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Executive summary

The Australian Airports Association welcomes the opportunity to provide this submission to the
Senate Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport References Committee inquiry into the state of
Australia’s aviation sector and its ability to deliver reliable and affordable services to rural,
regional and remote communities.

The AAA represents more than 340 airports and aerodromes across Australia, together with
more than 150 corporate members supplying goods and services to the aviation sector. Airports
are essential infrastructure supporting population mobility, freight, emergency services, defence
capability, tourism, education and workforce development. For many rural, regional and remote
communities, aviation is the only form of public transport, making the reliability and affordability
of air services fundamental to liveability, economic participation and social inclusion.

Airports across Australia are critical economic and social infrastructure that underpin the
liveability and resilience of regional communities. They support connection to family, friends,
health care, tourism, education, workforce development, freight and provide the physical
connectivity that regional economies rely on.

Australian airports supported around 25 million passenger movements in the year to September
2025" and an estimated 88,916 full-time equivalent jobs across regional Australia.? This includes
direct employment at airports as well as jobs supported through aviation precincts, tourism,
agriculture and freight.

For many rural, regional and remote communities, aviation is the only form of public transport,
and in some locations the only reliable means of accessing essential goods and services. At key
times during the year, parts of Australia are cut off due to seasonal flooding, reinforcing the need
for reliable air services. The reliability and affordability of airlines are fundamental to community
wellbeing, economic participation and social inclusion. Any reduction in air services has
immediate and sometimes severe consequences, including delayed medical treatment,
reduced school and tertiary access, tourism impacts and the loss of access to government
services and employment.

Every Australian has a direct stake in airport viability, whether through superannuation holdings
in major airports or as local ratepayers supporting the airports that are owned and operated by
local governments. These council-run airports carry responsibilities far beyond their revenue
bases and increasingly rely on local ratepayers to subsidise what are, in effect, essential public
transport functions. Local governments assumed full financial and operational responsibility for

" Bureau of Infrastructure, Transport and Regional Economics (BITRE), Domestic aviation activity September 2025, p.27 (Accessed:
14 November 2025).

2 Employment estimate calculated using internal AAA methodology. The national total of 695,100 full time equivalent jobs supported
by airport related activity was allocated between major and regional airports by subtracting the most recent available job
contribution figures for Australia’s eight major airports (Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Perth, Adelaide, Canberra, Gold Coast and
Sunshine Coast), consistent with BITRE classifications. The residual estimate of 88,916 FTE represents the indicative employment
contribution of regional airports. This approach is conservative and likely understates the broader indirect and tourism driven
employment activity associated with regional aviation.
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most regional airports following their transfer from the Commonwealth in the 1980s and early
1990s, and under their transfer deeds they are required to continue operating these facilities
unless explicit Commonwealth approval is granted. This long-standing obligation further
constrains the capacity of councils to manage rising compliance and capital costs.

Airports also enable a broad range of public services that extend well beyond scheduled
passenger transport, including aeromedical retrieval, organ and patient transfer, bushfire
response, policing, emergency management, freight movements that support regional
industries, and general aviation activity underpinning agriculture, training and aerial firefighting.?

The loss or degradation of airport capability in any regional community directly impacts health
access, emergency preparedness and the safety of residents, and heightens the risk of isolation
during natural disasters.

This submission demonstrates that the affordability and reliability of regional air services cannot
be addressed through airline-focused measures alone. The sustainability of regional aviation
depends on the viability of the airport network that underpins it, including stable infrastructure
funding, proportionate regulation, sustainable approaches to nationally mandated security
costs and targeted workforce development. This inquiry provides an opportunity to address
these systemic issues and establish a coherent national framework to secure affordable and
reliable aviation services for rural, regional and remote Australians.

3 See AAA Submission to the Commonwealth Budget 2017-18, p.1 (Accessed: 20 November 2025).
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Summary of recommendations

1.

10.

Recognise regional, remote and Mid-sized airports as essential public transport
infrastructure and critical enablers of health, safety, economic participation and social
inclusion in rural and regional Australia and ensure they are appropriately reflected in
national infrastructure planning and assessment processes.

Ensure the Regional Airports Program and the Remote Airstrip Upgrade Program are placed
on a permanent footing, with ongoing Commonwealth funding of at least $50 million per
annum and expanded eligibility to support long-term planning and critical infrastructure at
regional and remote airports.

Review co-contribution requirements for regional airport funding programs to ensure that
small and remote councils with limited rate bases are not disproportionately excluded from
accessing Commonwealth support.

Develop and implement a fair, sustainable and permanent Commonwealth funding
mechanism to support regional and remote airports with the capital and ongoing operating
costs associated with federally mandated aviation security and regulatory obligations,
recognising that these requirements serve national policy objectives and should not be
disproportionately borne by local governments and regional communities.

Improve regulatory impact assessment processes to explicitly consider scale, cumulative
impact and implementation capacity at council-owned regional and remote airports, rather
than assessing new obligations in isolation.

Support the development of a national airport workforce strategy, including the
establishment of a bespoke national airport apprenticeship program covering regulated and
operational airport roles such as Aerodrome Reporting Officers, security and ground
handling.

Strengthen national aviation workforce pipeline by expanding regional aviation training hubs,
supporting targeted scholarships and cadetships, and streamlining migration and skills
recognition pathways for aviation-critical roles.

Ensure that the Aviation Ombuds Scheme adopts a proportionate, risk-based approach,
including the introduction of a passenger threshold or clear exemption pathways for small
regional and remote airports that lack the capacity to comply with complex consumer
complaint obligations.

