or other charges. Where aid is awarded 

in a form other than a grant, the aid amount shall be the equivalent of the grant in terms of 

value. Aid payable in several instalments must be calculated at its total net present value at the 

moment of granting the first instalment, using the relevant Commission reference rate for 

discounting the value over time. Aid intensity is calculated per beneficiary. 

‘Airline’ means any airline with a valid operating licence issued by a Member State or a 

Member of the Common European Aviation Area pursuant to Regulation (EC) No 1008/2008 

of the European Parliament and of the Council on common rules for the operation of air 

services. 

‘Airport charge’ mean a price or a levy collected for the benefit of the airport manager and 

paid by the airport users for the use of facilities and services which are exclusively provided 

by the airport manager and which are related to landing, take-off, lighting and parking of 

aircraft, and processing of passengers and freight. Airport charge for the purposes of these 

guidelines may include also charges or fees paid for ground handling services and fees for 

centralised ground handling infrastructure.  

’Airport infrastructure’ means infrastructure and equipment for the provision of airport 

services by the airport manager to airlines and the various service providers. It includes 

runways, terminals, aprons, taxiways, centralised ground handling infrastructure and any 

other facilities that directly support the airport services. Airport infrastructure, however, 

excludes infrastructure and equipment, which is primarily necessary for pursuing non-

aeronautical activities, such as car parks, shops and restaurants. 

‘Airport manager’ means an entity or group of entities performing the economic activity of 

providing airport services to airlines.  

‘Airport revenue’ consists of the revenue from airport charges net of marketing support or 

any incentives provided by the airport manager to the airlines,, revenue stemming from non-

aeronautical activities (free of any public support), excluding any public support and 

compensation for tasks falling within public policy remit, or services of general economic 

interest, and not taking into account any revenue for tasks falling within the public policy 

remit, etc. 

‘Airport services’ mean services provided to airlines by the airport manager or any of its 

subsidiaries, i.e. to ensure the handling of aircraft, from landing to take-off, and of passengers 

and freight, so as to enable airlines to provide air transport services. For the purposes of these 

guidelines airport services may include also the provision of ground handling services and the 

provision of centralised ground handling infrastructure.  

‘Average annual passenger traffic’ will be determined on the basis of the inbound and 

outbound passenger traffic during the two financial years preceding that in which the aid is 

notified or granted in the case of non-notified aid. 

‘Capital costs’ mean the depreciation of the eligible investment costs into airport 

infrastructure and equipment including the underlying costs of financing. 
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‘Capital costs funding gap’ is determined as a difference between the investment costs of the 

investment and the expected operating profits generated by the respective investment project, 

excluding any infrastructure costs for activities falling within a public policy remit. This does 

not preclude anticipating that future benefits may offset initial losses. 

‘Catchment area of an airport’ in general represents a geographic market boundary that is 

normally set at around 100 kilometres or around 60 minutes travelling time by car, bus, train 

or high-speed train. However, the catchment area of a given airport may be different and 

needs to take into account the specificity of each particular airport. The size and shape of the 

catchment area varies from airport to airport, and depends on various characteristics of the 

airport, including its business model, location and the destinations it serves.  

‘Costs of financing’ mean the costs related to debt and equity financing of the eligible 

investment costs of the investment. In other words, the costs of financing take into account the 

proportion of total interest and own capital remuneration that corresponds to the financing of 

eligible investment costs of the investment, excluding the financing of working capital, 

investments in non-aeronautical activities or other investment projects. 

 ‘Ground handling services’ mean services provided to airport users at airports as described 

in the Annex to Council Directive 96/67/EC on access to the ground handling market at 

airports, or and any subsequent legislation. 

‘Investment aid’ means aid to cover the ‘capital costs funding gap’ as defined above. It can 

relate both to an upfront aid amount (e.g. to cover upfront investment costs) and to aid in the 

form of periodic instalments to cover capital costs.  

‘Non-aeronautical activities’ mean other commercial services to airlines or other users of the 

airport, such as ancillary services to passengers, freight forwarders or other service providers, 

renting out of offices and shops, car parking, hotels, etc. 

‘Operating aid’ means aid to cover the ‘operating funding gap’ as defined below. It can 

relate both to aid in the form of periodic instalments to cover expected operating costs 

(periodic lump sum payments) and to aid to cover actual operating costs. 

‘Operating costs’ of an airport means the underlying costs of the provision of airport services. 

These include cost categories such as cost of personnel, contracted services, communications, 

waste, energy, maintenance, rent, administration, etc., but exclude, for the purpose of these 

guidelines, the capital costs, marketing support or any other incentives granted to airlines by 

the airport manager, and costs falling within a public policy remit. 

‘Operating funding gap’ equals the operating losses of the airport, i. e. the shortfall (in Net 

Present Value terms) between airport revenues and operating costs (as defined further above) 

of the airport manager. 

‘Regional airport’ means an airport with annual passenger traffic volume of up to 3 million. 
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‘Start-up costs’ mean costs incurred in launching a new route or frequency and which the air 

transport operator will not have to bear on a continuing basis. Examples of such costs are the 

marketing and advertising costs incurred at the outset for publicising the new route; they may 

include the installation costs incurred by the airline at the regional airport in question in order 

to launch the route. Conversely, aid cannot be granted in relation to standard operating costs 

such as hire or depreciation of aircraft, fuel, crew salaries, etc. 

‘Total costs’ of the airport include the airport’s capital and operating costs. 
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Annex III: Assessment of administrative costs  

 

Administrative costs are defined as the costs incurred by Member States in meeting legal 

obligations to notify all State aid measures to the Commission, to submit annual reports on 

state aid expenditure and State aid measures and to comply with transparency requirements.  

The administrative burden is calculated as the average number of pages required for each 

State aid notification, reporting and transparency requirements.  

The administrative costs are calculated as changes in costs compared to the baseline scenario. 

The calculations are based on best available estimates and assumptions. It should be stressed 

there is a considerable uncertainty in the calculations.  

The estimated administrative costs are per one State aid notification and its follow up, 

including reporting and transparency obligations are presented in Table 1. The assumption is 

made that the small increase in administrative costs will be offset but equivalent decrease in 

costs for reporting obligations. The transparency requirements would not increase 

administrative costs, given that Member States are already under an obligation to keep record 

of State aid expenditures (for monitoring purposes) and to report in a computed form 

(reporting obligations). The main cost is linked to the inter-operability of data. However, 

transparency mechanisms would lead to easier reporting, spare resources and speed up 

procedures. 

Table 1: Estimated administrative costs per State aid notification (in number of pages) 

Type of 

documents 

Notification 

form 

Annexes 

prepared 

specifically 

for the 

purpose of 

notification 

Corresponde

nce between 

Member 

States and 

DG COMP 

Reporting 

and 

transparency 

All 

documents 

Average 

number of 

pages 

15 8 17 1 41 

 

The estimated yearly administrative costs associated with each Policy Option are shown in 

Table 2. For the baseline scenario it is assumed that based on the previous experience seven 

notifications on investment aid, two on start-up aid will be submitted by Member States on 

average per year. As regards operating aid it is assumed that operating aid is notified for all 

EU loss making airport for a 10-year period (around 40% of EU airports are loss making; i.e. 

200 airports) and results in 20 notifications per year. 
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For Policy Option 2 it is assumed that the introduction of investment aid schemes would 

reduce notifications to four per year (one for ad hoc investment aid and three schemes) and 

increase start-up aid by 50% up to three notifications per year because of the simplified 

conditions.  

Table 2: Change in yearly administrative costs for Policy Options  

 Number of 

notifications  

Number of 

pages 

Change 

Baseline scenario 

Investment aid 

Operating aid 

Start-up aid 

29  

7  

2 

20 

1189 0 

Policy Option 2 

Investment aid 

Operating aid 

Start-up aid 

27  

4  

3  

20  

1107 -7%  

 Policy Option 3 

Investment aid 

Operating aid 

Start-up aid 

4 

4 

0 

0  

164 -86%  
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Annex IV – Main results of the first public consultation (questionnaire) 

 

1. Necessity to revise 1994 and 2005 Aviation Guidelines 

a. Views of the Member States: 

1. DE calls for an urgent and major revision of the guidelines. In view of DE, the new 

guidelines should be simpler and should in any event preserve the provision of the 1994 

Aviation Guideline that infrastructure investments do not fall within the scope of State 

aid control. Moreover, DE calls for a block exemption for small airports. This is also 

supported by FI which also call for a revision, stating that sector specific rules for the 

aviation industry are necessary. MT finally demands that the special circumstances of 

island Member States and the recent market developments need to be reflected in the 

revised guidelines. Similarly, IT is of the opinion that the 1994 Aviation Guidelines 

should be consolidated with the 2005 Aviation Guidelines and the revision should take 

note of the case law and re-organise the guidelines completely. Also FR calls for a 

revision of the guidelines in the light of the significant market evolution and the case law 

so far.  

