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Chair’s Foreword 
Reliable and affordable regional aviation enables people in regional Australia to access the 
services and opportunities that support everyday life. 

For many communities, air travel provides the only practical connection to specialist health care, education, 
employment, business opportunities, family, culture and broader social participation. It connects regional 
communities with capital cities and major service centres. It also enables specialists, workers, service 
providers and visitors to travel into regional Australia. 

This inquiry therefore reaches well beyond the price of an airline ticket. It raises questions about fairness, 
access and equity of opportunity.  Financially sustainable regional airports form the foundation of regional 
aviation connectivity, community safety and resilience. The Australian Government must support these assets 
through a broader policy framework that also protects affordability, reliability and route continuity for regional 
communities. 

Regional airport infrastructure enables passenger services, medical retrieval, emergency response, search 
and rescue, disaster recovery, freight movement, workforce mobility and tourism. Regional capital cities rely 
on this infrastructure to fulfil their role as service centres for surrounding towns and rural communities.  

Local governments often own, operate and fund this infrastructure. However, the benefits extend well beyond 
council boundaries. State and federal agencies, airlines, businesses, health providers and communities 
across much wider regional catchments rely on the services that regional airports enable. 

The final Regional Airports Financial Sustainability Survey 2026 shows the pressure that the current 
model places on airport operators and council owners. Seventy-three per cent of surveyed airport 
operators reported an operating loss in 2024–25. The median loss reached $519,000.  These findings 
should concern every level of government. Regional communities can pay twice: first through the 
council funding that maintains airport infrastructure, and again through higher fares, reduced services 
and underinvestment. 

However, financially sustainable airports alone cannot secure effective regional connectivity. Airport operators 
do not set airfares, allocate airline fleets, determine schedules or decide which routes airlines retain. Many 
regional routes operate with thin demand, limited competition and little protection from sudden service 
reductions or airline withdrawal. 

Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) has consistently argued that thin markets create genuine cost pressures, 
but they do not explain every regional airfare or service outcome. Regional communities need airport 
infrastructure that can support aviation services. They also need fares that remain reasonable, services that 
operate reliably and essential routes that continue when market conditions change.  

Government policy must address both parts of this system.RCA’s six recommendations set clear outcomes for 
airport sustainability, security and regulatory reform, affordability, long-term funding, national planning and 
route continuity. The recommendations do not prescribe one narrow model. They give the Australian 
Government room to design workable mechanisms while maintaining a clear test for success: regional 
communities must gain more reliable, affordable and resilient aviation connectivity. 

At its core, this submission asks government to protect equity of opportunity. People should not lose access to 
essential services, employment, education, family and broader participation simply because of where they 
live. 
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Yours faithfully, 

Cr Josh Black​
Chair, Regional Capitals Australia​
Mayor, Dubbo Regional Council  

About Regional Capitals Australia 

Who RCA represents 
Local government leaders formed Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) in 2012 to represent the interests of 
Australia’s regional capital cities. RCA works to ensure that national policy and funding priorities reflect the 
needs of these cities and the wider regions they serve.  

Mayors and chief executive officers from member councils set RCA’s policy agenda and shape its advocacy to 
the Australian Government. A board of nine member councils governs the national forum.  

Regional capital cities serve as the main service centres for their regions. Hospitals, education providers, 
government agencies, employers and businesses located in these cities provide essential services and 
opportunities to local residents and people from surrounding towns and rural communities. 

Regional capital cities also provide a productive, liveable and more affordable alternative to Australia’s major 
metropolitan cities. RCA advocates for national investment that strengthens their capacity to remain: 

●​ connected, through roads, rail, airports, air services and telecommunications;  
●​ productive, through diverse industries, skilled workforces and business investment; and  
●​ liveable, through essential services, social infrastructure, cultural opportunities and affordable housing.  

Regional capitals at a glance 
RCA’s 2026–27 policy platform records the scale of the communities and economies that regional capital 
cities support: 

5.62m​

REGIONAL CAPITAL 
RESIDENTS 

4m​

SURROUNDING RURAL 
RESIDENTS 

10m​

PEOPLE RELY ON 
REGIONAL CAPITALS 

$225b​

ANNUAL ECONOMIC 
CONTRIBUTION 

300,000​

ACTIVE BUSINESSES 

RCA member councils 
RCA represents member councils across New South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, Western Australia, South 
Australia and the Northern Territory. RCA’s published membership list, together with the addition of Wodonga, 
identifies the following 21 member councils.  

Albury City Council Armidale Regional Council Ballarat City Council 

Broken Hill City Council City of Busselton Shire of Broome 

Dubbo Regional Council Fraser Coast Regional Council Goulburn Mulwaree Council 

City of Greater Geelong City of Greater Geraldton Griffith City Council 

City of Kalgoorlie-Boulder City of Karratha Latrobe City Council 

City of Palmerston Town of Port Hedland City of Port Lincoln 

Page 4 



 
Regional Capitals Australia  |  State of Aviation 2026 

Tweed Shire Council City of Wagga Wagga  

RCA’s role in this inquiry 
RCA brings two connected perspectives to this inquiry. 

1.​ Many RCA member councils own or operate regional airport infrastructure. Council owners fund 
maintenance, asset renewal, safety, security and regulatory compliance. They understand the cost and 
practical requirements involved in keeping airport infrastructure safe and operational. 

2.​ Mayors and chief executive officers are advocates for communities that depend on regional 
aviation. Our local leaders see how high fares, unreliable schedules, reduced services and route 
withdrawal affect residents, businesses, health providers, employers and visitors. 

RCA therefore approaches regional aviation as both: 

●​ an infrastructure issue, because financially sustainable regional airports enable aviation, emergency 
response and community resilience; and  

●​ a community connectivity issue, because fares, reliability and route continuity determine whether 
regional communities can make practical use of that infrastructure.  

This submission reflects both roles. 

Executive Summary 

Regional aviation underpins equity of opportunity 
Financially sustainable regional airports are the foundation of regional aviation connectivity, community safety 
and resilience. However, the Australian Government must support these assets through a broader policy 
framework that also protects affordability, reliability and route continuity for regional communities. 

Reliable and affordable regional aviation enables regional communities to access: 

●​ health care and specialist medical services;  
●​ education, employment and business opportunities;  
●​ family, cultural and social connections; and  
●​ capital cities, regional service centres and national markets.  

Many of these services and opportunities do not exist locally or within a reasonable travelling distance. 
Aviation therefore underpins equity of opportunity. Decisions about the future of regional aviation must retain 
this fundamental truth. 

Regional capital cities are service centres. Hospitals, higher education institutions, government agencies, 
employers and businesses located in these cities provide essential services and opportunities to local 
residents and surrounding communities. Aviation extends practical access to these services. It also enables 
specialists, workers, service providers, businesses and visitors to travel into regional Australia.  

Regional airports enable connectivity, safety and resilience 
Airport infrastructure provides the foundation for regional aviation. Airlines require runways, terminals, lighting, 
security systems, safety infrastructure and operational capability before they can deliver passenger services. 

The same infrastructure also enables: 

●​ medical retrieval and visiting health services;  
●​ emergency and disaster response;  
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●​ police, search and rescue operations;  
●​ workforce and freight movements; and  
●​ tourism, trade and regional investment.  

Local governments often own, operate and fund this infrastructure. However, state and federal service 
systems, airlines, businesses and communities across much wider regional catchments rely on the services 
that airport infrastructure enables. 

The final Regional Airports Financial Sustainability Survey 2026 confirms this broader public role: 

●​ 93 per cent of surveyed airports facilitated Royal Flying Doctor Service activity;  
●​ 83 per cent facilitated emergency services;  
●​ 71 per cent facilitated disaster response;  
●​ 61 per cent facilitated search and rescue; and  
●​ only 51 per cent levied fees for these essential and emergency activities.  

These figures demonstrate why governments should not assess regional airports solely as commercial 
transport assets. 

New evidence points to structural financial pressure 
Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) and the Australian Airports Association (AAA) commissioned ACIL Allen to 
examine the financial sustainability of regional airports. 

The final report draws on 41 surveyed airports. The findings show widespread pressure across the sample: 

●​ 73 per cent reported an operating loss in 2024–25;  
●​ the median loss reached $519,000;  
●​ 67 per cent of respondents to the relevant question reported deferred capital investment;  
●​ 85 per cent reported limited capacity to invest in service-enabling infrastructure; and  
●​ 63 per cent reported difficulty funding required security or safety upgrades.  

Airport operators must fund infrastructure, staffing, maintenance, safety and compliance regardless of 
passenger throughput. Smaller airports spread these fixed costs across fewer passengers and have fewer 
opportunities to generate income from parking, retail, property and other commercial activities. 

The survey recorded $51.6 million in asset investment during 2024–25. For the 23 airports that supplied 
replacement-cost data, that investment represented only 3.4 per cent of asset replacement value. ACIL Allen 
noted that this rate implied a replacement cycle of around 30 years, while major assets such as runways and 
pavements often require investment every 10 to 15 years.  

These findings identify a structural problem. The current funding framework does not match the long-term 
infrastructure task that regional airports perform. 

Airport sustainability alone cannot secure effective connectivity 
Financially sustainable airport infrastructure creates the capacity for regional air services. It does not 
determine fares, schedules, service frequency, airline capacity or route continuity. 

Airlines make these decisions within markets that often have: 

●​ thin and dispersed passenger demand;  
●​ limited or no competition;  
●​ high airline market power relative to airport size;  
●​ fragile route economics; and  
●​ few practical transport alternatives.  
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The Aviation White Paper reports that the average ticket price per kilometre for flights involving regional 
airports was 52 per cent above the equivalent price for flights between two capital cities. ACCC reporting 
records that, in October 2025, one airline group served 89 regional routes, two groups served 69 routes and 
no regional route had three or more operators. [2, 3] 

Thin markets create genuine cost pressures. However, thin markets do not fully explain sharp fare increases, 
reduced frequency or route withdrawal. Regional airfare outcomes reflect the interaction between thin 
demand, concentrated airline markets, service instability and airport infrastructure costs. 