Develop clearer, standing safeguards to manage continuity of essential air services and
protect airports and local governments from uncompensated financial exposure when a
carrier providing critical regional services enters financial distress.

Support the establishment of a dedicated Mid-Sized Airports Program, funded to at least
$25 million per annum, to address the current funding gap facing larger council-owned
airports that fall outside existing Commonwealth funding frameworks, despite high
passenger throughput and significant capital needs.
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The role and condition of regional and remote airports

Regional airports are a critical part of Australia’s transport system, providing essential
connectivity that supports access to health care, education, employment, tourism, freight and
emergency services for rural, regional and remote communities. Their role extends well beyond
scheduled passenger transport and underpins the delivery of essential public services and
community resilience.

Airports also enable essential health, emergency and disaster response services. In 2023, more
than 1,000 firefighting aircraft and 139 search and rescue aircraft were registered for national
emergency use. * In regional and remote areas where access to emergency services is limited,
well maintained airport facilities are vital. These services rely on safe, well maintained airport
infrastructure and consistent operational capacity. ®

Financial pressures across regional and remote airports

Many regional and remote airports operate at a financial loss and depend on ongoing local
government support to remain open. These subsidies place a significant burden on local
ratepayers but are often the only practical mechanism available to maintain aviation access for
regional communities.  This cost shifting reflects a broader structural issue rather than local
management decisions, with councils effectively subsidising essential public transport
infrastructure on behalf of the national aviation system. Without this support, most local
airports would not be financially viable in a commercial market and regular passenger services
would be at risk. In many cases, the cost of operating regional services would require airfares
well beyond what passengers or airlines could sustain, leading to service withdrawal and the
loss of essential connectivity for communities. °

Recent analysis of FY2024 financial statements and budgets confirms the scale of this
challenge. Of the 35 regional airports in the BITRE dataset that published financial information or
budgets, almost half reported an operating deficit. ” This aggregate data is reflected in recent
evidence to the Senate Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport References Committee, where
Mildura Airport advised the Committee that it recorded a net operating loss of approximately
$388,000 in 2024-25, with total revenue of $7.4 million against expenses of $7.8 million, and
carries around $7.5 million in debt associated with essential capital works.®

The airport noted that there is no Victorian Government operational support for regional airports,
meaning local ratepayers are underwriting ongoing viability. Mildura also highlighted that
federally mandated security costs equate to approximately $15 per passenger, largely driven by

4BITRE, 2024, Australian Aircraft Activity 2023, (Accessed 14 November 2025).

5 BITRE, 2024, Australian Aircraft Activity 2023, (Accessed: 14 November 2025).

8 AAA, 2016, Regional airport infrastructure study: economic contribution and challenges of regional airports in Australia, p.iii,
(Accessed: 14 November 2025).

7Internal AAA data analysis based on the published operating profit or deficit figures sourced from the financial statements or
budgets for FY2024 or CY2024 published by councils on their websites. Cairns, Hobart, and Darwin Airports are not included in the
list.

8 Parliament of Australia, Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport (RRAT) References Committee, 28 November 2025, Mildura
Airport Evidence, State of Australia’s aviation sector and its ability to deliver reliable and affordable services to rural, regional and
remote communities, p.12, pp.16-17 (Accessed: 28 November).
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labour requirements, with further capital investment expected to meet new perimeter security
and CCTV obligations. ° This evidence reinforces that financial and regulatory pressures faced by
council-owned regional airports are structural, cumulative and often outside local control,
rather than the result of management decisions.

21 of these airports rank among the top 50 for domestic aviation activity by passenger numbers,
and four recorded operating losses. ' Among the other airports reported in BITRE’s Airport Traffic
Data due to lower passenger numbers, only one achieved an operating surplus. This
demonstrates a clear trend. The smaller an airport’s passenger throughput, the higher the
likelihood that it will operate at a deficit. ™

Maintenance costs further compound these pressures. For smaller airports, maintenance can
represent close to half of total operating costs. Runway renewals can cost between $17 million
and $30 million for council-owned airports, creating significant future liabilities for local
governments. > Local government asset condition data shows that airport assets assessed as
being in poor condition increased by 318 per cent between 2015 and 2021, with regional airports
consistently identified as among the most capital-intensive and difficult assets for councils to
sustain. "® These pressures have continued into 2024 and 2025 due to inflation, climate impacts,
ageing infrastructure and rising regulatory costs.

These conditions highlight the need for stable, long-term Commonwealth investment,
particularly given that the majority of Australia’s regional and remote airports are council owned
and cannot sustainably absorb growing compliance and capital costs. AAA analysis shows that
a considerable proportion of regional airports record negative operating margins or require
substantial council subsidy to remain compliant and operational. ™*

Cost drivers affecting airfares and service delivery

Regional airfares are influenced by the economics of thin markets, which include high fixed
costs, limited competition, fuel exposure, crew and engineering shortages and lower seat
density. Airport related costs are only a small proportion of the overall airfare, yet airport
operators face high, unavoidable compliance costs associated with federally mandated safety
and security obligations.

® RRAT References Committee, Mildura Airport Evidence, 28 Nov 2025, (Accessed 28 November).

lnternal AAA data analysis based on the published operating profit or deficit figures sourced from the financial statements or
budgets for FY2024 or CY2024 published by councils on their websites. Cairns, Hobart, and Darwin Airports are not included in the
list.

"Internal AAA data analysis based on the published operating profit or deficit figures sourced from the financial statements or
budgets for FY2024 or CY2024 published by councils on their websites. Cairns, Hobart, and Darwin Airports are not included in the
list.

