Response of BAR UK to the Department for Transport in respect of

Consultation on European Directive on Airport Charges

Introduction

BAR UK represents over 90 scheduled airlines in the United Kingdom. These include bmi, British Airways, Silverjet and Virgin Atlantic, plus a wide range of foreign-based airlines.

A response by BAR UK to consultations normally provides a consensus of the views of all members.

It is noted though, in the very first sentence of the DfT’s introduction, that responses are sought ‘in order to establish the UK position for negotiating the Directive’. As DfT has no responsibility to represent overseas interests on this particular matter, BAR UK acknowledges that this response should be guided by its UK member airlines.

It is understood that they will each be submitting their own responses directly to the DfT, so BAR UK is content to let those responses speak for themselves. However, the opportunity is taken to make various observations regarding the Directive.

Observations

1. The rationale for including so many EU airports in the Directive is unclear. High, unwarranted, costs are indeed a major concern at several European airports, but not necessarily at all the others included under this Directive.

It is noted that of the 144 airports in the EU that would be covered by the Directive, 20 are in the UK. Considering there are now 25 countries within the EU, that seems a disproportionate number, especially where for a country where the regulatory framework for airport charging is considered generally satisfactory.

It is not evident that any of our members are seeking additional regulation for charges at UK airports.

2. The inclusion of so many airports, based on annual passenger or cargo throughput, will require airlines to engage more airport charges staff because of huge extra regulatory engagement called for by the Directive. That is counter-productive to cutting airline costs.

3. The parameters for what airports are covered by the Directive should be re-assessed, and should not defined by the sole criterion of passenger numbers or freight tonnage.

It is suspected that the airports in the EU that are considered to be charging unreasonably high prices are either capital city or gateway airports, or those where capacity restrictions apply.

A review of various criteria that apply to those airports would be a good starting point. They could include runway and terminal occupancy versus capacity, market share, and any same-ownership of other local airports that would otherwise compete.

4. Various concerns arise from Article 5 (Transparency).

Ironically, it is unclear what would be the length of any contracted charges period, or how far in advance charges are advised.

If envisaged that every agreement is for 12 months, then the need to consult and negotiate would be en ever-ongoing process.

Negotiations with an airport operator would need to take place with airport users (airlines) as a group. However, no airline would be prepared to share traffic forecasts and planned future services in the same room as its competitors, but that is what is called for by this Article. 

This Article, and Article 7 (Quality Standards) omit any reference to incentives for the airport operator to reduce costs, meet agreed service levels or the penalties for failing to do so.

5. Disputes and arbitration

It is very unclear how disputes will be handled, what the arbitration process is, and how long arbitration would take.

Under the current processes for UK regulated airports, matters are much clearer. Such clarity does not exist with this Directive.

Conclusion

The UK airlines within BAR UK will submit their own responses directly to the DfT.

The observations above highlight some large concerns that exist about this Directive, and which are provided to assist the DfT in its negotiations.