A complete policy response must address both sides of the system 
The Australian Government must address two connected tasks: 

●​ Sustain the airport infrastructure that enables regional aviation, community safety and resilience.  
●​ Protect reasonable airfares, reliable services and essential route continuity for regional 

communities.  
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Chapter 1: Regional aviation connectivity and equity of 
opportunity 

Reliable and affordable regional aviation enables regional communities to access essential 
services, employment, education, markets and broader social and cultural opportunities. 

Regional capital cities function as service centres for much wider regional catchments. Hospitals, higher 
education institutions, government agencies, employers and businesses located in these centres support local 
residents as well as people from surrounding towns and rural areas. In many parts of Australia, distance 
makes air travel the only practical way to reach these services within a reasonable timeframe. 

Regional airport infrastructure enables these connections. However, infrastructure alone cannot provide 
effective connectivity. Regional communities also need reasonable airfares, reliable services, practical 
schedules and route continuity. 

Good regional aviation therefore supports equity of opportunity. People who live outside metropolitan Australia 
should not face reduced access to health care, education, employment, business opportunities or broader 
participation simply because of where they live. 

Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) considers health care, education, workforce mobility, tourism, trade and 
access to services core functions of the regional aviation network. [2] 

Health and essential services 
Regional aviation plays an important role in connecting regional residents with health care that may not exist 
locally or within a reasonable travelling distance. 

Regional capital cities function as major health service centres for wider regional catchments. Hospitals and 
specialist services located in these centres provide care to local residents as well as people from surrounding 
towns and rural communities. Air services allow patients to reach specialist and tertiary treatment without 
undertaking long road journeys that may add days to a medical trip. 

Aviation also supports the movement of health professionals into regional Australia. Clinicians, locums, visiting 
specialists and outreach providers often need to travel across large distances to deliver services. Reliable air 
connections can help health organisations extend specialist services beyond their permanent local workforce 
and support communities where professional shortages limit access to care. 

This two-way movement matters. Regional aviation does not simply transport patients out of regional areas. It 
also enables clinicians and services to travel in. This strengthens the role of regional capital cities as health 
service centres and helps extend services into surrounding communities.  

FAST FACTS — HEALTH ACCESS [6] 

●​ The burden of disease in Remote areas sits at 1.4 times the level recorded in Major Cities.  
●​ Nearly 18,500 Australians live more than one hour’s drive from essential primary health care.  
●​ Metropolitan areas record 115.2 general practitioner full-time equivalent positions per 100,000 

people, compared with 68.1 in Remote areas and 70.7 in Very Remote areas.  
●​ Small rural towns have around 55 per cent fewer health professionals than metropolitan areas.  

These figures demonstrate the underlying access challenge. Where communities have fewer local services 
and smaller health workforces, affordable and reliable aviation can materially affect whether people can reach 
care and whether providers can reach communities. 

Page 8 



 
Regional Capitals Australia  |  State of Aviation 2026 

Economic development, employment and tourism 
Regional aviation enables economic participation across industries that operate over large distances. 

Businesses rely on air connections to move workers, meet clients, bring specialist expertise into regional 
areas and maintain links with suppliers, markets and decision-makers. This matters particularly for industries 
such as mining, agriculture, construction, energy and professional services, where businesses may need skills 
that do not exist permanently within the local workforce. 

Regional aviation also supports investment. Businesses and investors need practical access to regional 
locations before they establish, expand or manage operations there. Poor frequency, unreliable services and 
high fares add cost and time to doing business and can weaken the effective connection between regional 
economies and national markets. 

Tourism provides another clear example. Regional destinations rely on visitors travelling over large distances. 
Aviation supports not only leisure tourism, but also business travel, events, visiting friends and relatives and 
fly-drive visitation across wider regions. Airfare increases or reduced services can therefore affect 
accommodation, hospitality, retail, attractions and other businesses well beyond the airport itself.  

FAST FACTS — ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND TOURISM [7] 

●​ Regional Australia accounts for 46 per cent of national tourism expenditure.  
●​ Regional tourism supports around 534,000 jobs.  
●​ More than 100,000 tourism-related businesses operate across regional Australia.  
●​ 57 cents of every visitor dollar goes into regional communities.  
●​ Regional air connectivity supports tourism, workforce movement, trade and business access. [2] 

The economic value of aviation therefore extends beyond the passenger journey. Regional air connectivity 
supports the movement of people, skills, investment and expenditure across regional economies. 

Education, skills and workforce access 
Regional aviation also enables access to education, training and skills that may not exist within a person’s 
immediate community. 

Regional capital cities function as education centres for their surrounding regions. Universities, vocational 
education providers and specialist training organisations located in these centres support students and 
employers across much larger geographic areas. Air services can connect students with education and allow 
educators, trainers and specialist providers to deliver programs across regional Australia. 

The same issue applies to workforce access. Many regional industries require specialist skills for limited 
periods or at particular stages of a project. Employers use aviation to move workers between metropolitan 
centres, regional capitals and project locations. Reliable aviation can therefore increase the effective labour 
market available to regional employers without requiring every specialist skill to exist permanently within every 
community. 

This task will grow as Australia delivers major infrastructure and energy projects across regional Australia. 
Construction and energy projects will require large mobile workforces, while regional communities will also 
need access to training and skills development to maximise local participation in those opportunities. Aviation 
is an important part of this workforce mobility task. 

FAST FACTS — SKILLS AND WORKFORCE MOBILITY [8] 

●​ Accenture’s 2023 modelling used a starting workforce of around 26,000 people across solar, wind 
and storage. 

●​ Under its coordinated action scenario, this workforce could grow to around 85,000 workers by 2030. 
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●​ Under that scenario, investment across the energy system could support up to 1.35 million jobs by 
2050. 

●​ This includes up to 1.22 million construction jobs, many of which will operate for limited project 
periods and require a mobile workforce.  

These figures relate specifically to the energy transition rather than the entire regional workforce. The 
construction figure counts jobs over time, not distinct workers employed simultaneously. The modelling 
illustrates the scale of the workforce mobility task emerging across regional Australia. 

Family, cultural and social connection 
Regional connectivity also affects people’s ability to participate in family, cultural and social life. 

Long distances mean that regional residents often depend on aviation to attend significant family events, 
maintain connections with children who relocate for study, visit relatives, participate in sporting and cultural 
events or travel urgently when a family member becomes unwell. 

These journeys can appear discretionary when viewed only through a transport or commercial lens. For the 
people making them, they often are not. A funeral, family emergency or important cultural event cannot 
necessarily move to accommodate an airline schedule or a cheaper fare. 

The Productivity Commission’s consultation on this issue heard examples of people facing high costs when 
travelling for funerals, family emergencies, education and visits to relatives. That evidence demonstrates the 
practical effects of limited access. [5] 

Effective connectivity requires more than an airport 
Regional airport infrastructure creates the capacity for aviation services. However, an airport cannot 
guarantee that an airline will operate a route, offer an affordable fare or provide a schedule that meets 
community needs. 

For regional communities, effective connectivity depends on four connected conditions: 

●​ Affordability: households, businesses and service providers must reasonably afford the journey;  
●​ Reliability: travellers must have confidence that the service will operate;  
●​ Frequency: schedules must make the journey practical; and  
●​ route continuity:  communities need protection from losing essential connections where no realistic 

alternative exists.  
The Aviation White Paper demonstrates the affordability challenge: regional passengers paid an average 
ticket price per kilometre 52 per cent higher than passengers travelling between two capital cities. ACCC 
reporting and the Productivity Commission’s consultation also identify concentrated regional markets, high 
fares and service disruption. [2, 3, 5] 

These outcomes matter because much regional travel cannot shift easily to another mode. Residents may 
need to travel for medical care, education or work. Businesses may need to move specialist staff. A 
several-hour flight journey can become a day or more of road travel when aviation services become 
unaffordable or unavailable. 

Thin markets create genuine operating pressures, and regional aviation will not always match the economics 
of high-volume metropolitan services. However, geography alone does not explain every fare, scheduling or 
service outcome. 

Regional aviation policy must therefore consider both the infrastructure that enables connectivity and the 
aviation services that make that connectivity useful. 
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RCA’s position 
RCA recommends: 

Introduce targeted affordability mechanisms (funding or caps) for thin and monopoly regional 
routes to ensure airfares remain reasonable and accessible, particularly where: 
●​ routes have limited or no competition;  
●​ fares have risen rapidly or remained persistently high; and  
●​ distance from a major capital city or service centre makes travel by road impractical.  

RCA also recommends: 

Establish policy mechanisms to protect essential regional air connectivity during periods of airline 
restructuring, market exit or prolonged disruption, including support for route continuity where 
regional communities would otherwise lose practical access to essential services, workforce 
connections and major service centres.  

Closing statement 
Regional aviation enables regional communities to participate in opportunities and services across Australia. 

It supports access to health care, education, skills, employment, business, tourism, family and wider cultural 
and social life. In many communities, no practical alternative can provide the same connection within a 
reasonable timeframe. 

Financially sustainable regional airports provide the essential infrastructure for this task. However, effective 
regional connectivity also requires reasonable fares, reliable services and route continuity. 

Aviation underpins equity of opportunity. The Australian Government should assess future regional aviation 
policy against that fundamental outcome. 
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Chapter 2: Regional airport infrastructure enables 
community safety and resilience 

Regional airport infrastructure supports functions that extend well beyond scheduled 
passenger travel. 

Across regional Australia, airports enable medical retrieval, emergency response, search and rescue, disaster 
response, defence activity and other public-service functions. These operations depend on runways, lighting, 
aprons and other airport infrastructure remaining safe, serviceable and capable of supporting the required 
aircraft operations. 

This role becomes particularly important when fire, flood, cyclone or severe weather closes roads, damages 
transport links or isolates communities. Aviation can then provide one of the few practical ways to move 
patients, emergency personnel, specialist capability, equipment and essential supplies. 

Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) therefore considers community safety and resilience part of the core 
regional airport task. Government policy should recognise not only the emergency services that use regional 
airports, but also the underlying infrastructure capability that allows those services to operate. 

Emergency and essential services rely on regional airport infrastructure 
The final Regional Airports Financial Sustainability Survey 2026 shows how extensively emergency and 
essential services already rely on regional airport infrastructure. [1] 

Almost every airport in the 41-airport survey supported at least one essential or emergency service during 
2024–25. These included the Royal Flying Doctor Service (RFDS), emergency services, disaster response, 
search and rescue and Australian Defence Force activity.  

These operations form part of the regular regional airport task. Medical retrieval aircraft need suitable runways 
and aprons. Emergency agencies require safe access. Disaster-response aircraft require airport infrastructure 
capable of supporting their operations. Airport owners therefore need to maintain this capability before an 
emergency arises, not once a response has commenced. 

FAST FACTS — ESSENTIAL AND EMERGENCY SERVICES 

●​ 93 per cent of surveyed airports supported RFDS activity.  
●​ 83 per cent supported emergency services.  
●​ 71 per cent supported disaster response.  [1] 
●​ 61 per cent supported search and rescue.  
●​ 46 per cent supported Australian Defence Force activity.  
●​ Only 51 per cent reported levying fees or charges for these essential and emergency services.  

The evidence shows that emergency and public-service functions operate across the regional airport network 
rather than within a small number of specialist facilities. 

Regional airports enable state and national disaster response 
Australia’s emergency-management arrangements place responsibility for coordinating and planning disaster 
response and recovery within a jurisdiction with state and territory governments. Police, fire and rescue, 
ambulance, State Emergency Services and other agencies provide the operational capabilities required to 
respond to emergencies within those jurisdictions.  [9] 
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Regional airports provide infrastructure through which those agencies can operate. Depending on the 
incident, airports can support aircraft deployment, emergency personnel, evacuation, medical retrieval, 
specialist equipment, relief supplies and access to communities cut off from road or rail networks. 

Where the total resources available to an affected jurisdiction cannot reasonably meet the needs of an event, 
the state or territory can request Australian Government assistance. Under the Australian Government 
Disaster Response Plan 2025 (COMDISPLAN), the Commonwealth can provide planning expertise, specialist 
capabilities, management of external resources and physical assistance. COMDISPLAN does not transfer 
control of the disaster to the Commonwealth. States and territories retain responsibility for coordinating and 
planning the response and recovery within their borders.  [9] 

Commonwealth assistance can also include Australian Defence Force capability. Through Defence Assistance 
to the Civil Community, Defence can provide airlift, transportation, logistics, evacuation, aerial tanker basing, 
search and rescue and other support during bushfires, cyclones, floods and major emergencies. Large-scale 
or sustained Defence assistance generally follows a request from an authorised state or territory official 
through the National Emergency Management Agency (NEMA).  [12] 

A regional airport can therefore become the physical platform through which a state-led emergency response 
and Commonwealth assistance come together. 

Local government can carry responsibility for the enabling asset 
A different set of responsibilities applies to the airport itself. 

Where a local government owns and operates a certified aerodrome, the council also carries responsibilities 
as the aerodrome operator under Commonwealth aviation law. Part 139 of the Civil Aviation Safety 
Regulations 1998 requires the operator of a certified aerodrome to ensure that its aerodrome facilities and 
equipment comply with the applicable requirements in the Part 139 Manual of Standards. These requirements 
include movement areas, visual aids, lighting, access, facilities and equipment, inspections and other 
operational matters.  [13] 

The regulatory framework also requires certified aerodromes to operate and maintain their facilities safely and 
in accordance with their aerodrome manual. The Civil Aviation Safety Authority (CASA) can suspend or cancel 
an aerodrome certificate where facilities or equipment do not meet applicable standards, the aerodrome does 
not meet relevant emergency-preparedness requirements, or the operator does not safely operate or maintain 
the aerodrome.  [14] 

Commonwealth requirements also govern emergency preparedness. The precise requirements vary 
according to the type and frequency of aircraft operations at an aerodrome, but the Part 139 framework 
covers emergency planning and preparedness, while CASA guidance addresses coordination with responders 
and the arrangements required to support an aerodrome emergency.  

These requirements do not oblige a council to upgrade its airport to accommodate every aircraft or emergency 
capability that a state or Commonwealth agency may wish to deploy. They do, however, require an operator to 
maintain the airport’s existing regulated capability to the standards that apply to it. 

That distinction matters. State and Commonwealth emergency systems can only use a regional airport to the 
extent that the underlying infrastructure safely supports the required operation. If the local owner cannot 
maintain or renew critical infrastructure, the available aviation capability can reduce. 

The relationship therefore runs in a clear direction: 

Local government maintains the enabling asset → the asset provides aviation capability → state and 
Commonwealth agencies rely on that capability to perform their respective emergency functions. 
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The line of responsibility does not match the line of funding 
The operational relationship is relatively clear. The financial relationship is less so. 

State and territory governments coordinate disaster response and recovery. The Australian Government 
provides national assistance where required and shares eligible disaster-response and recovery costs. The 
airport operator maintains the aviation infrastructure that enables aircraft and emergency agencies to operate. 

However, the current national frameworks reviewed for this submission do not establish an equivalent 
standing funding mechanism that routinely allocates the lifecycle cost of maintaining that airport capability 
across the governments that rely upon it. 

The Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements (DRFA) illustrate the distinction. The DRFA provides a 
mechanism through which the Australian Government shares the financial burden of disaster response and 
recovery with states and territories. Once activated, the Commonwealth may reimburse states and territories 
for up to 75 per cent of eligible assistance expenditure, depending on the type and level of expenditure 
involved. Eligible measures include counter-disaster operations and reconstruction of essential public assets.  
[10] 

However, the DRFA responds principally to expenditure and damage arising from an eligible disaster. It does 
not provide an ongoing funding stream for the routine maintenance and lifecycle renewal required to keep 
regional airport infrastructure response-ready before an emergency occurs. 

There is a further distinction for airport infrastructure. The DRFA guideline identifies roads, bridges, tunnels, 
public hospitals, schools, police stations, fire and emergency-service stations and several other forms of 
infrastructure as examples of essential public assets. Airports do not appear on that list. For assets that are 
not listed, the state must seek Australian Government approval to treat the asset as an essential public asset 
under the arrangements.  [11] 

The Australian Government’s Regional Airports Program provides another part of the funding picture. One of 
the program’s stated purposes is to fund works that meet the operational requirements of aeromedical and 
other emergency services. However, the program operates through competitive grant rounds rather than 
through a standing funding mechanism tied to the level of state or Commonwealth reliance on an individual 
airport.  [17] 

This exposes a policy gap between responsibility, dependency and payment. 

Public-service value does not necessarily generate commercial revenue 
The ACIL Allen evidence shows how this mismatch appears at airport level. 

The final survey found that 63 per cent of surveyed airports indicated that supporting services 
regardless of commercial viability formed part of their operating context. ACIL Allen interpreted the 
broader findings as evidence that many regional airports function as essential public infrastructure rather than 
purely commercial enterprises.  

This does not mean that airport owners necessarily face a statutory obligation to continue every uneconomic 
service. It describes a practical infrastructure responsibility. An airport owner cannot necessarily assess 
medical retrieval, emergency access or disaster-response capability solely against the revenue those activities 
generate. 

The survey findings reinforce this point. Almost every surveyed airport supported at least one essential or 
emergency function, while only around half reported levying fees or charges for these activities.  

A council can therefore carry the standing cost of maintaining infrastructure that enables functions performed 
by state or Commonwealth agencies without recovering that lifecycle cost directly from those agencies. 

The issue is not that local government carries no responsibility. Councils that own and operate airports clearly 
carry responsibilities as asset owners and aerodrome operators. The issue is the absence of a clear and 
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consistent line of financial responsibility that reflects how other levels of government depend on the 
capability the asset provides. 

Medical retrieval demonstrates the public-service role 
Medical retrieval provides one of the clearest examples of this relationship. [1] 

Chapter 1 addresses the role of aviation in connecting regional residents with health care. Medical retrieval 
represents a separate emergency function. The RFDS and other aeromedical providers use regional airport 
infrastructure to reach patients, transfer people to higher-level care and respond across large geographic 
areas. 

The airport owner must maintain that capability before a retrieval occurs. A runway, lighting system or apron 
cannot become serviceable only when an emergency aircraft arrives. 

The value of this infrastructure therefore cannot be measured solely through scheduled passenger numbers, 
aeronautical revenue or the number of emergency movements in a particular year. The policy question must 
also consider the capability that governments and service providers require to remain available. 

The widespread use of surveyed airports by aeromedical services demonstrates that this capability forms part 
of the regular public-service function of regional airports.  

Resilience depends on infrastructure capability 
Emergency systems ultimately depend on physical infrastructure. [1] 

Runways, pavements, lighting, aprons, terminals, fencing and other airport assets require ongoing 
maintenance and periodic renewal. Airport operators must also meet relevant safety, regulatory and security 
requirements. These costs continue regardless of how frequently an emergency agency uses the airport. 

The final ACIL Allen survey identifies a material risk to this capability. 

FAST FACTS — INFRASTRUCTURE CAPABILITY 

●​ 85 per cent of surveyed airports reported limited capacity to invest in service-enabling infrastructure.  
●​ 63 per cent reported an inability to fund required security or safety upgrades.  
●​ 67 per cent of respondents reported deferred capital reinvestment.  

The survey also shows that current investment is not keeping pace with the lifecycle of major airport assets. 
Across the 23 airports that provided replacement-cost data, airports invested 3.4 per cent of total asset 
replacement value in 2024–25. ACIL Allen found that this rate implies an asset replacement cycle of around 
30 years, while major assets such as runways and pavements generally require renewal or investment every 
10 to 15 years.  

These findings connect financial sustainability directly with resilience. A 30-year implied replacement cycle 
does not align with the renewal requirements of some of the most important airport assets. If investment 
continues below the rate required to maintain those assets, airport owners face increasing pressure to defer 
works or rely on external funding. 