2 See AAA submission to the HoR Standing Committee on RDIT Inquiry into local government sustainability, p.4 (Accessed: 14
November 2025).

'3 |nstitute of Public Works Engineering Australasia (IPWEA) for the Australian Local Government Association (ALGA), State of the
Assets Report 2021, p.3 (Accessed: 14 November 2025).

4 See AAA submission to the Commonwealth Budget 2017-18 —in particular the ACIL Allen for AAA, Regional Airport Infrastructure
Study: Economic Contribution and Challenges of Regional Airports in to the Commonwealth Budget 2017-18, p.8 (Accessed: 20
November 2025).
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Ongoing aerodrome safety obligations required by CASA, and security obligations required by
Home Affairs, together with emergency planning, airfield lighting, wildlife hazard management
and pavement standards, apply nationally regardless of airport scale. These functions deliver a
public good for the national aviation system, yet they are disproportionately expensive for small
airports with limited commercial revenue. Many regional airports absorb these costs to avoid
passing them on to passengers, which shifts the burden onto local ratepayers. A long-term,
equitable approach to federally mandated costs is essential for maintaining affordable and
reliable air services for regional Australians.

State-based airfare subsidy programs

Several state and territory governments operate airfare subsidy or fare assistance schemes
aimed at improving affordability for residents of rural, regional and remote communities.
Queensland launched a Local Fare Scheme to subsidise airfares for residents in Far North
Queensland™, while Western Australia launched a Regional Airfare Zone Cap scheme for
Western Australia residents living in the regions outside of Perth and Peel'®. These programs are
typically designed to offset the higher cost of travel in thin markets and to support access to
essential services, including health care, education and family connections. The AAA
acknowledges the important role these schemes play in supporting individual access and
easing cost pressures for eligible passengers.

Fare assistance programs are most effective when they operate alongside broader measures
that address the cost drivers of regional aviation. These drivers include limited competition, high
fixed operating costs, workforce constraints and escalating compliance obligations within the
aviation system. While passenger subsidies can assist with affordability at the point of
purchase. They do not directly influence the underlying operating, compliance and
infrastructure costs faced by regional airports and airlines.

For airports, long-term improvements in affordability and service reliability are best achieved
through a combination of sustainable infrastructure funding, proportionate regulation,
workforce development and market stability. State-based fare assistance programs may
complement these measures, particularly in supporting access for individuals, but are most
effective when integrated with a broader, coordinated policy framework that addresses the
structural drivers of regional aviation costs.

Impact of the Qantas regional base closures

The Qantas decision of 1 October 2025 to close staff bases in Canberra, Hobart and Mildura
highlights the fragility of regional aviation workforce pipeline. The closure of regional crew and
ground handling bases affects operational resilience and increases the risk of disruption,
particularly during peak seasons and irregular operations.

5 Department of Transport and Main Roads, Queensland Government, 10 October 2022, Local Fare Scheme—airfare subsidy for
Cape York, Gulf of Carpentaria and Torres Strait (Accessed: 22 December 2025).

8 Department of Transport and Major Infrastructure, Government of Western Australia, 9 December 2025, Current RAZC scheme
(Accessed: 22 December 2025).
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Airports already face significant shortages in Aerodrome Reporting Officers, maintenance
personnel, security screeners and airfield operations staff. Regional airports are investing in
local workforce programs, such as the Geraldton Airport traineeship model,”” but these
initiatives need Commonwealth support to scale nationally. A national airport apprenticeship
program would establish consistent, portable qualifications in airport operations, security and
ground handling, improving workforce stability and service reliability.'®

Disparities in costs across rural, regional and remote airports

Costs vary widely across the sector. Airports serving larger regional centres can achieve
operational surpluses supported by passenger throughput and commercial revenue, while many
smaller airports operate with limited or zero commercial revenue and face high infrastructure
and compliance costs.

Remote airports often host aeromedical transfers, emergency services, mail flights and
community services without receiving corresponding revenue. Harsh environmental conditions,
the cost of accessing contractors, high materials costs and ageing infrastructure further
increase the burden on remote councils and communities.

These disparities reflect deeper structural issues rather than management inefficiencies.
Without sustainable funding arrangements, many regional airports cannot maintain necessary
standards or invest in renewal.

Recovery of federally mandated security and regulatory costs

Current arrangements for recovering the costs of federally mandated security and regulatory
obligations are misaligned with their national policy purpose. These obligations serve national
policy objectives and are applied uniformly across the country, yet their financial impact falls
most heavily on small regional and remote airports with limited revenue bases.

Current arrangements often require local governments and regional communities to shoulder
costs that are incurred in delivering national security and safety requirements. This creates
inequitable outcomes and places pressure on local ratepayers and airport operators who have
limited capacity to absorb additional expenses. This cost-shifting reflects a structural
misalignment between national regulatory objectives and local funding responsibility, rather
than inefficiency or under-investment by airport operators.

Given the Committee’s interest in evaluating different mechanisms, the AAA encourages the
Commonwealth to examine options that improve equity and sustainability without increasing
the cost burden on passengers. This should include a transparent, Commonwealth led
assessment of the cumulative impacts of federal regulations on regional airports, alongside

17 City of Greater Geraldton, Airport Operations Trainee (job ref 1118), Geraldton, Western Australia, LG Assist - Local Government
Jobs, posted 30 November 2023 (vacancy expired), accessed via LG Assist employment listing.