2. LV and BG are of the opinion that the 2005 Aviation Guidelines provide a satisfactory 

legal framework and ask only for a light review in particular with regard to small regional 

airports. CY does not see the need for a review since the guidelines are not so old. AT is 

neither pro nor against a revision, but it stresses that a revision should avoid a broadening 

of any State support measures.  

3. NL argues to abolish the 1994 Aviation Guidelines as they concern mostly aid to airlines. 

Since the airlines exist in a competitive market, there is no need for sector specific rules, 

thus the horizontal State aid rules should apply to airlines. With regard to the 2005 

Aviation Guidelines, NL wishes that their essence is preserved, as sector specific rules 

can better address the specificity of (small) regional airports. Moreover, the recent Court 

judgements should be included.  

b. Views of the airports: 

4. Airport Council International Europe
83

 (hereinafter: "ACI"), the European airport 

association,  believes  that the current guidelines together with the 2005 Commission 

decision on the application of Article 86 (2) TEC [now Article 106 (2) FTEU] regarding 

SGEI and public service compensation are an appropriate framework. ACI however 

demands for a clarification and simplification of the existing guidelines. The European 

Regional Aerodromes Community
84

 (hereinafter: ERAC) calls for a light revision taking 

into account the latest market developments and trends. The revision should introduce 

                                                   

83
 Airport Council International Europe was founded in 1991 and represents over 400 European airports in 46 

countries. The members are airport operators of all sizes and national airport associations.  
84

 European Regional Aerodromes Community was founded by the Swiss Association of airfields (i. e. Verband 

der Schweizer Flugplätze, VSF) and German syndicate of regional airfields (Interessegemeinschaft deutscher 

regionaler Flugplätze, IDRF) together with the European Airlink Association with the aim to represent small and 

medium-sized regional airfields at the European level and by ICAO.   
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more flexibility and clarify functions of the airport carried out on behalf of the State. 

Moreover, the traffic function of the airports and the regional impact of airports should 

also be included. The UAF (hereinafter: "UAF") demands a substantial revision of the 

guidelines in view of the market developments. Since the current guidelines are too 

complex and cause an administrative burden whenever applied, the new rules should 

introduce more flexibility and clarity. As concerns the opinion of the German airport 

associations, the Arbeitsgemeinschaft deutscher Verkehrsflughäfen (hereinafter: "ADV") 

shares the same views as DE. 

5. The individual airports that filed a submission are of the opinion that a revision is 

justified because of necessary adaption to recent market developments, in order to 

provide for the special situation of airports in peripheral regions. The Manchester 

Airports Group does not see the necessity to revise the 1994 and 2005 Aviation 

Guidelines. They do not believe that the market has substantially changes since then. On 

the contrary, the Dublin Airport Authority (hereinafter: "DAA") supports the revision 

process and the consolidation of 1994 and 2005 Aviation Guidelines to increase the legal 

certainty and clarity of both texts. DAA is in particular of the opinion that there is a need 

for greater emphasis on the enforcement of the guidelines within the aviation sector. 

Highlands and Islands Airports Limited (hereinafter: "HIAL") calls for a block exemption 

for small airports.  

c. Views of the airlines, travel agents and tour operators: 

6. International Air Transport Association
85

 (hereinafter: "IATA") supports the revision of 

the 2005 Aviation Guidelines. IATA is of the opinion that the 2005 Aviation Guidelines 

are too complex and the new guidelines should be supported by additional safeguards in 

order to prevent uncontrolled subsidy practices.  

7. Association of European Airlines
86

 (hereinafter: "AEA") does not particularly endorse the 

revision of the 1994 and 2005 Aviation Guidelines. However, AEA would also not 

oppose the abandonment of the 2005 Aviation Guidelines. AEA would also welcome a 

new set of Guidelines based on the experience accumulated over the last six years and the 

recent judgments of the EU Courts. It however considers as the main weakness of today's 

Guidelines the enforcement of the rules and the long-lasting decision making process.  

8. The former flag carriers, such as Air France, Alitalia and SAS, fully support AEA's 

position and consider that the 1994 Aviation Guidelines lay down a satisfactory State aid 

policy. However, in view of Air France, Alitalia and SAS the 2005 Aviation Guidelines 

were not sufficiently endorsed by the Commission and should be revisited as regard the 

start-up aid to airlines. Aer Lingus believes that the 2005 Guidelines are unclear and are 

giving rise to a situation of legal uncertainty. Deutsche Lufthansa calls for a unified legal 

framework addressing the airlines-airport-relationship and ensure level playing field for 

the market participants. It calls for the revision and simplification of the guidelines 

providing legal certainty for airports and airlines. LOT, former Polish flag carrier, 

                                                   

85
 International Air Transport Association represents 230 member airlines whose flights account to 93 % of all 

international scheduled air traffic.  
86

 Association of European Airlines represents 36 major airlines in Europe. AEA's member airlines are mainly 

former flag carriers, such as Air France, Alitalia, Deutsche Lufthansa etc. 
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considers that 2005 Aviation Guidelines generated many negative side-effects, such as 

richest region benefited to the detriment of the poorest in the race to attract additional 

traffic, what hampered the financial health of many regional airports.  

9. European Regions Airlines Association
87

 (hereinafter: "ERA") supports the revision of 

the 1994 and 2005 Aviation Guidelines. In view of ERA the Commission should reflect 

on how to ensure effective enforcement of its policy and how to simplify the handling of 

complaints concerning regional airports and airlines.  

10. Also European Low Fares Airline Association
88

 (hereinafter: "ELFAA") is of the view 

that a substantial revision of the 1994 and 2005 Aviation Guidelines is necessary. In 

ELFAA's view the new guidelines should in particular incorporate the General Court's 

judgement in the Ryanair/Charleroi case and a more thorough understanding of the 

relationships between both public and private regional airports and airlines. Ryanair fully 

supports ELFAA's position and is in particular of the opinion that the 2005 Aviation 

Guidelines have led to regulatory uncertainty and litigations.  

11. The European travel agents' and tour operators' association
89

 (hereinafter: "ECTAA") 

welcomes the revision. ECTAA sees as the main problem of the 2005 Aviation 

Guidelines an uneven playing field due to start-up aid to LCC. Another development is 

the monopolistic position of large airports; in ECTAA's view an introduction of 

competition between terminals should be considered in the guidelines. Besides LCC and 

large airports, the current market players are also facing airline groups and alliances with 

strong leverage power.  

12. Thomas Cook as one of the biggest vertically integrated travel companies questions the 

need for continuing the State aid regime to regional airports. In Thomas Cook's view an 

intensive network was developed in Europe over the last decade, however the new 

linkage is based on State aid support increasing the effect on substitution of routes. 

Therefore it supports the abandonment of the 1994 and 2005 Aviation Guidelines and 

application of horizontal State aid rules. Thomas Cook demands that if the 2005 Aviation 

Guidelines will remain, the Start-up aid section has to be carefully reconsidered.  

d. Other stakeholders: 

13. The regional governments call mainly for a revision to the extent that benefits (e. g. 

regional development, increase in the tax revenue, decrease in unemployment, increase in 

tourism etc.) of the regions resulting from the operation of the airport should be 

considered in the guidelines. The Flemish government is clearly against a revision of the 

Guidelines. 

                                                   

87
 European Regions Airlines Association represents over 70 intra-European airlines, such as Aegean Airlines, 

Carpatair, Jet Air, Olympic Air, and its affiliate Members are also airports and manufacturers.  
88

 European Low Fares Airline Association represents the low cost carriers, such as Ryanair, easyJet, Wizz Air, 

flybe.  
89

 European travel agents' tour operators' association represents travel agents' and tour operators'' of 25 EU 

Member States, Switzerland and Norway.  
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14. European Travel Retail Council
90

 (hereinafter: "ETRC") is very concerned by the 

introduction of the "one-bag-rule" by LCC. ETRC states that the revenue of its Members 

declined by 55 % in some cases as a direct result of this rule. The revision of the 2005 

Aviation Guidelines should consider the role of duty free and travel retail in the aviation.  