This does not mean that every deferred project immediately prevents an emergency response. However, 
sustained underinvestment can progressively reduce airport capability. If a local government cannot fund 
runway renewal, lighting replacement, pavement works or other necessary infrastructure, the consequences 
can extend beyond the local asset owner. 

State emergency agencies may lose or face restrictions on an operating base. Medical retrieval capability may 
reduce. Commonwealth assistance may face limitations on the aircraft or activities it can deploy through that 
airport. 
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The sustainability of regional airport infrastructure therefore affects the capacity of other governments to 
perform functions for which those governments hold responsibility. 

Regional airport capability should form part of resilience planning 
Government resilience planning should recognise this interdependence. 

It should consider not only whether an airport exists, but the capability that state and national service systems 
require from that airport, the condition of the infrastructure that enables that capability, the alternatives 
available if the airport becomes unavailable and the capacity of the asset owner to fund its long-term renewal. 

This would create a clearer connection between emergency-management planning and infrastructure 
planning. 

The Australian Government already recognises part of this relationship through the Regional Airports 
Program. The program expressly identifies meeting the operational requirements of aeromedical and other 
emergency services as one of the purposes of investment in regional airport infrastructure.  

RCA considers that governments should assess regional airports as components of a wider network of 
nationally significant enabling infrastructure rather than solely as individual local assets. 

The emergency and disaster-response evidence strengthens that proposition. A locally owned airport can 
provide capability on which local, state and national systems depend. 

RCA’s position 
RCA recommends: 

Develop a coordinated national framework for regional aviation and regional airport investment 
that: 
●​ recognises regional airports collectively as nationally significant enabling infrastructure;  
●​ reflects their role in workforce mobility, health and service access, emergency response, freight, tourism 

and export industries; and  
●​ assesses investment needs on a network basis rather than as isolated local projects.  

Closing statement 
Regional airport infrastructure enables community safety and resilience across regional Australia. 

States and territories carry responsibility for coordinating disaster response and recovery within their 
jurisdictions. The Australian Government provides national assistance and capability when required, shares 
eligible disaster-response and recovery costs and regulates the aviation system. Local government can 
nevertheless own, operate and fund the airport infrastructure that allows those systems to function. 

That creates an important intergovernmental dependency. 

The line of operational responsibility is clearer than the line of financial responsibility. Government 
emergency capability can depend on locally owned aviation infrastructure without an equivalent standing 
mechanism that shares the lifecycle cost of maintaining that capability. 

The ACIL Allen evidence adds urgency to this issue. Surveyed airports reported widespread deferred 
investment, while the current level of capital investment implies a replacement cycle significantly longer than 
the renewal cycle required for major assets such as runways and pavements.  

If local government cannot maintain the infrastructure required to preserve airport capability, the 
consequences extend beyond the council boundary. They can affect medical retrieval, emergency response, 
disaster operations and the ability of state and Commonwealth agencies to reach regional communities. 

Page 16 



 
Regional Capitals Australia  |  State of Aviation 2026 

Government policy should recognise this dependency when determining how regional airport infrastructure, 
resilience works and long-term renewal receive funding. 

 

Chapter 3: Regional airport financial sustainability 
Regional airports perform an essential transport and public-infrastructure role, but many 
operate within a financial model that does not generate enough revenue to sustainably meet 
their operating and long-term asset obligations. 

The final Regional Airports Financial Sustainability Survey 2026 provides the clearest current evidence of this 
pressure. The Australian Airports Association (AAA) and Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) commissioned 
ACIL Allen to examine the financial position, operating costs, revenue sources, capital investment and 
broader operating environment of regional airports across Australia. The survey received 41 valid responses 
from a diverse sample of regional airports.  [1] 

The findings point to a structural issue across the regional airport network. Airport owners must maintain 
capital-intensive infrastructure and meet aviation standards regardless of passenger volumes, while regional 
markets often provide limited opportunities to spread those costs or generate significant commercial income. 

Financial losses extend across the regional airport network 
The survey found that 73 per cent of respondents recorded an operating loss in 2024–25, with a median 
loss of $519,000.  [1] 

ACIL Allen calculated this financial position using airport own-source revenue, excluding external grants and 
subsidies, less cash operating costs and depreciation. The measure therefore provides an indication of an 
airport’s underlying financial position before external government support.  

This distinction matters. Government grants, council contributions and other forms of external support can 
sustain airport operations where own-source revenue does not meet the full operating and asset-consumption 
costs. 

FAST FACTS — FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY 

●​ 73 per cent of surveyed airports recorded an operating loss in 2024–25.  
●​ The median operating loss reached $519,000.  
●​ 68 per cent reported greater reliance on government support to maintain services.  
●​ 61 per cent reported increased reliance on council or owner subsidies.  

The financial pressure identified by the survey therefore extends beyond individual airport operating results 
and increasingly draws on funding outside the airport revenue base. 

Regional airports carry a substantial fixed cost base 
Regional airports must meet a baseline operating task regardless of the number of passengers or aircraft 
using the facility. 

Airport owners must maintain runways, taxiways, lighting, safety systems, inspection programs, staffing, 
utilities and other operating requirements. They also carry depreciation associated with the ongoing 
consumption of long-life infrastructure. 
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ACIL Allen calculated a median operating cost of $36.20 per passenger across the survey sample and found 
strong evidence of economies of scale because airports carry a high level of fixed costs. Lower passenger 
throughput leaves fewer passengers across which to distribute those costs.  

Depreciation accounted for a median 34 per cent of operating costs, while staff costs accounted for a 
further 24 per cent. These costs reflect the infrastructure-intensive and regulated nature of airport operations.  

FAST FACTS — OPERATING COSTS [1] 

●​ Median operating costs reached $36.20 per passenger.  
●​ Depreciation accounted for a median 34 per cent of operating costs.  
●​ Staff costs accounted for a median 24 per cent.  

Airport owners cannot proportionately reduce runway infrastructure, lighting, inspections or other core 
requirements when passenger numbers fall. This fixed-cost structure places continuing pressure on the 
financial model. 

Revenue opportunities remain constrained 
Regional airports generally do not have access to the same commercial revenue opportunities as major 
metropolitan airports. 

Metropolitan airports can generate significant income through retail, parking, food and beverage, property and 
other non-aeronautical activities. Regional airports typically operate with smaller passenger markets and fewer 
opportunities to generate these revenues. 

The ACIL Allen survey found substantial variation in regional airport revenue sources, including passenger 
service charges, landing fees, hangar rentals, leases, fuel, parking and other activities. The capacity to 
generate each revenue stream depends heavily on passenger demand and the local operating environment.  

This leaves airport owners with a relatively fixed infrastructure and compliance task but a more constrained 
revenue base. When costs increase, the available responses generally involve higher charges, greater owner 
or government support, or delayed expenditure. 

Financial pressure transfers to councils, governments and the wider aviation 
system 
ACIL Allen found that 68 per cent of surveyed airports reported greater reliance on government support 
to maintain services, while 61 per cent reported increased reliance on council or owner subsidies.  [1] 

For council-owned airports, this places pressure on the same local government revenue base that funds 
roads, community infrastructure and other local services. Yet reducing airport investment can affect functions 
well beyond the council boundary, including connectivity, health access, workforce mobility and the 
emergency-response capability outlined in earlier chapters. 

Increasing airport charges provides only a partial alternative. The survey found that 66 per cent of 
respondents reported increased pressure to raise charges, while around two-thirds said airline capacity 
decisions sat largely outside their influence and almost half identified high airline market power relative to 
airport size.  

RCA does not argue that airport charges are the principal cause of high regional airfares. Airport-side cost 
pressures interact with thin markets, airline capacity decisions and limited competition. 

The challenge is therefore broader than airport pricing. The underlying cost and funding pressures need to be 
addressed rather than continually transferred between councils, airports, airlines and passengers. 
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Capital investment is not keeping pace with asset renewal 
The most significant long-term pressure sits in asset renewal. [1] 

Regional airports depend on runways, pavements, taxiways, lighting, terminals and other infrastructure that 
require substantial periodic investment. Meeting day-to-day operating costs does not necessarily generate the 
capital required to replace these assets over their lifecycle. 

Across the survey sample, airports invested $51.6 million in capital works during 2024–25, with 27 of the 
41 surveyed airports undertaking at least one capital investment. However, across the 23 airports that 
supplied replacement-cost data, that investment represented only 3.4 per cent of total asset replacement 
value.  

ACIL Allen found that this rate implies an asset replacement cycle of around 30 years, while major assets 
such as runways and pavements generally require renewal or investment every 10 to 15 years. At the same 
time, 67 per cent of respondents reported deferred capital reinvestment, principally because of limited 
funding or difficulty securing external financial support.  

FAST FACTS — CAPITAL RENEWAL 

●​ Airports invested $51.6 million across the survey sample in 2024–25.  
●​ 67 per cent of respondents reported deferred capital reinvestment.  
●​ Capital investment represented 3.4 per cent of asset replacement value for airports that provided 

the relevant data.  
●​ That investment rate implies an approximately 30-year replacement cycle, compared with renewal 

or investment every 10 to 15 years for major assets such as runways and pavements.  

Deferring capital works does not remove the underlying asset liability. It shifts the task into future years and 
can increase the eventual scale, cost and urgency of the required works. 

Financial pressure is constraining infrastructure capability 
The survey also shows how these financial pressures are beginning to affect airport investment decisions. [1] 

ACIL Allen found that 85 per cent of surveyed airports reported limited ability to invest in 
service-enabling infrastructure, while 63 per cent reported an inability to fund required security or 
safety upgrades.  

These findings matter because airport financial sustainability ultimately affects infrastructure capability. 
Continued deferral can reduce the flexibility available to airport owners, increase dependence on external 
grants and place greater pressure on future renewal programs. 

The better policy approach is to provide greater certainty before infrastructure condition or regulatory 
requirements turn deferred investment into an urgent operational problem. 