8 See AAA submission to Jobs and Skills Australia on the Jobs and Skills Roadmap for Regional Australia (Phase 1), p.2 (Accessed:
14 November 2025)
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consideration of long-term funding models that ensure essential safety and security functions
can be delivered consistently across the national network.

Submissions to previous reviews have consistently identified that regulatory impact
assessments tend to consider individual requirements in isolation, without accounting for their
cumulative financial and operational impact on small and council-owned airports.™®

Importantly, the AAA notes that there is no ongoing Commonwealth program to assist regional
airports with operational security compliance, accreditation or screening-related costs following
the conclusion of the Regional and Remote Airport Security Awareness Program. This is separate
from the now-terminated capital funding programs that previously supported screening
equipment and infrastructure. Yet the regulatory requirements these programs were designed to
support have continued to expand.

The AAA recommends that the Program be extended or replaced with a permanent, fit-for-
purpose funding mechanism that recognises the national nature of aviation security and
provides sustainable support for regional and remote operators. This has left many regional and
remote airports exposed to escalating compliance costs with no predictable funding
mechanism, despite delivering nationally required aviation security outcomes.?

Any future funding framework should be designed to reflect airport scale, passenger throughput
and operational complexity, and should prioritise certainty and predictability to enable
responsible long-term planning.

Case studies: Whyalla and Mount Gambier

With the termination of the Regional Airport Security Screening Fund in 2021, regional airports
that subsequently crossed the Department of Home Affairs’ screening thresholds have been left
to self-fund the required security upgrades. This has meant covering the full cost of new
screening equipment, ongoing maintenance, and the recruitment, training and accreditation of
qualified screening staff.

The scale of these impacts was foreshadowed in a 2020 Department of Infrastructure, Transport,
Regional Development and Communications (DITRDC) assessment of security screening at six
regional airports. The Department found that projected maintenance costs and additional
staffing requirements alone would increase annual operating costs at Rockhampton, Wagga
Wagga and Geraldton airports by between 13 and 40 per cent. These estimates did not include
the cost of screening equipment, which at the time was covered by the now-terminated Regional
Airport Security Screening Fund.?' Following the conclusion of that fund, airports crossing

19 See AAA submission to the HoR Standing Committee on RDIT Inquiry into local government sustainability, p.4 (Accessed: 14
November 2025).

20 AAA submission to the Senate Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport (RRAT) References Committee: Inquiry into the Operation,
Regulation and Funding of Air Route Service Delivery to Rural, Regional and Remote Communities, 8 February 2018, Submission No.
122, pp. 19-22 (Accessed: 22 December 2025).

2 Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications (DITRDC), 28 February 2020, Regional
Aviation Security Screening Case Studies Final Report, p.5, (Accessed: 22 December 2025).
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screening thresholds have been required to absorb both capital and ongoing operating costs,
significantly intensifying financial pressure on already marginal operations.

Mount Gambier Airport was advised by the Department of Home Affairs that it was approaching
the security threshold, which would trigger mandatory security screening requirements. The
District Council of Grant estimated this would cost more than $1.5 million in capital costs and
$300,000 in annual operating expenses, equating to around $90 per passenger. 2

The case of Whyalla Airport, one of the regional airports used as a case study in the DITRDC
2020 report highlights the significant flow on impacts of the introduction of security screening at
a regional airport.® While the airport was able to secure Federal government funding for the
upfront cost of its screening equipment, it estimated at the time that it would also need to invest
$6 million in its infrastructure to accommodate the new screening equipment. It estimated its
annual security screening operating costs to be close to $900,000 annually adding a cost of
$51.20 to each ticket based on an annual screened passenger rate of approximately $17,500 per
year.?* In 2020, the Federal government also introduced a Regional Airports Screening
Infrastructure (RASI) Fund to assist airports with terminal upgrades required to accommodate
screening equipment. This fund was subsequently terminated on 30 June 2023.%

The introduction of screening had immediate implications for airline viability. Rex withdrew from
Whyalla on 1 July 2023 after rejecting the airport’s proposed $35 to $40 per-passenger security
charge per passenger. % Rex claimed the charge was unfair, as it was Qantas that triggered the
introduction of the charge, and its planes did not necessitate mandatory screening because of
its lower seating capacity. Whyalla Airport countered that it had no choice but to screen all
passengers entering its terminal and that a hybrid screening arrangement was not possible.?’

By May 2025, security screening costs at Whyalla had increased to approximately $80 per
passenger, with these costs being passed through in full to remaining airline services. Weekly
passenger numbers fell from around 1,500 to 900, further reducing the airport’s ability to recover
costs and compounding financial losses.?®

Whyalla City Council forecasts that between 2023-24 and 2032-33 it will incur cumulative
losses approaching $5 million, the majority of which is attributable to airport operations. % This
outcome highlights the systemic risk of imposing nationally mandated security obligations
without sustainable, ongoing funding support for regional airports.

22 Brine, J. & Burke, C., 15 April 2025, Mount Gambier airport passengers face $90 fare hike to cover security screening, ABC News,
(Accessed: 21 November 2025).

2 Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications (DITRDC), 28 February 2020, Regional
Aviation Security Screening Case Studies Final Report, (Accessed: 22 December 2025).

24 DITRDC, 28 February 2020, Regional Aviation Security Screening Case Studies Final Report, (Accessed: 22 December 2025).

25 Whyalla City Council, 17 May 2023, Unearth Whyalla, Federal airport screening funding to cease (Accessed: 22 December 2025).
26 Ganesan, A. 4 April 2024, Renewed calls for federal funding to help save Whyalla Airport, ABC News, (Accessed 22 December
2025).