15. Furthermore, also the other respondents such as Norway, which proposes to include the 

recent court judgement in the new guidelines. An aviation sector consultant and a law 

firm also call for a review of the Aviation Guidelines. 

2. How to assess the financing of (regional) airports 

a. Views of the Member States: 

16. Eight Member States (BG, FI, FR, IR, LV, LT, NL, CY) consider the compatibility 

criteria and the approach of the Guidelines to be still adequate. However, DE criticises 

with regard to the financing of airport infrastructure that the provisions of the Aviation 

Guidelines de facto duplicate national German spatial planning procedures 

("Planfeststellungsverfahren"). DE stated that the national prerogative of determining 

services of general interest, like regional development and the necessity and 

proportionality of an infrastructure measure considering the achievement of the 

respective objectives, should not be changed. Furthermore, DE claims that the airport 

infrastructure investments concerns the realisation of federal or regional spatial planning 

objectives, which do not fall under the primary or secondary responsibility of  the EU 

institutions.  

17. BG, DE, FR, IT, and NL explain that a public investor contrary to a private investor 

wants to develop a region with the support of the airport infrastructure and is not only 

profit oriented. LV regards aid to airports as a cornerstone of regional development. 

18. Several Member States (BG, DE, FR, LV, LT, NL) demand further clarifications 

concerning the financing of airports and to include the previous decision making practice. 

In particular, the Member States ask the Commission to specify the maximum aid 

intensity and eligible costs, when the development of trade is adversely affected and what 

the Commission would regard as tolerable influence of distortion of competition. 

Additionally, these Member States suggest to consider small airports as part of the SGEI 

and to establish in a revised version of the guidelines whether the infrastructure for which 

aid will be granted is necessary and proportional to the objective which has been set. 

Finally CY calls for a market determination and a consideration of the competitiveness of 

airports. 

19. According to AT, airports should cover their own operating costs and also all necessary 

infrastructure investments. BG, DE, IR are of the opinion that airport operators should 

meet all the costs of operations and maintenance of the infrastructure. New and 

replacement buildings may not lead to continuous operating aid. FR, LV and NL agree to 

the above and add that such a provision should cover category A, B, C airports.  

                                                   

90
 European Travel Retail Council represents the duty-free and travel retails in Europe. It has currently over 500 

members.  
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20. IT is of the opinion that State aid is necessary to ensure that the market provides airport 

infrastructure and in order to provide stability for airport operators beyond a short term 

planning perspective. DE and FR state that operating aid cannot be excluded in special 

circumstances, e.g. after infrastructure investments, albeit only limited in time. RO 

considers operating aid to be necessary for small airports. Similarly, FR considers that 

small airports would never be profitable. LV adds that the financing of EU structural 

funds is vital for airport infrastructure. 

21. FI and LV identify possible distortions of competition, if airports are in close proximity 

to each other. While LV, RO and SE state that category D airports do not cause 

distortions of competition, CY is of the opinion that the size of an airport is irrelevant and 

a possible distortion depends only on geographical distance. 

22. As regards a possible crowding out of private investors due to aid measures, BG and DE 

claim that this would not be the case. FI and CY agree that small airports are not 

interesting for private investors because they are loss making.  FR, LV, NL explain that 

State financing would only then be required, if no private investor is present, which is 

normally the case for small airports.  

23. Finally, FI proposed to abolish the sector specific rules for airports and cover all 

measures under coherent SGEI rules. SE demands the Commission to clarify the 

distinction between application of the MEIP (to economic activities) and the functions of 

an airport which fall within public policy remit (non-economic activities) in the revised 

guidelines. 

b. Views of the airports: 

24. Concerning financing of airports, we received not as many replies from airports or their 

associations as from Member States. 

25. Only two airport stakeholders consider the compatibility criteria and the approach of the 

Aviation Guidelines to be still adequate, namely ERAC and the Oradea airport (RO). 

ADV shares the same view as DE about the duplication national German procedures 

resulting from the application of the 2005 Aviation Guidelines. 

26. Four stakeholders demand further clarification from the Commission for a revision of the 

Guidelines. ADV wants to have public service compensation provisions included. UAF 

thinks that the Guidelines provide too much room for interpretation by the Commission 

and cause a high administrative burden for an airport's application. The airports of 

Ljubljana and Oradea want to include eligible costs and the airport of Oradea additionally 

calls for the aid intensity ceilings and the assessment of compatibility of operating costs 

outside scope of SGEI. 

27. With regard to operating aid, ADV states that the financing of airport infrastructure or a 

situation after an infrastructure investment justify operating aid. ERAC would allow 

operating aid for non-commercial air operations, training or volcanic ash disturbances, 

while HIAL would consider operating aid necessary for remote airports. Finally, 

operating aid is in some case indispensable states the airport of Oradea. 

28. A public investor wants to develop a region with airport infrastructure and is not only 

profit oriented claim HIAL and the Oradea airport. Assaeroporti, the association of Italian 
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airports, proposes to give special attention to small airports while Ljubljana states that 

airport infrastructure financing provides positive externalities. Puglia airport confirms 

that the amortisation of infrastructure investment is long. 

29. Only two stakeholders submitted a reply to the question whether airport operators should 

meet all the cost of operations and maintenance of infrastructure ADV confirms that an 

operator must be able to cover his costs after a reasonable time while ERAC considers 

this not to be possible for small regional airports, if the same regulatory burden as for 

large airports apply. 

30. ACI negated possible distortions of competition for small airports. UAF claims that most 

of the airports have received aid without causing any distortion of competition. Ljubljana 

airport considers that competition is possible, if airports are in a too close proximity and 

Oradea airport says that also investment aid may cause distortions of competition. 

31. With a view of crowding out, ACI confirms that there are no private investors for small 

airports. ERAC and UAF claim that it is too difficult for private investors to raise the 

capital needed to finance infrastructure investments. HIAL mentions that the Scottish 

government had already attempted in vain to privatise their airports, but there was no 

private investor interested to invest in remote regions with sparse population. The airport 

of Oradea considers that public financing can draw private financing. 

32. ERAC wants that revised guidelines include a special airport SGEI, while the UAF wants 

to allow PSO only for small airports.   

33. Munich airport is of the opinion that, if an airport is appropriately located and is 

professionally managed, it is possible for the airport manager to finance the infrastructure 

from its own resource or though loans on market terms.  

c. Views of the Airlines : 

34. IATA is of the opinion that the Commission should examine aid granted to all airports 

irrespective of its size and no block exemption should be considered for any category of 

airports.  

35. IATA considers that the list of 5 criteria is adequate and transparent, but has not 

necessarily been applied in the past. IATA demands that the notifications are supported 

by a business case demonstrating why State aid is necessary and that the investments are 

suitable, cost-effective and driven by airport user requirements. IATA opposes the 

systematic public funding of net losses resulting from the operation of an airport.   

36. AEA is of the opinion that the criteria in the 2005 Aviation Guidelines are appropriate, in 

particular with regard to the non-discriminatory and equal access to the infrastructure. 

However, it would also endorse less complex catalogue of compatibility conditions and 

faster procedures. In view of AEA the size of an airport is not an adequate indicator to 

determine its profitability. The Commission should also take into account the location of 

the airport, the catchment area, traffic mix and accessibility of the airport. AEA is of the 

opinion that operating aid should be still forbidden in the new guidelines. The position of 

AEA is supported also be the former flag carriers, e. g. Air France, Alitalia, etc. 
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37. Lufthansa is of the opinion that in order to prove that an infrastructure investment is 

necessary, it must be demonstrated that there is sufficient need, e. g. on the basis of 

market analysis, potential analysis and competitor analysis. It also demands that the 

planned measure must be necessary and appropriate given the airport's existing 

equipment, structure, configuration and catchment area.  

38. As regard operating aid, Lufthansa it of the opinion that it must be demonstrated that, 

once the airport becomes operational or after it has undergone a major expansion, the 

airport will, within a reasonable period of time, be able to operate without aid from the 

government. 