Short-term grants do not match a long-life infrastructure task 
Government capital programs, including the Australian Government’s Regional Airports Program and state 
funding initiatives, play an important role in supporting regional airport investment. [17] 

However, periodic competitive grant rounds do not provide the same certainty as a long-term asset funding 
framework. Airport owners must plan runway, pavement, lighting and terminal renewal years in advance and 
sequence works according to asset condition and operational need. 

A funding model heavily dependent on periodic grants can leave airport owners uncertain about whether 
funding will exist when an asset reaches the point of renewal. It can also require project timing to respond to 
available grant rounds rather than the asset-management cycle. 
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The ACIL Allen survey captured this concern directly. Airport operators gave their strongest support to capital 
grants for runway, pavement and lighting infrastructure, followed by long-term infrastructure funding certainty 
beyond short grant cycles, direct recurrent operating funding and dedicated funding for safety and security 
compliance.  

The consistent message is the need for greater certainty around the long-term task of maintaining and 
renewing regional airport infrastructure. 

Financial sustainability requires a longer-term funding framework 
The evidence points to a mismatch between the infrastructure task regional airports perform and the funding 
framework available to support it. 

Most surveyed airports recorded an operating loss, external support is increasingly important and a majority of 
respondents have deferred capital reinvestment. At the same time, current investment levels imply an asset 
replacement cycle that does not align with the renewal requirements of major airport infrastructure. 

A funding model that responds primarily through periodic competitive grants risks becoming reactive. 
Governments can ultimately face a larger problem when asset condition deteriorates, regulatory works 
become urgent or infrastructure capability comes under pressure. 

A more sustainable approach would treat regional airport infrastructure as a long-term asset-management and 
national connectivity task rather than a collection of isolated capital projects. 

RCA’s existing recommendation for a recurrent Regional Airports Sustainability Fund responds directly to 
this problem. RCA also supports entrenched, long-term funding pathways that allow governments and airport 
owners to plan asset renewal at a network level rather than relying predominantly on fragmented competitive 
grant rounds.  

RCA’s position 
RCA’s existing recommendation remains: 

Establish a recurrent Regional Airports Sustainability Fund to support urgent capital renewal, 
address deferred maintenance and close critical infrastructure gaps at regional airports, particularly 
where asset condition, limited financial headroom and constrained local government capacity are 
placing essential connectivity at risk. 

Closing statement 
The final ACIL Allen evidence shows widespread financial pressure across the surveyed regional airport 
network. 

Regional airports carry substantial fixed costs within constrained commercial markets. Many rely increasingly 
on council and government support, while capital investment is not keeping pace with the lifecycle 
requirements of major airport assets. 

Regional airport financial sustainability therefore matters because it determines whether the infrastructure that 
enables connectivity, service access and community resilience can remain available over the long term. 

Government policy should establish funding arrangements that better reflect the lifecycle, public value and 
national function of regional airport infrastructure. 
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Chapter 4: Security, regulation and equitable cost allocation 
Aviation security protects a national transport system. However, the cost of delivering 
nationally mandated security requirements can fall disproportionately on individual regional 
airports, their council owners and regional passengers. 

The Australian Government sets the national aviation-security framework through the Aviation Transport 
Security Act 2004 and the Aviation Transport Security Regulations 2005. The Department of Home Affairs 
sets the broad security requirements and outcomes, while airports and their service providers directly deliver 
aviation-security services, including passenger screening.  

This creates an important division of responsibility. The Commonwealth determines the national security 
outcome and regulatory requirements. Airport operators must then establish the infrastructure, processes and 
service arrangements required to comply. [19] 

Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) supports effective aviation-security arrangements. The policy issue is not 
whether regional airports should meet appropriate national security standards. It is whether the cost of 
meeting those standards should fall disproportionately on thin regional markets simply because the regulated 
activity occurs at a locally owned airport. 

National security requirements create local operating costs 
Australia’s aviation-security framework requires airport operators to manage a range of security functions. 

Depending on the airport and the services operating from it, these can include passenger and baggage 
screening, access control, security zones, physical security measures and procedures for responding to 
heightened security threats. Airport transport security programs must document how the relevant airport will 
deliver these requirements.  

The Australian Government determines the security framework, but airport operators and their contracted 
providers generally deliver the required screening services. Home Affairs states explicitly that airports and 
their service providers carry direct responsibility for delivering aviation-security services, including passenger 
screening, while the Department sets the broader security requirements and outcomes.  

For council-owned regional airports, this can place the operational and financial consequences of national 
regulation onto local government. Councils may need to fund infrastructure, procure screening services, 
maintain equipment and meet associated compliance requirements to preserve the airport’s regulated 
operating capability. 

The purpose of the requirement is national. The immediate cost can nevertheless sit locally. 

Security screening carries a substantial fixed cost 
Security screening creates a particular challenge in regional aviation because many of its costs do not vary 
significantly with passenger volumes. [1] 

Screening requires trained personnel, specialist equipment and an operating screening point whenever the 
relevant services require screening. The Aviation Transport Security Regulations 2005 establish obligations 
for responsible aviation-industry participants to ensure required screening points operate during applicable 
traffic periods and comply with specified screening requirements.  

A regional airport cannot simply halve its screening workforce, equipment or security system because 
passenger numbers fall by half. This creates the same fundamental scale problem identified elsewhere in the 
ACIL Allen evidence: fixed costs must be recovered across a smaller passenger base. 
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The final Regional Airports Financial Sustainability Survey 2026 received security-cost information from 12 
airports, just under 30 per cent of survey respondents. ACIL Allen considered the available information 
sufficient to draw useful conclusions and assessed the data as likely representative of the broader sector.  

FAST FACTS — SECURITY SCREENING 

Among airports that provided security-cost data: 

●​ most reported annual security-screening costs of between $1 million and $2.5 million;  
●​ most recorded costs of approximately $6 to $8 per passenger per year; and  
●​ security costs per passenger declined as passenger throughput increased, reflecting the fixed-cost 

nature of screening infrastructure and operations.  

These results show why the same national requirement can create very different financial consequences 
across the aviation network. 

The Commonwealth has previously recognised the regional cost burden 
Australian Government policy has previously recognised that new security requirements can create 
disproportionate costs for regional airports and passengers. 

The Regional Airport Security Screening Fund provided $50.1 million to eligible regional airports to purchase 
or upgrade security-screening equipment following changes to national screening requirements. The 
Australian Government subsequently established the Regional Airports Screening Infrastructure program to 
assist eligible airports with the minimum necessary capital works and a portion of the initial operating costs 
associated with enhanced screening requirements.  [20, 21] 

When announcing the Regional Airports Screening Infrastructure program, the Australian Government 
explicitly linked the funding to avoiding security-screening costs being passed from regional airports to airlines 
and ultimately to passengers.  [20] 

That policy rationale remains relevant. 

The Commonwealth recognised that imposing a nationally required security standard without assistance could 
produce disproportionate consequences in regional markets. However, much of that support focused on 
introducing new equipment, enabling infrastructure and initial operating costs. The underlying recurrent cost of 
providing screening remains part of the regional airport operating model. 

The policy question therefore extends beyond implementation of a particular security upgrade. It concerns the 
long-term allocation of the cost of a national security function. 

Regional councils are funding nationally required security infrastructure 
RCA members have direct experience of these costs. 

The council examples include approximately $450,000 in CCTV upgrades at Dubbo Regional Airport 
associated with security requirements. At Geraldton Airport, mandated security and compliance projects were 
estimated at approximately $215,000, excluding longer-term fencing renewal, while the council had committed 
approximately $2.1 million to federally mandated security-screening equipment. 

These examples demonstrate the broader cost task. Security obligations do not end with the screening officer 
at the passenger checkpoint. Airports may need to invest in surveillance, fencing, access controls, screening 
equipment, terminal modifications and other infrastructure to maintain compliance with the national framework. 

For a local government owner, these costs sit alongside runway renewal, lighting, terminal works and the 
other asset obligations identified in Chapter 3. 

They also compete for funding from the same council revenue base. 
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Passing costs through does not remove the policy problem 
Airport operators can recover some security costs through charges to airlines. However, cost recovery does 
not make the underlying burden disappear. [21] 

Departmental material on regional security screening has acknowledged that screening costs are generally 
incurred by airports and commonly recovered from airlines on a per-passenger basis. Those costs can then 
form part of airline ticket pricing. The same material acknowledges that per-passenger screening costs tend to 
be higher at regional airports because fewer passengers are available across which to spread the cost.  

This creates a limited set of choices for an airport owner. The airport can absorb more of the security cost, 
seek support from its council owner or pass more of the cost through the aviation system. 

None of those options changes the national purpose of the security requirement. 

Absorbing the cost weakens airport financial sustainability. Council subsidy transfers a national security cost 
onto the local government revenue base. Passing the cost through can add another cost pressure to regional 
air services and passengers. 

RCA therefore does not consider simple cost recovery from thin regional markets an adequate answer to the 
allocation question. 

Security costs interact with affordability and route viability 
Security costs should not be treated as the sole or principal determinant of regional airfares. 

Regional airfare outcomes reflect the interaction of airport costs, airline operating costs, thin markets, 
competition, capacity decisions and route economics. [1, 4] 

Security costs nevertheless add to that system. 

Where an airport must recover a substantial fixed screening cost across a relatively limited passenger base, 
the per-passenger effect becomes more visible. This can place additional pressure on airport charges and 
therefore on the economics of already thin routes. 

The ACIL Allen survey found that 66 per cent of surveyed airports reported increased pressure to raise 
airport charges, while 63 per cent reported an inability to fund required security or safety upgrades.  

The policy objective should therefore be to maintain appropriate national security outcomes without 
unnecessarily adding to the cost pressures affecting regional connectivity. 

National regulation should recognise regional operating conditions 
The same principle applies beyond the direct cost of screening. 

National aviation regulation necessarily establishes common safety and security outcomes. However, the way 
governments design and implement regulatory requirements can create different financial impacts across 
airports with very different passenger volumes, revenue bases and operating environments. 