27 Kidd, R. , 30 June 2023, Rex exits Whyalla-Adelaide despite security screening extension, ABC News, (Accessed: 21 November
2025)

28 Roberts, G., 4 April 2024, Whyalla Airport posts losses after Rex service cancellation, ABC News, (Accessed: 22 December 2025.
2° Bailey, D. & Ganesan, A., 2 May 2025, Costs and cancellations adding up for fed-up flyers in regional South Australia, ABC News,
(Accessed: 21 November 2025).
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Competitiveness and stability of the regional aviation market

Competition on regional routes is limited due to small market size, high barriers to entry and
aircraft availability constraints. While airports, where possible invest in infrastructure to support
new entrants and improve operational efficiency, market dynamics continue to limit feasible
competition on many routes. These characteristics reflect the structural nature of regional
aviation markets rather than a lack of willingness by airports or communities to support
competition.

In many parts of regional Australia, a single carrier provides the only regular public transport
service. Of the 158 routes tracked by the ACCC in October 2025, a single carrier operated 89
routes (56.3%), and none were served by three or more airlines.® Recent schedule adjustments
by multiple airlines, including reductions in frequency or withdrawals on some routes,
demonstrate the inherent vulnerability of thin markets to workforce shortages, fleet pressures
and broader operational challenges. The AAA notes that these decisions are typically driven by
airline network and fleet factors rather than airport charges, and that continuity of services is
essential for regional communities with no alternative transport options. For communities with
no alternative transport options, even short-term service disruptions can have immediate
consequences for access to health care, education, government services and employment.

Airport charges are not a primary driver of regional airfares. Independent analysis by InterVISTAS
demonstrates that domestic airfares are overwhelmingly driven by airline cost structures rather
than airport pricing. The largest component of the all-in airfare is the airline base fare, which
accounts for more than 80 per cent of the total price and reflects airline operating costs
including fuel, crew, aircraft ownership and maintenance, network efficiency and utilisation.
Government taxes and charges represent a further 8.9 per cent of the average domestic airfare,
while airline ancillary charges add additional cost for many passengers. By contrast, airport
aeronautical charges account for only 7.6 per cent of the average all-in domestic airfare. This
analysis confirms that affordability outcomes in regional markets are driven primarily by airline
economics and network decisions, rather than by airport pricing or cost recovery practices.®

30 The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Domestic airline competition in Australia - December 2025, (Accessed: 9
December 2025).
3" InterVISTAS, 17 April 2025, Airport Charges and Airfares in Australia.

10
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Total Average One-way Airfare: $357

81.2%
_— 8.9% 7.6%
$290 Govt

Tax

and
Fees
$32

2.3%
Ancillary
$8

Source: InterVISTAS Analysis using Sabre base airfare data for all camiers, InterVISTAS estimate of ancillary fees, and publicly
available Australian airport charges data (weighted average), with an average discount appled.

Focusing on major hub-regional routes, smaller airports tend to charge slightly higher passenger
service charges due to limited passenger volumes and fixed costs arising from operational and
infrastructure costs. However, the combined airport charges at both the origin and destination
for a one-way ticket are usually less than 15 per cent of total fare. The percentage is typically
lower during peak seasons or one-day-ahead bookings due to fixed airport charges.

Take Wagga Wagga Airport as an example, where Qantas operates direct services to Sydney and
Melbourne. To avoid fluctuations in percentages due to seasonal effects, the analysis below is
based on Qantas’ one-way direct airfares departing from Wagga Wagga Airport in Q2 2026.%

Route (one-way, econo A-SYLDU A

$ and share of total fare (%) $ Share $ Share
Total fare 229.00 100.0% 185.00 100.0%
Base Fare 173.77 75.9% 127.79 69.1%
Passenger Service Charge by SYD 4.50 2.0% 10.48 5.7%
Goods and Services Tax (GST) 17.38 7.6% 12.78 6.9%
Safety and Security Charge 13.55 5.9% 13.55 7.3%
Passenger Service Charge by WGA 16.36 7.1% 16.36 8.8%
Goods and Services Tax (GST) 3.44 1.5% 3.44 1.9%

Regional Express and the need for systemic service continuity
safeguards

The collapse of Regional Express (Rex) in 2024 demonstrated how exposed regional
communities are when a single carrier faces financial distress. Rex provides the sole regular
public transport service to many towns and plays an important competitive role on larger trunk
routes. Without the $130 million assistance provided by the Commonwealth during the

¥ The airfares are collected from Qantas’ website on 19 December 2025. Breakdowns of the airfares are provided by Qantas. The
amount may be slightly different from other airlines. However, due to the lack of detailed breakdowns by Virgin Australia or Rex, no
direct comparison across the domestic airlines can be done.

11
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administration period,* large parts of regional Australia would have faced an immediate loss of
essential aviation access. The rapid emergence of service continuity risks following Rex’s entry
into administration underscored the limited resilience of many regional air routes.

During the administration, many regional and remote airports across Australia were collectively
owed significant sums by Rex, with total outstanding debts reported to exceed $4 million, a
substantial amount for smaller airport operators.** Many of these debts were owed to council-
owned airports that continued to support Rex operations, recognising the critical connectivity
these services provide for their communities. In doing so, many airports effectively acted as
lenders of last resort, continuing to provide access to essential infrastructure despite mounting
financial exposure and uncertainty around debt recovery.