39. ERA is of the opinion that the criteria for the assessment of infrastructure are adequate, 

but the airport charges, rebate schemes and also the costs for all airports, also airports 

with less than 5 million passengers, should be made public in line with the EC Directive 

2009/12/EC on Airport charges.  

40. In view of ELFAA public funding to category C and D airports should be subject to de 

minimis rules and operating aid should be allow for non-profitable airports on a case by 

case basis. The aim of the airports should be to become self-sustainable.  

41. Ryanair fully supports ELFAA's position. Ryanair believes that the present Guidelines 

are unnecessarily limiting and restrictive in their approach to public funding of airport 

infrastructure. Aid for infrastructure upgrades for Category C and D airports should be 

subject to de minimis rules in order to level the playing field with major airports which 

have in the past benefited from infrastructure aid and from aid to their main customers, 

the flag carrier airlines. Ryanair is of the view that minimum levels of airport charges or 

an avoidance of perceived overcapacity should not be conditions of any financing of 

regional airports.  

42. As regard the classification of airports, Ryanair believes that, given the developments in 

the sector after 2005, it is appropriate to increase the passenger volume threshold for 

classification of "small regional airports" (the current Category D airports) to 1.5 million 

passengers per year, and increase the volume thresholds for “large regional airports” (the 

current Category C airports) to between 1.5 and 7.5 million passengers per year. 

43. In Ryanair's view the catchment areas of an airport should not be defined by reference to 

any rigid distance or access time criteria but should take into account the principal areas 

from which an airport draws its passengers and may need to take into account that the 

catchment area for airports vary according to the service offered and whether flights to 

the same destinations are offered from neighbouring airports.  Thus, Ryanair demands 

that the catchment area for each airport is considered individually. 

44. With regard to the SGEI, Ryanair is of the opinion that in certain cases, airport catchment 

areas or their potential to attract inbound passengers are too small to support a 

commercially viable operation of the airport, and thus these airports may never be able to 

cover their fixed costs. The Member States should be free to regard the continued 

operation of an airport as SGEI and to cover the airport's fixed costs. 
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c. Views of the Regional governments: 

45. The Irish Western Development Commission and the Government of Catalonia regard 

airport infrastructure as a key regional asset.  

46. The Government of Valencia and the Flemish government confirm that the compatibility 

criteria and the approach of Guidelines are still adequate; however, the wording of the 

guidelines has to be made clearer, simpler and more systematic. Financing of regional 

airports provides positive externalities like stimulating the regional economy says the 

government of Valencia 

47. The Flemish government and the government of Valencia state clearly that operators 

should meet all cost of operations and the maintenance of infrastructure: A possible 

distortion of competition depends on the airport size and its geographic location 

according to the Flemish government. Due to the lack of interest from the private side, 

the Flemish government regards public financing as necessary. The government of 

Catalonia has the same opinion and both negate a crowding out of private investors.  

48. For a public investor, other criteria then profitability are important, such as regional 

development and accessibility of regions. The government of the islands of Canarias 

propose to expand the private investor test with new criteria, such as 'social profitability' 

and the 'legitimate use of public authority'. Finally, the government of Madeira regards 

the public financing of airports in remote regions as of general interest.  

3. How to deal with rebates and discounts at regional airport in favour of Low Cost Carriers 

(LCC)? 

a. Views of the Member States: 

49. Several Member States highlight the fact that the community Directive on airport charges 

2009/12/EC itself acknowledges the right of airport operators to differentiate their fee 

scales to respond to different market demands. 

50. While BG, FI and LV consider the approach and the criteria still valid and adequate; FR 

is of another opinion which can be seen in the low number of notifications of start-up 

cases and the development of arrangements between airports and airlines. . DE wants the 

Commission to clarify and explain the application criteria in a simpler wording to enable 

airports to support airlines on MEIP basis to have quicker decisions. FR wants to 

integrate provisions similar to the current arrangements between airports and airlines and 

to remove any aid restriction as there is often no existing market on a new route anyway. 

LV proposed to include also neighbouring non EU Member states in the assessment and 

CY and MT demand special rules for routes that link islands with the rest of Europe, 

which is similar to BG demanding less restrictive criteria for remote regions. CZ 

considers number 79 as too restrictive, as it causes a high administrative burden for 

applicants and discourages LCC. Finally, NL is against any revision.  

51. The Member States BG, FI, FR, LV, NL consider the eligible cost base still appropriate. 

CZ and CY are of a different opinion, CZ proposes to add further categories and CY 

would prefer that airport charges are added. With regard to the definition of new routes, 

FR, LV and CY confirm that they are still adequate. 
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52. Likewise, BG, FI, LV and NL consider the limits of airport categories, the duration and 

intensity of start-up aid as adequate. FR considers that the aid limits should be increased 

to 50% of the eligible costs, while FI would like to see all current limitations of start-up 

aid to category C and D airports removed. Finally, CY wants that all categories of 

airports are included, but the duration of the start-up aid to be limited to one year. The 

investment incentive is still valid for MS BG, FR, LV, NL and CY. 

53. For the application of the MEIP in cases of arrangements with airlines, BG, FI and FR 

state that the Commission should take an integrated approach considering all costs and 

revenues. FR mentions that the achievement of public objectives could justify the support 

of airlines; therefore some cases require different calculation methods for assessment. IT 

wants to give the airports the freedom to choose how to support airlines.  

54. With regard to the prohibition of start-up aid in cases of parallel high speed train lines, 

BG, NL and CY are of the opinion to keep this provision as it stands. DE demands to 

verify in each case, whether there is indeed competition between the high speed rail 

connection and the air route as seen from the passengers' point of view. FR wants to 

specify that the provision is only then valid, when the train journey is less than three 

hours. And LV finally wants to abolish the provision at all to give passengers the right to 

choose freely.  

55. FI, FR, LV and CY state that start up aid is indispensable for the new route development, 

but it has to be open and transparent, and not to focus on small airports only, but also 

other airport types since the current business climate is unfavourable and the outlook not 

too well. 

56. Lastly, FR wants a de facto block exemption for start-up aid for airports with less than 1 

million passengers and concerning aid amounts of under EUR 1 million per year to 

accelerate the decision making process.  

b. Views of the airports: 

57. Of all airports that submitted replies to this part of our questionnaire, only Oradea airport 

and the Manchester Airports Group consider that the Guidelines' approach and its criteria 

for start-up aid are still valid and adequate. The airports expressed several requests to 

revise the Guidelines, in particular number 79 (aid for launching new routes). ADV wants 

a simplification and the UAF, HIAL and the airport of Puglia consider number 79 as too 

restrictive. ACI remarks that the rules do not correspond to the market as of today as can 

be seen from the low number of notifications. Therefore, ACI argues, should the current 

arrangements between airlines and airports be reflected in the revised rules and only 

commercially viable schemes should be approved. Finally, ACI wants that all schemes 

meet the MEIP test, but demands to exempt category D airports. HIAL demands less 

restrictive rules for airports in remote regions and a block exemption for start-up aid.  

58. Glasgow Airport considers that the start-up aid should be also available at category B 

airports located in disadvantaged regions and that further clarifications on the definition 

of new routes are necessary. Furthermore, Glasgow Airport disagrees, that the start-up aid 

should only apply to the development of new routes.  

59. Concerning the eligible cost base and the definition of new routes HIAL and ADV regard 

them not as appropriate any longer, being too restrictive. Similarly, ERAC and Puglia 
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airport consider that the current limits of airport category, duration and intensity of the 

start-up aid are not adequate, but need to be adapted to current market conditions. Also 

Glasgow Airport considers that the compensation should be extended to cover the costs 

of airport charges and fuel subsidies. It also seeks a relaxation on the percentage of 

eligible costs which can be awarded in any one year. 

60. The airport associations' critised as well the prohibition of start-up aid in case of existing 

high speed rail connections. ADV states that the railways did not pay for their 

infrastructure; hence this prohibition would be positive discrimination in favour of 

railways. The UAF considers that the duration of the journey is the main issue, since an 

air journey makes sense for travelling times longer than two hours. 

61. Concerning the application of the MEIP, Assaeroporti considers that the airports act like 

private investors when granting rebates to airlines and a long term view for profitability is 

necessary and that the public investor considers also aspects like regional development. 

62. And with a view to the MEIP, several airports are of the opinion that all costs and 

revenues should be considered for the assessment, as the added value is essential. 