RCA does not argue for lower security standards for regional communities. It supports risk-proportionate 
regulation that achieves the required security outcome while taking account of how particular requirements 
operate in regional markets. 

This should include consideration of: 

●​ whether regulatory settings remain proportionate to the identified risk;  
●​ the fixed and recurrent costs created by new requirements;  
●​ the capacity of regional airports to absorb those costs;  
●​ the consequences for airport charges and regional connectivity; and  
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●​ whether a nationally required function warrants greater national financial support.  
The test should focus on the outcome. National security arrangements should protect passengers and 
aviation while avoiding unnecessary or disproportionate cost consequences for communities using thin 
regional routes. 

The line of regulatory responsibility should have a clearer line of financial 
responsibility 
The issue mirrors the intergovernmental dependency identified in Chapter 2. 

The Commonwealth establishes the national aviation-security framework. Airport operators deliver the 
required security functions. For many RCA members, local government owns the airport and ultimately carries 
the financial risk when the cost of compliance exceeds what the airport can recover sustainably from its 
market. 

There is no need to prescribe a single funding mechanism to identify the policy problem. 

A more equitable approach could include greater direct Commonwealth support for mandated security costs, 
dedicated funding for security and compliance infrastructure, recurrent co-funding or other arrangements that 
recognise airport scale and financial capacity. 

RCA does not propose a new uniform national levy. A uniform charge could simply redistribute costs in 
another way and risks creating additional affordability consequences. 

The central issue is the outcome: nationally required security functions should not be funded 
disproportionately by councils and passengers in thin regional markets. 

Any future model should: 

●​ reduce the disproportionate burden on regional airport owners and communities;  
●​ recognise the national purpose of aviation-security requirements;  
●​ maintain regulation proportionate to risk;  
●​ provide greater long-term funding certainty;  
●​ account for passenger throughput and airport financial capacity; and  
●​ reduce, rather than compound, cost pressures affecting regional connectivity.  

This approach gives the Australian Government scope to determine the most effective mechanism while 
establishing clear principles against which RCA can assess the result. 

RCA's position 
RCA's existing recommendation remains: 

Review and reform security screening and related regulatory requirements at regional airports to 
ensure that: 
●​ settings are proportionate to risk;  
●​ compliance obligations do not impose disproportionate costs on thin regional markets; and  
●​ the cost of nationally required security functions is shared more equitably rather than falling primarily 

on regional communities and local government.  

The evidence developed since RCA first advanced this recommendation strengthens the case for action. 

The final ACIL Allen report confirms the fixed-cost nature of regional security screening and identifies wider 
difficulty funding safety and security upgrades. Previous Commonwealth programs also demonstrate that 
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government has already recognised the need to intervene where national security requirements place 
disproportionate costs on regional airports. 

The next step should move from temporary or requirement-specific assistance toward a more durable 
approach to allocating these costs. 

Closing statement 
Effective aviation security remains essential to regional and national connectivity. 

The question for government is not whether regional airports should meet appropriate security standards. The 
question is how Australia funds nationally mandated security functions fairly across an aviation system with 
fundamentally different market conditions. 

The Commonwealth sets the security requirements. Regional airport operators deliver them. In many cases, 
council owners ultimately carry the financial risk. 

Where those requirements create substantial fixed costs in thin regional markets, relying primarily on local 
cost recovery can transfer a national security obligation to regional councils, airlines and passengers. 

Government should maintain strong aviation-security outcomes while establishing a more equitable and 
sustainable approach to the costs required to deliver them. 
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Chapter 5: Affordability, competition and route continuity 
Reliable regional aviation requires more than airport infrastructure. Regional communities 
also need air services that remain reasonably affordable, operate reliably and continue 
where no practical alternative exists. 

Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) recognises that regional routes operate under different economic conditions 
from high-volume metropolitan routes. Passenger markets are often smaller, demand is dispersed and airlines 
must recover operating costs across fewer travellers. These conditions create genuine cost pressures. 

However, geography and thin markets do not explain every regional airfare or service outcome. Competition, 
airline capacity decisions and route continuity also determine whether regional communities receive a 
practical aviation connection. 

Affordability and competition shape effective connectivity 
The Aviation White Paper reports a significant difference between regional and metropolitan airfare outcomes: 
the average ticket price per kilometre for flights involving regional airports was 52 per cent higher than for 
flights between two capital cities. The Productivity Commission’s consultation also records the effects of high 
fares on regional communities. [2, 5] 

These price outcomes matter because much regional travel supports access to health care, employment, 
education, business and family. As Chapter 1 establishes, a nominal aviation connection provides limited 
benefit if people cannot reasonably afford to use it. 

Competition also differs considerably across the aviation network. Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission (ACCC) monitoring for April 2026 found that 56 per cent of regional routes were served by a 
single airline, compared with 13 per cent of major-city routes. The ACCC also notes that these figures count 
individual airlines rather than airline groups and can therefore overstate the level of effective competition on 
some routes.  [4] 

The final ACIL Allen survey provides a similar view from regional airport operators. Almost half identified high 
airline market power relative to airport size, 46 per cent reported passenger volumes insufficient to support 
meaningful competition and around two-thirds reported that airline capacity decisions sat largely outside their 
influence.  [1] 

FAST FACTS — AFFORDABILITY AND MARKET CONDITIONS 

●​ Regional flights cost an average 52 per cent more per kilometre than flights between two capital 
cities.  

●​ 56 per cent of regional routes were served by a single airline in April 2026.  [4] 
●​ 49 per cent of surveyed airports identified high airline market power relative to airport size.  
●​ 46 per cent reported passenger volumes insufficient to sustain meaningful competition.  
●​ Around two-thirds reported that airline capacity decisions sat largely outside airport influence.  

These conditions do not mean every regional market can sustain multiple airlines. They do mean that many 
regional passengers have fewer alternatives when fares rise or services deteriorate. 

Thin markets are part of the explanation, not the whole explanation 
Regional aviation carries a higher-cost operating profile. Lower passenger volumes can increase costs per 
passenger and limit the number of competing services a route can sustain. 
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RCA accepts this underlying market reality. However, thin markets should not become a catch-all explanation 
for high fares, reduced frequency or service withdrawal. 

The relevant policy issue is the interaction between thin demand and weak competitive pressure. Where only 
one carrier operates, passengers cannot respond to high fares or poor schedules by choosing another airline. 
A change in airline fleet allocation or commercial strategy can also materially alter a community’s connectivity 
even though the airport remains capable of supporting the service. 

Airport operators have limited influence over these outcomes. They can maintain infrastructure, negotiate with 
airlines and seek new services, but airlines determine fares, schedules, aircraft allocation, frequency and 
route continuation. The ACIL Allen evidence confirms this imbalance in decision-making.  

The Productivity Commission’s consultation provides independent confirmation of the practical consequences. 
Participants described high fares, poor scheduling and unreliable services as barriers to health care, 
employment, family connection and wider participation. The Commission makes clear that its What we heard 
paper summarises participant views rather than Commission findings.  

Route continuity matters where alternatives are limited 
The loss of a regional route can have consequences that extend beyond reduced consumer choice. 

Where road or rail travel requires many additional hours and no alternative airline operates, route withdrawal 
can remove practical access to a major service centre. Residents may face longer journeys for health care or 
family travel, while businesses and employers lose direct workforce and market connections. 

This risk becomes particularly significant in markets with one carrier. An airline restructuring, market exit or 
fleet decision can remove the only available service without any immediate market replacement. 

The policy question is therefore not whether government should preserve every route regardless of demand 
or cost. It is whether government has an appropriate mechanism available when the loss of a service would 
leave a regional community without reasonable access to essential connections. 

RCA considers route continuity part of the wider regional connectivity task. Governments should be able to 
respond before prolonged disruption or market exit removes a connection that cannot readily be replaced. 

Targeted intervention already has policy precedent 
Australian governments already intervene in regional aviation markets where normal commercial outcomes do 
not provide an acceptable level of connectivity or affordability. 

Western Australia’s Regional Airfare Zone Cap scheme provides one current example. From July 2026, 
eligible regional residents can access maximum one-way fares ranging from $199 to $385, depending on 
distance, demand and booking conditions. The scheme applies defined eligibility rules and routes rather than 
attempting to regulate all regional airfares.  [22] 

The Australian Government has also supported route continuity. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
Regional Airline Network Support (RANS) program subsidised a minimum network of flights where 
commercial services could no longer operate independently. By March 2022, the program had supported more 
than 120 routes and flights to more than 110 regional and remote locations.  [23] 

Neither model provides a template that must apply nationally. 

They demonstrate something more important: governments already recognise circumstances where the public 
value of regional connectivity justifies targeted intervention. 

Future mechanisms should remain proportionate and focus on markets where indicators point to a clear 
access problem. Relevant considerations could include limited or absent competition, sustained or rapid fare 
increases, the availability of alternative transport, distance from major service centres and the consequences 
of route withdrawal. 
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This approach allows government to respond to genuine market failures or connectivity risks without replacing 
the broader commercial aviation market. 

RCA’s position 
RCA supports targeted affordability mechanisms for regional routes where market conditions produce 
persistently unreasonable fares and communities have limited practical alternatives. 

RCA recommends: 

Introduce targeted affordability mechanisms (funding or caps) for thin and monopoly regional 
routes to ensure airfares remain reasonable and accessible, particularly where: 
●​ routes have limited or no competition;  
●​ fares have risen rapidly or remained persistently high; and  
●​ distance from a major capital city or service centre makes travel by road impractical.  

RCA also considers route continuity an essential part of regional aviation policy. 

RCA recommends: 

Establish policy mechanisms to protect essential regional air connectivity during periods of airline 
restructuring, market exit or prolonged disruption, including support for route continuity where 
regional communities would otherwise lose practical access to essential services, workforce 
connections and major service centres.  

These recommendations set the policy outcome without prescribing one national mechanism. Depending on 
the circumstances, government could consider fare support, caps, temporary route underwriting, 
minimum-service arrangements or another targeted approach. 

The test should remain whether the mechanism improves reasonable access and protects essential regional 
connectivity. 