The AAA welcomed the Commonwealth’s support package and the establishment of the $5
million Regional Airports Support Fund, which acknowledges the support these regional airports
provided.** However, the Rex experience has exposed the absence of standing safeguards to
protect airports and local governments from uncompensated cost exposure when a carrier
providing essential services enters financial distress. Unlike other essential infrastructure
sectors, there is no consistent framework to manage continuity of service risks, creditor
exposure or cost recovery for airports that are legally required to remain operational under
Commonwealth transfer deeds.

The Rex experience highlights the need for structured and ongoing safeguards that protect
public investment, prevent uncompensated cost-shifting to airports and local governments, and
ensure continuity of essential services for communities that rely solely on Rex for access to
health care, education, government services and economic participation. These safeguards
could include clearer protocols for continuity funding, mechanisms to prioritise airport creditors
delivering essential services, and greater transparency around government intervention
thresholds.

Adequacy of government programs and regulatory mechanisms

There are currently no ongoing Federal Government grant programs that specifically support
regional or remote airports to upgrade essential facilities or repair critical runway infrastructure.
While existing programs such as the Regional Airports Program and the Remote Airstrip Upgrade
Program have been fundamental to sustaining regional aviation, their continued availability is
uncertain and the sporadic timing of funding rounds prevents airports from planning essential
capital works in a responsible, long-term manner. Short political funding cycles are poorly
aligned with the long asset lives and safety obligations of airport infrastructure, underscoring the

3 This assistance comprised up to $80 million in Commonwealth financing to maintain regional air services during voluntary
administration, and the acquisition of approximately $50 million in secured Rex debt by the Australian Government to stabilise
operations and support continuity of services. Smaller ancillary measures, including ticket sale assurances and employee
entitlement arrangements, were also provided but are not included in this headline figure.

34 Australian Aviation, Many regional airports owed $4m by Rex, says AAA, 17 November 2024.

% Australian Government, Australian Government supporting Air T’s bid to acquire Rex, Media Release, The Hon Catherine King MP,
Ministers for the Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Local Government, 4 November 2025,
(Accessed 22 December 2025).
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need for stable, long-term and bipartisan support. Stop-start funding cycles undermine asset
planning, increase whole-of-life costs and heighten safety and service risks at regional airports.

The AAA strongly supports placing these programs on a permanent, predictable footing, to
better maintain safe and reliable airport operations. The AAA is calling for an ongoing
Commonwealth commitment of at least $50 million per annum to the Regional Airports Program
and the Remote Airstrip Upgrade Program, to provide certainty for long-term asset planning and
enable airports to prioritise safety-critical and compliance-related infrastructure. When
programs are open, many require a 50 per cent co-contribution, which is often not feasible for
small council-owned airports with limited revenue bases.* As a result, airports with the greatest
need can be least able to access available funding, further widening the gap in asset condition
and service sustainability.®” This co-contribution model disproportionately disadvantages small
and remote councils with limited rate bases, effectively excluding some of the most
infrastructure-constrained airports from Commonwealth assistance.

Beyond funding constraints, regulatory settings have become increasingly complex, overlapping
and cumulative, creating a form of regulatory creep that disproportionately impacts small
regional and remote airports. These airports must comply with multiple regulatory domains.
including CASA safety standards, Home Affairs security requirements, environmental
regulations, disability access standards and impending consumer protection obligations,
despite having limited staff and revenue to manage them. New regulatory obligations are
frequently introduced without sufficient consideration of scale, cumulative impact or
implementation capacity at council-owned airports.

Each new requirement is introduced without a corresponding ability for airports to adjust
operations, recover costs or exit obligations, as most are legally required to remain open under
their Commonwealth transfer deeds. This steadily escalating compliance load diverts scarce
resources away from core safety functions and places some airports at genuine risk of service
reduction or closure.

It is essential that future regulatory impact assessments explicitly consider scale, cumulative
impact and community consequences, rather than assessing each regulatory change in
isolation. Cost-recovery frameworks and compliance expectations must be proportionate and
avoid exacerbating inequities between metropolitan airports and small regional operators.

The forthcoming aviation ombuds scheme must also adopt a proportionate approach,
recognising the capacity and resource constraints faced by regional and remote airports and
ensuring that new obligations do not inadvertently compromise essential operations.

% Commonwealth funding ratios are set out in the Regional Airports Program Round 4 guidelines, which specify that the grant
amount will generally be up to 50 % of eligible project costs, (Accessed: 20 November 2025).
37 Commonwealth funding ratios are set out in the Regional Airports Program Round 4 guidelines, which specify that the grant
amount will generally be up to 50 % of eligible project costs, (Accessed: 20 November 2025).
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Policy and practical measures to strengthen regional aviation

A national regional aviation infrastructure strategy aligned with the Aviation White Paper would
provide a coherent, long-term approach to investment, compliance, workforce development
and climate resilience. This strategy should recognise airports as essential public transport
infrastructure and provide clarity on how the Commonwealth, states and local governments will
work together to ensure sustainable service delivery. The absence of a coordinated national
framework is a key barrier to securing long-term, sustainable outcomes for regional aviation.

Better integration of airports into national infrastructure planning is also necessary. While
Infrastructure Australia maintains high-quality transport and infrastructure governance, publicly
available information suggests that aviation and airport-specific expertise is not clearly
represented among its commissioners or advisory committees. Strengthening Infrastructure
Australia’s access to aviation and airport infrastructure expertise would improve its ability to
assess airport investment priorities, regional connectivity risks and the interdependencies
between aviation and other critical infrastructure systems. Greater visibility of airport
infrastructure needs within national planning processes would also support more consistent
investment signals, improved safeguarding outcomes and better alignment between transport,
land-use and regional development policy.