Ljubljana and Oredea airports propose to consider only direct revenues for the calculation 

and to have the same timeframe with the economic ageing. Furthermore, both Ljubljana 

and Oradea airports consider that market values should be applied for the assessment of 

the MEIP. ADV states that all airport fees have to be approved by public authorities and 

there are no individual fee negotiations. The UAF remarks that profitability is calculated 

on strict accounting principles only. This is unfavourable for small regional airports; 

therefore requirements should be more relaxed. 

63. DAA is concerned about the number of airports offering non-published start-up aid. 

There is a lack of transparency in relation to the degree and the range of support offered. 

In view of DAA this is used to leverage additional market power relative to rival airlines 

and alternative airport locations. Finally, DAA demands a clearer guidance on the 

application of MEIP for the start-up funding.  

c. Views of the Airlines 

64. As regards the start-up aid, AEA takes the view that it is only conceivable in a non-

competitive, under-performing and under-operated market. In view of AEA today's 

aviation market shows overcapacity. Strict limitation of start-up aid at loss-making 

airports is therefore necessary. AEA argues that start up aid encourages airlines not to 

create routes for a real traffic demand, but rather where carriers were offered the best 

financial conditions by airports or local authorities. Start-up aid should be limited to pure 

regional airports only. AEA states that few airlines have focused on opening new routes 

at a regular rate to maintain a constant stream of revenues from aids. Thus AEA demands 

that no aid is granted in relation to operating costs, leasing or depreciation of aircraft, use 

of airport facilities. AEA request that the start-up aid is limited to verifiable portion of 

marketing or advertising costs for the new service. In AEA's view, the current duration of 

start-up aid schemes is too long to see whether a route is viable or not. AEA states that a 

new route should become viable within few months, maximum one year.  

65. The position of AEA is also supported by the former flag carriers, such as Air France, 

Alitalia and Lufthansa. Air France and Alitalia are of the opinion that the non-
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discrimination of start-up aid should not only be based on the airport size. As regards the 

definition of new routes, in view of Air France and Alitalia, a route should not be 

considered as new when a similar route is offered by airline departing/arriving from an 

airport in the same catchment area. Ideally, airports less than 100 km apart or less than 

one hour away by high speed train should be considered as being located in the same 

economic attraction zone. In view of Air France and Alitalia no aid should be granted to 

airlines in relation to standard operating costs.  

66. In view of Aer Ligus the start-up aid provisions should apply to all categories of airports, 

also category B or A airports. Aer Lingus requires clarification that the marketing support 

may exist in conjunction with incentive programs, which may include discounts on 

airport charges and/or per passenger rebates. Furthermore, it requests that the proportion 

of the costs covered by the marketing or incentive scheme should be increased as well as 

the limits on the duration of schemes, so that they can last for at least 5 years. The 

requirement to notify schemes to the Commission should be replaced by a requirement 

that the schemes are fully transparent and published by the airport. 

67. ERA is of the opinion that the start-up aid rules are adequate, except the mechanism by 

which the transparency should be achieved should be clearly defined.  

68. In view of ELFAA the focus of the Guidelines should move from the compatibility 

assessment of start-up aid to the appropriate application of MEIP. The MEIP should 

consider the value of business an airline brings to the airport in terms of passenger 

throughput. In view of ELFAA a MEI would consider the net value of the investment into 

a route having regard to the full range of airline and passenger revenue and incremental 

costs of handling the flights to the extent the airlines allow for a more or less efficient use 

of the existing infrastructure (e. g. check-in, baggage stems, turnaround times, apron 

parking areas etc.), what should be also included in the calculation. The MEIP should be 

satisfied, if the losses of an airport are minimised. The Commission should also make use 

of comparators.  

69. Ryanair fully supports ELFAA's submission. In Ryanair's view, the present Guidelines 

are overly prescriptive with regard to the compatibility assessment of the start-up aid and 

the revised Guidelines should recognise that compatibility needs to be assessed on a case 

by case basis, taking account of all relevant features of each individual case. Ryanair 

demands a reconsideration of the current limitation of compatible aid to Category C and 

D airports, as Category B may be under-utilised, and not fulfilling its true potential, and 

therefore it may be regarded as necessary for regional development purposes for public 

authorities to offer aid in order to support growth. In Ryanair's view, incentive 

programmes at Category B airports, where traffic volumes should generally support a 

profitable operation, will in the vast majority of cases comply with the MEIP. However, 

if the MEIP cannot be satisfied, public airports should not automatically be precluded 

from offering compatible aid in order to meet regional development objectives. Ryanair 

argues that the current description of eligible costs for compatible aid is too rigid and the 

time limits and aid intensities should be removed in the revised guidelines.  
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c. Views of the Regional governments: 

70. While the Governments of Valencia and Flanders consider the approach and the criteria 

of the Guidelines to be still valid and adequate; the Scottish Gov negates this stating that 

airports not meeting the competition distortion test are excluded.  

71. With regard to a possible revision, the Western Development Commission and the 

Government of the Canarias islands demand a revision to increase submission of such 

cases and also because of lack of coherence (as the RAG do not foresee an aid decrease 

over time), the Flemish government stresses a firm no to any revision. Both the Scottish 

government and the Western Development Commission want to have less restrictive 

criteria for aid measures in remote regions.  

72. The government of Valencia considers the definition of new routes adequate while it 

demands that the current limitation of start-up aid as regards airport categories, aid 

intensity and duration should be amended to make all airports eligible. The Association 

of European Regions (hereinafter: "AER") would like to see a duration of up to 10 years 

incorporated in revised guidelines, while the Western Development Commission is 

satisfied with the current provision in that regards.  
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Annex V– Main results of the second public consultation (draft guidelines) 

 

The Commission received 151 responses to the public consultation (16 Member States, 33 

regional governments, 19 airports and 4 airport associations, 8 airlines and 7 airline associations, 5 

MEPs and 59 other submissions).  

The contributions received raise the following issues: incremental (marginal) cost approach, 

investment aid to small airports, investment aid to bigger airports, catchment area of the investment 

aid, length and design of the transitional period for the operating aid, compatibility of past operating 

aid, notion of economic activity, notion of aid (limited distortion of competition and trade between 

Member States), scope of application of the guidelines , services of general economic interest 

(SGEI), duration of start-up aid and other issues. 

 

Thematic issues  Member States & Key Stakeholders 

 

 Incremental (marginal) cost approach:  

o Requests to apply the marginal cost 

approach only to airports that do not 

benefit from State aid and to require 

airports benefiting from State aid to 

cover their marginal costs and a 

proportion of fixed (infrastructure) 

costs  

Brussels Airlines 

o Criticises the profitability assessment 

at the level of the specific airline 

agreement  and request an assessment 

at the level of the overall airport 

strategy 

Wallonia 

o Endorses application of 

marginal/incremental costs (however 

to take into account long-run 

marginal costs) 

ACI 

o Endorses the application of 

incremental (marginal) cost approach  

Ryanair, Oxera, IAG 

o Requests the verification of the 

profitability on the basis of a 

benchmark in the catchment area (e. 

g. Brussels airport charges to be the 

market benchmark for airport charges 

at Charleroi) 

Brussels Airlines, Brussels Airport 

Investment aid to airports 

 Investment aid to small airports:  
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Thematic issues  Member States & Key Stakeholders 

o Requests the introduction of an additional 

airport categories with a passenger volume 

between 0 and 500.000 pax p.a. with an aid 

intensity of up to 85%  

France, Germany, Ireland West Airport, 

Lubuskie Province, Union des Aéroports 

Français 

o Higher aid intensities and more flexibility for 

smaller airports 

France, Greece, Germany, Latvia, Czech 

Republic, Netherlands, Croatia, Bulgaria, 

Lubuskie Province, Swedavia, Région 

Languedoc-Roussillon, Consiglio 

Regionale Abruzzo 

 

 Investment aid to bigger airports:  

o Higher aid intensities for airports 3 to 5 

million pax p. a. in  

exceptional cases 

Belgium, France, Germany, Syndicat Mixte 

de l'Aéroport de Beauvais-Tillé, Glasgow 

Airport, Regioni e Province Autonome 

Italiane 

o Possibility of investment aid to bigger 

airports above 5 million pax p. a.  

(e. g. re-location of hub airports) under 

exceptional circumstances (once in a 

generation projects) 

Germany, UK, Greece, MEP Marina 

Yannakoudakis, Mayor of London, Norton 

Rose 

o No repayable advance for airports between 3 

and 5 million pax p. a. 