Closing statement 
Regional aviation markets face genuine structural constraints, but thin demand alone does not explain every 
airfare or service outcome. 

Many regional routes operate with limited competition, while airport owners have little control over airline 
pricing, schedules, capacity and route decisions. In these conditions, high fares or service withdrawal can 
materially reduce access for regional communities. 

Government does not need to replace the commercial aviation market to respond to these risks. Existing 
Australian programs demonstrate that targeted intervention can improve affordability or preserve connectivity 
where market outcomes do not provide reasonable access. 

Airport infrastructure enables the connection. Affordable, reliable and continuing air services 
determine whether regional communities can use it. 
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Chapter 6: A coordinated national framework for regional 
aviation 

Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) considers that national aviation policy has never fully 
connected the value of regional aviation with the role it plays in regional communities. 

Regional aviation has generally been addressed through its individual components: airports as transport 
infrastructure, airlines as commercial operators, safety and security through national regulation, and 
emergency response through separate state and Commonwealth systems. This approach has not adequately 
connected these functions with the health, education, employment, economic and resilience outcomes that 
depend on them. 

Regional airport infrastructure provides the physical capability. Airline services turn that capability into practical 
connectivity. Commonwealth regulation shapes the operating environment. State and Commonwealth 
agencies rely on airport infrastructure to deliver public services. Local government often owns and funds the 
underlying asset. 

These relationships form one system. National aviation policy has not established an overarching framework 
that defines the regional aviation capability Australia requires, how the different parts of the system depend on 
one another, or how governments should sustain that capability over time. 

The Australian Government’s Aviation White Paper – Towards 2050 recognises many of these individual 
functions. It acknowledges that regional and remote communities rely on air transport for essential goods and 
services, links aviation with health, social and economic wellbeing, and recognises its role in emergency 
response and regional economic development. The policy gap identified by RCA sits in connecting these 
functions and planning for them collectively. [2] 

The consequences of that gap now appear across the regional aviation system: financially stressed airport 
owners, deferred infrastructure renewal, nationally imposed costs landing in thin markets, highly concentrated 
airline services and communities exposed to high fares and fragile routes. 

These outcomes do not represent a collection of unrelated aviation problems. They demonstrate the need for 
a national framework that considers regional aviation as an interconnected system. 

Policy has addressed individual problems rather than the system 
Australian governments already intervene in many parts of regional aviation. 

The Commonwealth regulates aviation safety and security, funds airport projects, monitors domestic airline 
competition and has intervened to preserve regional airline services during market disruption. State 
governments support some regional air services and infrastructure and lead emergency-management 
systems. Local governments own and operate many of the airports on which those systems depend. 

Much of that intervention, however, responds through separate policy mechanisms. 

An airport owner applies to a competitive grant program when a runway or lighting system requires renewal. 
Government assistance may accompany a new security requirement. Emergency agencies rely on airport 
infrastructure through their own operational arrangements. Government intervenes when an airline failure 
threatens connectivity. Competition concerns sit within a separate monitoring process. 

Each mechanism can address an immediate problem. Taken together, they do not establish the long-term 
policy architecture required to understand what regional aviation capability Australia needs and how that 
capability will remain sustainable. 

RCA considers national aviation policy should start with a different question: 
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What regional aviation capability does Australia need to maintain equitable access to services, 
economic opportunity and national resilience, and what infrastructure, service, regulatory and 
funding settings will sustain that capability? 

Longstanding competition problems have compounded the policy gap 
The broader policy gap has developed alongside persistent concentration in Australia’s domestic airline 
market. 

The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) continues to monitor the market under an 
Australian Government direction. Its December 2025 assessment found that the Qantas Group and Virgin 
Australia together serviced approximately 98 per cent of the domestic passenger market. The ACCC 
concluded that the two airline groups had benefited significantly from increased concentration and noted that 
greater competition provides consumers with more choice, better service and lower fares.  [3] 

Regional markets face particularly limited competition. In April 2026, 56 per cent of regional routes had only 
one airline operating on them. The ACCC also cautions that route counts based on individual airlines can 
overstate effective competition where airlines belong to the same corporate group.  [4] 

RCA’s airport evidence points in the same direction. Around two-thirds of surveyed airports reported that 
airline capacity decisions sat largely outside their influence; 49 per cent identified high airline market 
power relative to airport size, and 46 per cent reported passenger volumes insufficient to sustain 
meaningful competition.  

Thin regional markets create genuine barriers to competition. RCA does not suggest that every route can 
commercially support multiple operators. However, persistent concentration changes the consequences when 
competition fails to emerge or disappears. Passengers can have little alternative when fares increase, 
schedules deteriorate or an airline withdraws a service. 

Competition problems have therefore been repeatedly identified through regulatory monitoring, but Australia 
has not developed a durable policy response capable of producing or protecting effective competition across 
many regional aviation markets. 

Airline failure demonstrates the fragility of regional connectivity 
The experience of smaller airlines provides clear evidence of this fragility. 

Before Bonza entered voluntary administration in April 2024, it operated 37 domestic routes. Thirty-five 
connected regional locations and 30 had no service from another airline. The ACCC found that Bonza had 
introduced more affordable fares and direct connections to destinations that other airlines did not serve.  [24] 

Rex entered voluntary administration in July 2024. The Australian Government subsequently provided 
financing of up to $80 million to maintain its regional network, guaranteed regional ticket sales and later 
provided further assistance as the administration continued. The Government explicitly linked that support 
with maintaining critical regional aviation connectivity.  [25] 

The financial consequences also reached regional airport owners. In 2026, the Australian Government 
provided $4.8 million to 34 regional and remote airport operators to address eligible unpaid debts 
associated with the Rex administration and reduce the risk that airport or council services would suffer.  [26] 

These events demonstrate how quickly pressure in one part of the system moves into another. Airline failure 
can remove competition, threaten passenger routes and simultaneously weaken the financial position of 
airport operators. 

National aviation policy should therefore consider competition, airline resilience, route continuity and airport 
sustainability together rather than as independent issues. 
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The underlying asset often sits with the level of government with the least 
financial flexibility 
The ownership of regional airport infrastructure creates another structural imbalance. 

Local governments can carry the responsibility for maintaining long-life airport assets while state and 
Commonwealth agencies, airlines, businesses and wider communities depend on the capability those assets 
provide. 

The final ACIL Allen survey shows the financial pressure associated with that task. Seventy-three per cent of 
surveyed airports reported an operating loss in 2024–25. Sixty-eight per cent reported greater reliance on 
government support to maintain services, while 61 per cent reported increased reliance on council or owner 
subsidies. ACIL Allen concluded that financial sustainability concerns cut across the regional airport network.  
[1] 

Local government also operates with a materially narrower revenue base than state and Commonwealth 
governments. In some jurisdictions, state policy further constrains the ability of councils to increase their 
principal source of own-source revenue. 

New South Wales applies an annual rate peg that limits the increase in council general income. For 2026–27, 
core rate pegs range from 2.5 to 4.2 per cent, with councils required to seek a special variation where they 
need additional rate revenue above the permitted amount.  [27] 

Victoria operates the Fair Go Rates system. For 2026–27, the Victorian rate cap limits the increase in average 
council rates to 2.75 per cent, unless a council receives approval for a higher cap.  [28] 

These frameworks serve broader state policy purposes. Their relevance to aviation lies in the financial 
capacity of the asset owner. 

A council may need to fund runway renewal, lighting, security upgrades and regulatory compliance alongside 
roads, community infrastructure and other municipal responsibilities, while having limited capacity to materially 
increase its revenue base when major airport costs arise. 

This creates a fundamental mismatch: infrastructure that enables regional, state and national capability 
can sit with the level of government with the least fiscal flexibility to respond to major renewal and 
compliance costs. 

Local ownership should therefore not automatically determine where the full lifecycle funding responsibility 
sits. 

Short-term policy settings have allowed infrastructure pressure to accumulate 
The financial evidence shows what happens when the system depends heavily on local capacity and periodic 
external funding. 

ACIL Allen found that 67 per cent of respondents reported deferred capital reinvestment because of 
funding constraints or limited capacity to secure investment. Across airports that provided replacement-cost 
data, capital investment represented only 3.4 per cent of total asset replacement value during 2024–25. 
ACIL Allen calculated that this investment rate implies a replacement cycle of around 30 years, while major 
assets such as runways and pavements generally require renewal or investment every 10 to 15 years.  

The issue does not lie in the absence of any government funding. Regional airport grant programs have 
funded important works and will continue to play a role. 

The problem lies in relying on periodic programs to sustain infrastructure with predictable, long-term renewal 
requirements. 
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The ACIL Allen survey reinforces this point. Airport respondents ranked capital grants for runway, pavement 
and lighting infrastructure as the measure most likely to improve long-term sustainability, followed by 
long-term infrastructure funding certainty beyond short grant cycles and direct recurrent funding.  

A national framework should identify infrastructure requirements before individual assets approach failure or a 
suitable grant round becomes available. 

The consequences extend beyond aviation 
The risks created by fragmented policy settings extend beyond airports, airlines and ticket prices. 

Chapter 1 demonstrates that regional aviation enables access to health care, education, employment, 
business and family connections. Chapter 2 establishes its role in medical retrieval, emergency response and 
disaster resilience. 

Reduced connectivity creates additional barriers to those services and opportunities. 

RCA does not suggest that high airfares or a lost route automatically produce poorer health, education or 
economic outcomes. The connection is more direct and defensible: when regional aviation becomes less 
affordable, less reliable or unavailable, people face greater difficulty accessing the services and opportunities 
that contribute to those outcomes. 

The same applies to airport infrastructure. If financial constraints progressively reduce airport capability, state 
and Commonwealth agencies can lose access to infrastructure they rely on for health, emergency and 
disaster functions. 

The risk becomes cumulative. Financially constrained airport infrastructure, limited airline competition, 
fragile routes and high fares can progressively reduce the social and economic connectivity of 
regional communities and weaken community resilience. 