Skills shortages

General aviation airports such as Moorabbin, Archerfield and Bankstown provide critical training
grounds for the next generation of pilots, engineers and aviation professionals, ensuring that
regional Australia can continue to benefit from strong air connectivity. Persistent workforce
shortages continue to affect regulated and operational airport roles, including Aerodrome
Reporting Officers, security screeners, ground handling staff and maintenance personnel,
particularly in regional and remote locations.

Establishing a bespoke national airport apprenticeship program, supported by government,
would build career pathways in regulated and operational roles such as Aerodrome Reporting
Officers (AROs), security, ground handling and airport operations. Despite these workforce
needs, council-owned airports are often ineligible for existing Commonwealth wage subsidy and
apprenticeship support programs, limiting their ability to attract and retain skilled staff.

Airports, particularly those owned by local councils and accountable to ratepayers, are currently
excluded from government wage subsidy apprenticeship programs despite critical workforce
needs. Airport traineeships being offered at regional airports such as Shellharbour City and
Geraldton demonstrate that regional airports are already investing in workforce development,
but these programs could be significantly strengthened if formal apprenticeships replaced
traineeships and attracted government support.*

A structured national apprenticeship model would provide portable, nationally recognised
qualifications, combining on-the-job experience with Registered Training Organisation (RTO)

38 AAA, 28 May 2025, Airport Operations Trainee (Shellharbour Airport listing) (Accessed: 22 December 2025).
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coursework such as airside operations and mobile equipment licences. This approach would
deliver credentials that are recognised across employers and regions, increase value to local
communities, attract more people into the aviation workforce, and support stable, long-term
career pathways that are essential to maintaining connectivity and essential services. There are
broader aviation skills pipeline constraints, including shortages in security, maintenance, air
traffic services and airport management roles. There is a need for a dedicated aviation skills
pipeline in security, maintenance, air traffic services and airport management.

Addressing these shortages requires a coordinated workforce package rather than isolated
initiatives. This should include expanding aviation training hubs in regional centres to support
local workforce development, with targeted scholarships and cadetships for regional and First
Nations students in aviation-critical roles. It should also include the introduction of a bespoke
national airport apprenticeship program, supported by government, to provide structured and
portable career pathways for regulated and operational airport roles. Finally, streamlining
migration and skills recognition processes for aviation-critical roles would help address short-
term workforce gaps while domestic training pipeline are strengthened.

Aviation Ombuds Scheme Design and Proportionality

Arisk-based and proportionate approach is essential to the design of any aviation ombuds
scheme. Airports across Australia have been consistent in their message that there should be a
threshold for entry based on the number of passengers per annum through an airport. This
safeguard is the only effective way to prevent disproportionate obligations being imposed on
facilities that lack the resources to comply.

Smaller regional and remote airports do not have the capacity to establish and maintain the
same complaints handling and reporting systems as the nation’s major gateways. These airports
are often staffed by only a handful of council employees whose focus must remain on safety,
compliance and maintenance. For instance, Cobar Regional Airport has only one full-time
equivalent staff assigned by the Cobar Shire Council.* Diverting already limited resources into
new administrative structures would inevitably compromise essential operations.

Many small regional and remote airports operate with minimal staffing, limited administrative
capacity and, in some cases, only basic terminal facilities. Many of the smallest remote facilities
do not even have a website or dedicated customer service staff and some provide only basic
terminal amenities such as a waiting room or toilet block, as seen at Bathurst Island Airportin
the Tiwi Islands.

Itis not credible to expect such facilities to manage complex consumer complaint obligations. If
the Government does not adopt a threshold such as 1,000,000 passengers annually, it must set
out clear alternatives, including how exemptions will operate and what proportionate
compliance options exist for very small regional and remote airports. These options could

3% Cobar Shine Council, 2025, Delivery Program 2025 - 2029, p.14, (Accessed: 19 December 2025)
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include scaled obligations, shared or regionalised compliance models, or simple requirements
such as signposting Australian Consumer Law and disability protections rather than establishing
standalone complaints handling systems.

In addition, the AAA submits that the scope of any aviation ombuds scheme must appropriately
capture government agencies whose functions give rise to a significant proportion of passenger
complaints, even where there is no direct consumer relationship. Agencies such as the
Australian Border Force and Airservices Australia exercise statutory powers that materially affect
passenger experience, including border processing, security, air traffic management and
operational disruption. Excluding these agencies from the scheme would leave a material gap in
consumer protection, undermine the scheme’s effectiveness and risk misdirecting complaints
toward airports or airlines that do not control the underlying cause of the issue. A coherent and
credible ombuds framework must reflect where operational responsibility sits, rather than
relying solely on the existence of a direct commercial relationship with passengers.

The AAA submits that if a threshold is not adopted, the Department must set out transparent
exemption pathways and criteria from the outset. Exemptions could also be linked to
infrastructure or operational capacity so that airports with only basic amenities or limited
staffing are not held to the same obligations as capital city gateways. A proportionate approach
is not unprecedented in aviation regulation. Home Affairs already applies scale-based and risk-
based exemptions for security screening at smaller regional and remote airports.

Financial pressures reinforce the case for a threshold. Approximately 60 per cent of council-
owned airports already operate at a loss, running annual deficits and relying on intermittent
government grants, or diverting money from local community services just to maintain runways
and critical infrastructure.*® Even modest additional compliance costs could be unsustainable.
If airports of this size were compelled to fund consumer protection mechanisms, the result
would likely be reduced services, increased charges or even the risk of closure. The impact
would be felt most acutely in regional communities, where higher airfares or fewer flights would
cut directly against affordability and access.