Union des Aéroports Français, Aéroport de 

Bordeaux, Germany, France 

 More flexibility for airports located in remote and 

outermost regions, sparsely populated areas or 

facing climate constraints 

Portugal, Conférence des Présidents des 

Régions Ultrapériphériques 

 Catchment area:  

o Catchment area definition is too restrictive 

(taking into account islands) 

 

 

Greece, Latvia, Lithuania, Czech Republic, 

Portugal  

Operating aid to airports 

 Length of the transitional period:   

o Longer transitional period (e. g. 15 - 20 

years) for small airports 

Germany, Netherlands, France, Greece, 

Bulgaria, Sweden, Cornwall Airport 

Limited, Ryanair, Assembly of European 

Regions, European Low Fares Airlines 

Association, European Regional 

Aerodromes Community 

o Possibility to reconsider the transitional 

period for small airports after  

e. g. 5 years 

Bulgaria, Germany, Latvia, The Swedish 

Regional Airport Association, Assemblée 

nationale (FR) 

o Abandon the transitional period for small 

airports (i.e. operating aid for small airports 

Czech Republic, Croatia, Swedavia, 

Highlands and Islands Airports Limited, 
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Thematic issues  Member States & Key Stakeholders 

without time restrictions, permanent 

operating aid schemes) 

S&D MEPs (Marita Ulvskog, Jens Nilsson, 

Anna Hedh, Göran Färm, Asa Westlund, 

Olle Ludvigsson), Consiglio Regionale 

Abruzzo, Ireland West Airport, Isle of 

Anglesey County Council, Union des 

Aéroports Français,  Collectivités et 

établissements publics de cooperation 

intercommunale du Languedoc-Roussillon, 

Conférence des Présidents des Régions 

Ultrapériphériques 

o Length of transitional period independent 

from the initial cost coverage level ("uniform 

transitional period") 

Germany 

o Shorter transitional period (e.g. 3 years, 

depending on the size of the airport) and 

phasing out 

 

 

 

Lufthansa, Association of European 

Airlines, Glasgow Airport, Brussels 

Airlines, Transport and Environment, Air 

France 

 Design of the transitional period:  

o More flexible conditions for operating aid to 

small airports (e. g. abandon the increase of 

10% p.a. in cost coverage) 

Croatia, Greece, France, Sweden, Germany, 

Lithuania, European Regions Airline 

Association, Regioni e Province Autonome 

Italiane, Presidenza del Consiglio dei 

Ministri (Dipartimento Politiche Europee) 

o No duplication of unprofitable airports 
DAA, Bristol airport, Brussels airlines, 

Brussels airport 

o Introducing additional categories depending 

on the size of the airports (aid intensities 

decreasing with the size of the airport) 

ACI, Union des Aéroports Français, 

Aéroport de Bordeaux 

o Criticizes the calculation of the aid amount ex 

ante as lump sum, because this will lead to 

inflation of the operating aid amount  at the 

beginning of the transitional period 

Ryanair, European Low Fares Airlines 

Association 

 Compatibility of past operating aid:  

o Criticizes the "amnesty" for past operating 

aid to airports 

Lufthansa, Brussels Airlines, Association of 

European Airlines, Air France 

 

Notion of economic activity  

 Requests further clarifications and details, which 

measures fall within the public policy remit (e. g. 

military use of an airport, fire fighters, 

infrastructure dedicated for non-economic 

Belgium, Netherlands, Germany, Spain, 

Sweden, Swedavia, Ryanair, ACI, Aéroport 

de Bordeaux, Région Languedoc-

Roussillon 
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activities, airport access)  

 Endorses the requirement of non-discriminatory 

definition of tasks falling within public policy 

remit in the same Member State/catchment area 

 

Brussels Airlines, BDF (Association of 

German airlines) 

 Criticises the requirement of non-discriminatory 

definition of tasks falling within public policy 

remit in the same Member State  

 

 

 

Germany 

Notion of aid 

 Limited distortion of competition and trade 

between Member States: 

 

o Requests to consider small airports 

(in particular general aviation 

airports) having no impact on 

competition and trade between 

Member States  

France, Germany, DAA 

o Requests to introduce a De minimis 

threshold for airports  

< 100 000 pax p. a. 

France 

o Requests to introduce a De minimis 

threshold for public funding of 

infrastructure investments (e.g. 

below €1 million) 

Union des Aéroports Français, Assemblée 

Nationale (FR) 

Scope of application of the Guidelines  

 Requests to exclude General Aviation from the 

scope of the guidelines 

 

Germany 

 Requests strict rules for freight airports/airlines 

 
Brussels Airlines 

 Requests excluding freight airports from the scope 

of the guidelines and taking into account the 

specificities of freight airports 

Wallonia, Liège Airport 

Services of General Economic Interest (SGEI) 

 Requests further clarification of SGEI definition 

(e. g. concrete examples, costs taken into account) 

and considers the SGEI definition as too strict  

Belgium, Austria, Greece, European 

Regional Aerodromes Community, 

Wallonia, Région Languedoc-Roussillon, 

Slovenia, S&D MEPs (Marita Ulvskog, 

Jens Nilsson, Anna Hedh, Göran Färm, Asa 

Westlund, Olle Ludvigsson) 
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 Suggests a positive presumption of SGEIs for 

small airports in sparsely populated, remote areas 

and outermost regions 

Assembly of European Regions, Skelleftea 

City Airport, Union des Aéroports Français 

 Requests reintroduction of the 1 million pax p.a. 

threshold for the application of the SGEI Decision 

Union des Aéroports Français, Kerry 

Airport 

Start-up aid to airlines 

 Duration of start-up aid:   

o Requests to increase of the duration 

for remote, outermost and sparsely 

populated areas to 5-year period  

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, Scottish 

Regional Transport Partnerships, Consiglio 

Regionale Abruzzo 

o Prolongation of the duration from 2 

years (in the current draft) to 3 years 

(duration in the 2005 Aviation 

Guidelines) 

France, Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, 

Wallonia, Aberdeen International Airport, 

Union des Aéroports Français, European 

Low Fares Airlines Association, Aéroport 

de Bordeaux, Regioni e Province Autonome 

Italiane 

 Allow start-up aid for long haul routes and outside 

the EEA 

Spain, UK, Corwall Airport Limited, 

Regioni e Province Autonome Italiane, 

Germany  

 More flexible conditions for start-up aid (e.g. 

case-by-case, airports over  

3 million pax p. a.) 

Cyprus, Corwall Airport Limited, Scottish 

Regional Transport Partnerships, Ryanair, 

IAG, DAA 

 Phasing out after the end of the transitional period 

for airports 
Transport & Environment, ACI 

 Larger scope of eligible costs 

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, European Low 

Fares Airlines Association, AIG, Brussels 

airlines, Association of European Airlines 

 Reimbursement of the aid (airline stops flying the 

route within or shortly after the 24 month period, 

within the following 5 years) 

Brussels Airline, Assemblée nationale (FR), 

Edinburgh Airport, MEP Keith Taylor, 

Transport and Environment, Brussels 

Airlines, Association of European Airlines, 

Bristol Airport, Air France 

Other issues 

 Request to adequately reflect the situation of 

Outermost regions in the guidelines 

Conférence des Présidents des Régions 

Ultrapériphériques 

 Request to clarify the how State aid rules will be 

applied to a group of airports (e. g. passenger 

thresholds, cross-subsidisation, etc.) 

Highlands and Islands Airports Limited, 

France, IAG  
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Annex VI– Outcomes of a simple simulation on airport closures 

 

A reduction of State aid to airports deemed compatible with the Treaty might cause some airports 

to close forcing some travellers to fly from further away airports. This effect is analysed in this 

annex. 

The simulation below is merely an illustration of what would happen, if the market reaction to a 

reduction of state aid would exist exclusively of airport closures, a hypothesis that is clearly not 

correct, but that establishes a limit to what can possibly happen. 

* * * 

If the only source of profitability of airports is the number of travellers, if the relationship between 

the number of travellers and an airport's profits (losses) is the same for all airports and the same 

over time, and if current passenger figures, a simple simulation can be done.  

These assumptions are clearly not true (some small airports are profitable, some larger ones are 

not), but there appears to be a clear positive link. In fact, it seems likely that the number of 

passengers is the dominant factor determining airport profitability. 

DG Competition has data on the number of passengers for 2012 for the 304 largest airports in the 

EEA. Of these airports, 82 had fewer than 400 000 passengers in 2012. 66 of these were mainland 

airports, 16 were located on small islands or were similarly isolated (Melilla in North Africa). 

As for these 16 airports (with 3.7 million annual passengers), these were excluded from the 

analysis as aid to these airport is least likely to distort competition and as, in any case, there may 

be ways to subsidise such airports as providers of Services of General Economic Interest. 

If the remaining 66 airports (with 14.9 million annual passengers) close and the airlines relocate to 

the nearest available airport with at least 400 000 passengers/year, how does this affect passengers 

and airports? 

The effect on passengers 

It can be expected that ground travelling distances for many travellers will increase. The 

maximum increase for any traveller will, however, be at most the distance between the old and 

new airport, but can easily be less.  

For example, if Charleroi airport would close (this is of course unlikely in view of the vast 

number of travellers in Charleroi) and its airlines would move to Brussels, some passengers would 

see their distance increase by 70 km (passengers living in the area of Charleroi or to its south) 

while inhabitants of Brussels (who chose to fly from Charleroi to reach destinations not served 

from Brussels) or from Antwerp or Rotterdam would see a sharp reduction. Travellers from Liege 

or Nivelles would see little change. The "maximum ground travel distance increase", the distance 

between the two airports, is therefore an overestimate of the actual distance that travellers will 

have to travel more because of the closure of an airport. 
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This distance has been calculated for all the airports hypothetically closed and the medium 

"maximum ground travel distance increase" is 175 km.  

The great increases in distance would predominantly be in Scandinavia (in fact, in northern 

Norway, Sweden, and Finland) and if these Scandinavian airport closures were excluded from the 

sample, the medium "maximum ground travel distance increase" is merely 135 km with the worst 

increases in Greece and Romania. 

The analysis above disregards the possibility that some airports effectively merge in one location 

and that ground travel distance increase would be much less. 

The effect on airports 

Of the 14.9 million passengers displaced from the airports hypothetically closed, 5.3 million 

would travel from one of the 3 million+ airports; a further 1.7 million passengers would travel 

from one of the 2-3 million passenger airports.  

Some 4.2 million passengers would travel from the 1-2 million passenger airports with the 

benefits concentrated in a rather small number of airports (four airports in this range would see a 

70% increase in passenger, several others would see small increases).  

Finally, 3.7 million passengers would be added to the small airports in the 400 000-1million 

passengers per year range. Benefitting airports are again concentrated: five airports would see 

substantial increases.   

In this last group (and perhaps for some of these in the previous group), clearly, a number of these 

airports would see the need for state aid substantially reduced with the increased revenues through 

these extra passengers. A reduction in state aid would force the closure of some airports, and it 

would further reduce the need for state aid for others. 

 

* * * 

In conclusion, if State aid rules would change in such way that the 66 smallest airports not located 

on islands were to close, with no mechanisms (fee hikes passed on to passengers, non-aviation 

revenues) available to retain airlines – a clearly unrealistic presumption - , many of the 14.9 

million passengers affected might face increases of travelling distances. 

While some of the 14.9 million passengers would in fact benefit from reduced distances, four 

airports in the 1-2 million range would see substantial increases in the number of passengers and 

five airports in the 400 000- 1 million range, both ranges in which many airports currently make 

losses that would be mitigated (or even eliminated) by the increase in passengers. 
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Annex VII– Study on Spanish regional airports 

 

 

Airports Passenger number

Total 

Revenue 

in MEUR

Total Revenue 

per passenger 

in EUR

Aviation 

Revenue 

in MEUR

Aviation Revenue 

per passenger in 

EUR

Non-Aviation 

Revenue in 

MEUR

Non-Aviation 

Revenue per 

passenger in EUR

Non-Aviation 

Revenue in %

 Aviation 

Revenue in %

Total operating 

costs (incl. public 

policy remit costs) 

in MEUR

Public policy 

remit costs* 

in  MEUR

Operating costs wihtout 

public policy remit* in 

MEUR

Operating costs 

without public policy 

remit* per passenger 

in EUR

Operating 

funding gap in 

MEUR

Operating 

funding gap per 

passenger in 

EUR

Operating cost  

coverage level 

in %

EBITDA** 

in MEUR

3 - 1 million passengers per annum

Gerona 2.844.682                   26,9 9,46 18,7 6,57 8,3 2,92 31% 69% 20,4 6,12 14,28 5,02 12,62 4,44 188% 6,5

Menorca 2.545.944                   26 10,21 17,4 6,83 8,7 3,42 33% 67% 23,6 7,08 16,52 6,49 9,48 3,72 157% 2,4

Santiago 2.194.611                   24,3 11,07 16,8 7,66 7,6 3,46 31% 69% 28,2 8,46 19,74 8,99 4,56 2,08 123% -3,9

Asturias 1.309.640                   12,8 9,77 8,6 6,57 4,2 3,21 33% 67% 11,6 3,48 8,12 6,20 4,68 3,57 158% 1,2

San Javier - Murcia 1.181.490                   11,3 9,56 6,8 5,76 4,6 3,89 41% 59% 8,0 2,4 5,6 4,74 5,7 4,82 202% 3,3

Santander 1.117.617                   8,5 7,61 6,7 5,99 1,8 1,61 21% 79% 9,1 2,73 6,37 5,70 2,13 1,91 133% -0,6

Average 9,61                   6,56                           3,08                           32% 68% 6,19                                  3,42                        160%

Median 9,67                   6,57                           3,31                           32% 68% 5,95                                  3,65                        158%

1 million - 500,000 passengers per annum

La Palma 965.779                       8,4 8,70 3,4 3,52 5,1 5,28 61% 39% 14,1 4,23 9,87 10,22 -1,47 -1,52 85% -5,7

Reus 937.446                       8 8,53 5,5 5,87 2,6 2,77 33% 68% 11,6 3,48 8,12 8,66 -0,12 -0,13 99% -3,6

Jerez 913.301                       10,3 11,28 5,4 5,91 4,9 5,37 48% 52% 15 4,5 10,5 11,50 -0,2 -0,22 98% -4,7

La Coruna 845.452                       8,7 10,29 5,6 6,62 3 3,55 34% 66% 11,1 3,33 7,77 9,19 0,93 1,10 112% -2,4

Vigo 828.720                       9,5 11,46 5,6 6,76 3,9 4,71 41% 59% 12,5 3,75 8,75 10,56 0,75 0,91 109% -3

Almeria 749.712                       8,3 11,07 4,8 6,40 3,5 4,67 42% 58% 11,8 3,54 8,26 11,02 0,04 0,05 100% -3,5

Granada 728.428                       6,9 9,47 4,7 6,45 2,3 3,16 33% 67% 10,5 3,15 7,35 10,09 -0,45 -0,62 94% -3,6

Zaragoza 551.406                       8,2 14,87 6,2 11,24 2 3,63 24% 87% 10 3 7 12,69 1,2 2,18 117% -1,8

Average 10,12                 5,93                           4,21                           42% 58% 10,18                               0,06-            100%

Median 10,29                 6,40                           4,67                           41% 59% 10,22                               0,13-            99%

500,000 - 200,000 passengers per annum

Valladolid 378.419                       2,9 7,66 1,8 4,76 1,1 2,91 38% 62% 7,5 2,25 5,25 13,87 -2,35 -6,21 55% -4,6

Melilla 315.852                       1,6 5,07 0,2 0,63 0,5 1,58 31% 69% 10,9 3,27 7,63 24,16 -6,03 -19,09 21% -9,3

San Sebastian 261.581                       2,5 9,56 1,5 5,73 1 3,82 40% 60% 6,6 1,98 4,62 17,66 -2,12 -8,10 54% -4,1

Average 7,43                   3,71                           2,77                           36% 64% 18,56                               11,14-         43%

Median 7,66                   4,76                           2,91                           38% 62% 17,66                               8,10-            54%

Below 200,000 passengers per annum

Pamplona 190.295                       2 10,51 1,2 6,31 0,8 4,20 40% 60% 7,7 2,31 5,39 28,32 -3,39 -17,81 37% -5,7

El Hierro 152.726                       0,8 5,24 0,3 1,96 0,5 3,27 63% 38% 4,9 1,47 3,43 22,46 -2,63 -17,22 23% -4,1

Average 7,87                   4,14                           3,74                           51% 49% 25,39                               17,52-                     30%

Mediam 7,87                   4,14                           3,74                           51% 49% 25,39                               17,52-                     30%

All Spanish airports up to 3 million passengers per annum

Average 10,26                 5,88                           4,33                           32% 68% 14,47                               4,21-                        98%

Median 9,77                   6,09                           3,55                           29% 71% 10,56                               0,13-                        99%
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Annex VIII– Non-aviation revenues 

 

The non-aeronautical business in EU airports has evolved from traditional sources of airport 

revenue including fuel sales, hangar leases, agricultural leases or grants to a more 

commercialised activity where a wide range of services are offered. Currently, non-

aeronautical revenues are classified as follows:
91

 

 

 retail and food and beverage : duty and tax-paid shops, duty and tax free shops, bars 

and restaurants; 

 passenger and general services: car rental, banking, telecoms providers, advertising, 

reception services, transportation; 

 non-aero infrastructure: car parks, hotels, petrol stations, conference centres; 

 industrial activities: offices, hangars, warehousing, telecoms, utilities (recharges), 

cleaning.  