The need for the establishment of consumer protections has been driven primarily by the
behaviour of airlines in the aviation sector during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. The
need for additional protections has not been due to the behaviour of regional airports.
Removing these airports from the scheme will not unfairly disadvantage people residing in
regional Australia. The application of Australian Consumer Law will still apply to all airports in
Australia if there is a complaint that requires further examination. A clear threshold also
provides legal and regulatory certainty.

40 AAA, 2016, Regional airport infrastructure study: economic contribution and challenges of regional airports in Australia, p.21,
(Accessed 14 November 2025).
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Airports are already subject to a wide range of regulatory frameworks, including the Airports Act
1996, the Civil Aviation Safety Regulations, the Disability Standards for Accessible Public
Transport, the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 and state and territory building codes and
planning laws. They are among the most heavily regulated entities in the transport sector.

Overlaying an additional layer of consumer protection regulation without differentiation would
create unnecessary duplication and complexity for facilities that do not have the capacity to
manage it. Importantly, regional residents would continue to be covered under the Ombuds
scheme for airline-related issues, which remain the largest source of consumer complaints
regardless of whether their local airport is captured by the framework.

Mid-sized airports and the emerging funding gap

Mid-sized airports play a particularly vital role in Australia’s aviation system, sitting between
small regional aerodromes and major capital city gateways, but falling outside both funding
frameworks. These airports, typically handling between 100,000 and three million passengers
annually or more than 50,000 aircraft movements, connect regional centres to capital cities and
support aviation training, general aviation, freight, FIFO operations and emergency response.
They are often the economic backbone of their regions, underpinning industries such as mining,
agriculture and tourism. '

Despite their scale and strategic importance, many Mid-sized airports are owned and operated
by local governments and are excluded from existing Commonwealth funding frameworks.
These airports face significant capital and compliance requirements but do not have access to
the same revenue bases or investment support as major airports.

The AAA therefore supports the creation of a dedicated Mid-Sized Airports Program to support
larger council-owned airports that are excluded from existing regional and major airport funding
programs despite high passenger throughput and significant capital needs. The AAA is calling for
a $25 million per annum Mid-sized Airports Program to ensure these key regional and
metropolitan airports have access to funding for essential safety, compliance and operational
upgrades. Examples include Albury, Ballina Byron, Kalgoorlie, Karratha, Newcastle, Proserpine
and Rockhampton.*? Without targeted support, these airports risk falling between policy
frameworks, limiting their ability to maintain infrastructure and support reliable air services for
their regions.

Conclusion

Regional, rural and remote airports are essential public infrastructure that underpin health,
safety, economic participation and social cohesion across Australia. They enable access to
aeromedical services, emergency response, freight, education, tourism and employment, and in

41 AAA, Mid-sized Airports Fact Sheet, available on AAA Members Lounge, (Accessed: 21 November 2025).
42 See AAA submission to the HoR Standing Committee on RDIT Inquiry into local government sustainability, p.3, (Accessed: 14
November 2025).
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many communities, they provide the only reliable form of public transport. These airports
perform a critical national function that extends well beyond commercial aviation activity.

This submission demonstrates that regional airports operate within structurally constrained
environments characterised by thin markets, limited revenue bases, ageing infrastructure,
workforce shortages and an increasingly complex regulatory landscape. Many are owned and
operated by local governments that are legally required to keep them open yet lack the fiscal
capacity to absorb rising compliance and capital costs without ongoing subsidy from local
ratepayers. These pressures are cumulative and systemic, rather than the result of local
management decisions.

Financial deficits, escalating security and regulatory costs, workforce constraints and exposure
to airline market volatility all place increasing strain on the sustainability of regional aviation
services. The consequences of service disruption or withdrawal are immediate and significant
for communities with no alternative transport options.

The submission also highlights emerging risks to regional network resilience, including
workforce concentration, airline market fragility and the absence of standing safeguards to
protect airports and local governments when a carrier providing essential services enters
financial distress. Recent airline failures and restructures have demonstrated the limited
resilience of many regional routes and the extent to which airports and councils are exposed to
uncompensated financial risk while continuing to deliver essential services in the public
interest.

Addressing these challenges requires a coordinated, long-term approach that recognises
regional airports as essential public transport infrastructure. Stable and predictable funding,
proportionate regulatory frameworks, sustainable approaches to federally mandated security
costs and targeted workforce development are all necessary to maintain safe, reliable and
affordable air services for regional Australians. Equally important is ensuring that policy and
regulatory settings reflect scale, cumulative impact and implementation capacity, rather than
applying one-size-fits-all obligations across a highly diverse airport network.

This inquiry provides an opportunity to move beyond ad hoc and reactive measures and
establish a more coherent national framework for regional aviation. By aligning investment,
regulation and workforce planning with the essential role regional airports play, governments
can help secure long-term connectivity, resilience and equity for rural, regional and remote
communities across Australia.
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About AAA

The Australian Airports Association (AAA) has connected Australian airports for over 40 years,
representing more than 340 airports and aerodromes across the country, from major
international gateways to regional and remote community airstrips, alongside more than 150
corporate members. We advocate for policies that support infrastructure investment,
operational excellence and equitable access for people and communities.

For further information, please contact:

Sybilla Grady
Senior Manager, Policy, and Research
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