 

Munich' main revenues sources are restaurateurs, retailers, hoteliers and advertisers. In the 

same line, Dusseldorf's airport is serviced by a commercial area with 65 shops, 39 restaurants 

and Germany's largest travel agency.
92

 The non-aeronautical revenues sources in Europe are 

very similar in every international airport, namely they all have a commercial area, many have 

integrated conference centres (inter alia Frankfurt and Brussels) and a restoration area.  

 

In the current financial squeeze situation non-aeronautical activities seem to beand the various 

commercial innovations and new approaches adopted by airports and their commercial 

partners were sufficient only to maintain at a stable level passengers’ propensity to spend. 

Nevertheless, the path to make a more competitive environment goes through revenues 

diversification. Indeed, in the US, many airports are origin of very interesting green projects. 

For example, (i) the San Francisco International Airport installed more than 2,800 solar panels 

on the rooftop of Terminal 3. Visible from the air train that travels between terminals, the 

solar panels generate a small percentage of the airport's overall electrical needs, but enough to 

power all the daytime lighting needs in Terminal 3; (ii) California's Long Beach Airport has a 

‘solar forest’. The six solar "trees" are actually steel poles topped with photovoltaic (PV) 

arrays that measure about 9 feet by 9 feet each and shift and tilt throughout the day to track 

the sun or (iii) in Boston, at the Logan International Airport, there are 20 6-foot tall wind 

turbines that began whirring in 2008.  
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 Optimizing revenues and maintaining competitive cost structures. Airports Council International.  
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Annex IX – Business models of airports and airlines 

 

1. Introduction 

The business models of the European airports and airlines have changed dramatically within 

the last decades. Until the mid-1980s, almost all international airports were owned and 

operated by governments. Since then, private sector involvement in airports has been 

encouraged and today their ownership structure is much more diverse e.g. UK's BAA's capital 

is 100% flee float, Frankfurt's airport capital free float accounts for 29.5%, the rest being held 

by several German public authorities, whereas Spanish' Aena remains publicly-owned.  

Deregulation of the aviation market also had drastic effects on the airline industry. In this 

regard, the most significant development has been the arrival of the low cost business model, 

with Ryanair being founded in 1985 and Easyjet following a decade later. Today, many 

national carriers have low cost subsidiaries, such as the German low cost Germanwings, 

wholly owned by national carrier Lufthansa, and the Spanish low cost Vueling majority 

owned by Iberia, Spain's flag carrier.  

The following briefly describes the types of airports in Europe according to their location and 

position in route networks and the different types of airline market players. 

2. Types of airports  

Hub-and-spoke airports 

Hubs are used by air carriers in a hub-and-spoke network. They are often large international 

airports served primarily by national/network air carriers. These hub airports are often located 

near big cities and are therefore more vulnerable to political and regulatory restrictions related 

to noise levels and often face limits on expansion. Hub-and-spoke airport networks are 

characterised by transit traffic, whereby passengers change planes at a hub airport on the way 

to eventual destinations.
93

 Network carriers often establish their base in hub airports. These 

airports face increasing competition from regional airports and high speed rail networks.
94

 

Examples of hub airports in Europe are London Heathrow in the United Kingdom and Paris 

Charles De Gaulle in France.  

Point-to-point airports 

Point-to-point airports are airports that are served primarily by point-to-point air carriers. 

Airlines serving these airports mainly focus on origin and destination traffic and will not 

require transit services from the airport. Point-to-point carriers offer no connecting flights and 

simply connect one airport with another. The point-to-point system is often adopted by low 

cost carriers between regional or secondary airports in order to reduce costs of airport transfer, 
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 Advances in airline economics, volume I, Darin Lee (ed). 2006, Elsevier, p.183. 

94
 Brussels Airport response to the public consultation. 
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the turnaround time and responsibility for delays affecting connecting flights. Business 

aviation is most often point-to-point.
95

 

Regional and secondary airports  

Regional airports are airports located in areas which do not generate enough traffic to function 

as hubs. They often function as feeder airports, providing a connection to hubs for passengers 

from surrounding areas and playing an important role in connectivity of remote areas with 

commercial centres in Europe. Historically, the majority of secondary airports were under-

utilised as national carriers focused on hub airports. Secondary airports are those airports that 

may complement primary (hub) airports and are situated in broader metropolitan regions.
96

 

They may act as a relief for congested primary airports or compete with them. Secondary and 

regional airports have become an integral part of the low cost carrier business model. 

3. Types of air carriers 

Network carriers 

Network carriers are characterised by a full service model offering connecting flights and 

operating out of a hub airport base. Network carriers traditionally rely on an extensive 

network of long-haul traffic, shorter routes, and regional partners, with profitability based 

primarily on premium tickets for long haul routes.
97

 Network carriers may operate several 

national and regional hubs.
98

 Historically, many Network carriers were fully government-

owned national airlines. The Network carrier market has been facing increasing 

consolidation.
99

 Examples of European network carriers are Deutsche Lufthansa, Air France 

and British Airways. 

Low cost carriers 

Low cost carriers (LCCs) are characterised by a business model with a low cost base achieved 

by unbundling the traditional network carrier product by dropping customer service items and 

reducing the cost of airport services bought in by the airline. LCCs typically serve regional or 

secondary airports and issue no interlining or connecting journey tickets, flying only point-to-

point.
100

 The LCC business model is further characterised by fast plane turnarounds of up to 

25 minutes and a standardised fleet with only one aircraft type with higher seat density, 

leading to reduced costs of maintenance and crew training. Tickets are sold directly and 

primarily online, reducing the cost of agents' commission, sales and reservation costs. 

Average low cost fares are about two to four times cheaper than those of traditional 
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carriers.
101

 The LCC model works well on short- to medium-haul high density city-pairs.
102

 

The LCC business model involves a scaled down standardized product with a profit margin 

within the base offer, which is provided on routes with large passenger flows, primarily 

between major cities and/or tourist destinations.
103

 

In 2012, LCCs had achieved a per seat market share of 44.8%.
104

 This share is expected to 

rise to between 45% and 53% for intra-European journeys and between 50% and 60% for 

point-to-point by 2020.
105

 Examples of European LCCs are Ryanair and Easyjet. 

Regional airlines 

Regional carriers generally provide short-haul scheduled services out of regional or secondary 

bases. Examples of European regional airlines are CityJet and Flybe. 

4. Conclusion 

The typology of airports and airlines is determined by the type of route networks in which 

they operate and the choice of business model. The rise of LCCs, made possible by 

deregulation of the aviation industry, has necessitated an evolution in business models of 

airports; with some now offering low cost passenger terminals to attract LCCs. Examples 

include Tampere Airport in Finland and Marseille airport in France. The rise of LCCs and 

their propensity to choose regional or secondary airports as their bases has also changed the 

competitive landscape, as large hub or national airports are likely to face political, 

environmental and regulatory constraints both in terms of expansion capacity and flexibility 

in setting airport charges. For instance, the Commission for Aviation Regulation in Ireland 

caps total revenues per passenger Dublin Airport may collect in a given year. Conversely, 

challenges to regional and secondary airport business models are underutilisation, related lack 

of non-aeronautical revenue and high dependence on a single LCC. 
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