National aviation policy should therefore consider regional connectivity as an equity, productivity and 
resilience issue rather than only as transport-market performance. 

A national framework should define the capability Australia needs 
A coordinated national framework should start with the outcomes regional aviation needs to support. 

Government should identify the communities and regional catchments that depend on aviation, the services 
and economic activity that rely on those connections, and the practical alternatives available if aviation 
capability reduces. 

That assessment should then inform decisions about airport infrastructure, airline connectivity, competition, 
regulation and funding. 

The framework should provide a basis for determining: 

●​ what airport capability the national and regional network requires;  
●​ which regional connections carry particular service or economic importance;  
●​ where competition can reasonably deliver an effective outcome and where market limitations require 

intervention;  
●​ how state and Commonwealth service systems depend on regional airport infrastructure;  
●​ how new regulatory requirements affect regional operating costs; and  
●​ how funding responsibility should reflect the wider public value and financial capacity of the asset owner.  

This does not require government to fund every airport equally or guarantee every commercial route. It would 
establish a consistent basis for identifying where public intervention is justified and what form that intervention 
should take. 
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Planning and funding should follow system need 
Regional aviation planning should precede individual funding programs. 

Governments and airport owners can identify many infrastructure requirements years in advance. They can 
also identify communities with fragile airline markets, limited alternative transport and significant dependence 
on aviation for essential services. 

A national framework should bring that information together to create a forward view of regional aviation 
capability and risk. 

This could allow governments to identify emerging asset-renewal requirements, future security and 
compliance costs, critical routes and public-service dependencies before they become urgent. 

Competitive grants could remain part of the funding system. However, they should sit within a longer-term 
framework that identifies strategic need, clarifies priorities and provides more predictable pathways for 
investment. 

The objective should move from responding to individual failures toward maintaining regional aviation 
capability. 

RCA’s position 
RCA recommends: 

Develop a coordinated national framework for regional aviation and regional airport investment 
that: 
●​ recognises regional airports collectively as nationally significant enabling infrastructure;  
●​ reflects their role in workforce mobility, health and service access, emergency response, freight, tourism 

and export industries; and  
●​ assesses investment needs on a network basis rather than as isolated local projects.  

RCA also recommends: 

Establish entrenched (legislated), long-term funding pathways for regional airports that: 
●​ support strategic asset renewal at a network level;  
●​ provides clearer support for ongoing security and compliance obligations; and  
●​ removes reliance on fragmented, short-term and competitive grant programs that do not match the 

long-life nature of airport infrastructure.  

These recommendations form part of the wider reform task outlined throughout this submission. 

A national framework would connect regional aviation with the outcomes it enables and identify the 
relationships between infrastructure, services, regulation, competition and public responsibility. 

Long-term funding pathways would ensure that the infrastructure component of that system can be planned 
and sustained over the lifecycle of the assets. 

Closing statement 
RCA considers that national aviation policy has never fully connected the value of regional aviation with the 
role it plays in regional communities. 

Australia now faces the consequences of that disconnect. Regional airport owners report financial pressure 
and deferred renewal. Local government often carries the underlying asset despite limited fiscal flexibility. 
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Airline markets remain highly concentrated, and repeated airline failures have exposed the fragility of regional 
routes and competition. 

Governments have responded to many of these pressures individually. The ACCC monitors competition. 
Governments fund airport projects, support security requirements and intervene when airline failures threaten 
essential services. 

What remains absent is the framework that connects them. 

Regional aviation should no longer be treated as a collection of separate infrastructure, airline, regulatory and 
funding issues. National aviation policy should recognise it as an interconnected system that enables access 
to services, economic participation and community resilience across regional Australia. 

A coordinated national framework would allow governments to move from short-term responses to long-term 
stewardship of regional aviation capability. 

The cost of lost regional connectivity extends beyond 
aviation 
The cost of underinvesting in regional aviation does not remain within the aviation system. 

Regional aviation enables access to health care, education, employment, business, tourism, family 
connections and emergency response. When air services become unaffordable, unreliable or unavailable — 
or when airport infrastructure can no longer support the required capability — the consequences shift into 
other parts of the economy and public-service system. 

RCA has not undertaken a full economic cost-benefit analysis of these impacts. However, the evidence 
presented throughout this submission shows the areas where value is placed at risk when regional aviation 
connectivity deteriorates. 

Area Value at risk when regional aviation connectivity declines 

Health access 

Patients can face longer and more expensive journeys to specialist and tertiary care. Health 
providers can face greater difficulty travelling into regional communities. This matters in 
areas that already experience poorer access to primary health care and lower health 
workforce availability.  

Education and skills 
Students, educators and workers can face reduced access to tertiary education, training 
and professional development, particularly where these opportunities are concentrated in 
regional capitals or metropolitan centres. 

Employment and 
workforce mobility 

Employers can face a smaller effective labour market and greater difficulty moving specialist 
workers into regional areas. This can constrain major projects and industries that depend on 
mobile workforces. 

Business and 
investment 

Longer travel times, higher travel costs and reduced direct connectivity can increase the 
cost of doing business and make regional locations less accessible to investors, clients, 
suppliers and specialist services. 

Tourism and visitor 
economy 

Higher fares and reduced services can weaken visitation, event attendance and wider visitor 
expenditure across accommodation, hospitality, retail and tourism businesses. RCA’s 
existing evidence shows the scale of the regional visitor economy and its dependence on 
practical connectivity.  

Page 34 



 
Regional Capitals Australia  |  State of Aviation 2026 

Area Value at risk when regional aviation connectivity declines 

Emergency response 
and medical retrieval 

Reduced airport capability can constrain medical retrieval, disaster response, search and 
rescue and the deployment of state and Commonwealth emergency capability. The ACIL 
Allen survey confirms that these functions are widespread across regional airports.  

Community resilience 
Communities can become more isolated when aviation capability reduces, particularly 
where road or rail alternatives are limited or unavailable during natural disasters and other 
disruptions. 

Family, cultural and 
social connection 

Higher fares, reduced frequency and route withdrawal can make it harder for people to 
respond to family emergencies, attend significant events and maintain connections across 
long distances. 

These impacts are not necessarily captured in the financial accounts of an airport or airline. 

For example, the cost of losing a practical air connection to specialist health care may appear elsewhere 
through additional travel time, accommodation costs, lost work hours or delayed access to treatment. The loss 
of a business route can increase employee travel time and reduce productivity. The loss of airport capability 
during an emergency can create costs within state and Commonwealth response systems rather than within 
the airport itself. 

This creates an important policy distinction. The direct cost of maintaining an airport or supporting an air 
service can be visible and relatively easy to measure. The economic and public-service value protected by 
that investment can be distributed across multiple sectors and levels of government. 

National aviation policy should therefore consider regional aviation against the cost of disconnection, not 
simply the direct cost of maintaining the aviation system. 

A more complete assessment would ask: 

●​ what additional costs arise when people cannot access services by air;  
●​ what productivity is lost when workers and businesses face substantially longer travel times;  
●​ what tourism and investment activity becomes less viable;  
●​ what additional pressure falls on health, emergency and other public-service systems; and  
●​ what capability governments lose when regional airport infrastructure cannot support the required 

operation.  
The evidence in this submission does not yet monetise those impacts. RCA considers that this represents an 
important area for further work. A national regional aviation framework should support more systematic 
assessment of the wider economic and public-service value of connectivity, including the costs that arise when 
that connectivity is lost. 

The relevant policy question is therefore not simply what it costs to sustain regional aviation. It is 
what regional communities, governments and the national economy stand to lose if that capability is 
not sustained. 
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Appendix A: RCA member communities and the value of 
regional aviation 
Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) represents regional capital cities that function as service centres for their 
surrounding regional and rural communities. Access to aviation supports these cities in different ways 
depending on their location, economy, service responsibilities and distance from metropolitan centres. 

The case studies below build on the community examples assembled in 2023. They focus on the role and 
value of aviation, rather than passenger, financial or service figures that may have changed since then. 

The examples also demonstrate that there is no single model of a regional airport. Some provide substantial 
scheduled passenger services; others support health, emergency response, aviation training, Defence, freight 
or specialist industries. Most importantly, the value of the infrastructure extends well beyond the airport itself. 

RCA member 
community Airport / aviation role Value to the regional community 

Albury 

Albury Airport supports scheduled passenger 
services, medical and patient transfers, organ 
transport, aerial firefighting, search and 
rescue and other emergency operations. The 
airport is owned and operated by Albury City 
Council. 

Supports Albury–Wodonga’s role as a major 
cross-border service centre and provides access to 
health, employment, education and business 
connections across southern NSW and north-east 
Victoria. It also provides significant 
emergency-response capability for both states.  

Ballarat 

Ballarat Airport supports pilot training, air 
ambulance activity, helicopter and fixed-wing 
firefighting operations and general aviation. 
Ballarat City Council owns and operates the 
airport. 

Supports aviation skills and training, health and 
emergency response across western Victoria. The 
airport also provides an opportunity to improve 
direct interstate connectivity and support tourism, 
business and future aviation industry development.  

Broken Hill 

Broken Hill Airport is a major western base for 
the Royal Flying Doctor Service and supports 
medical retrieval, visiting health professionals, 
passenger services and mining and energy 
workforce movement. Broken Hill City Council 
owns and operates the airport. 

Provides an essential connection for a 
geographically remote community and its extensive 
western NSW catchment, particularly for health 
services, specialist access, workforce mobility and 
the resources economy.  

Broome 

Broome International Airport supports 
scheduled aviation, tourism, offshore industry, 
Royal Flying Doctor Service operations, 
medical retrieval, search and rescue, border 
protection and aviation rescue firefighting. The 
airport is privately operated. 

Provides a critical gateway for the Kimberley and 
north-west Australia, connecting remote 
communities with essential services while 
supporting tourism, resources, national security 
and emergency-response functions.  

Fraser Coast 

Hervey Bay Airport supports scheduled 
passenger and tourism services, while 
Maryborough Airport supports medical 
aviation, flying training, freight and general 
aviation. 

Provides connectivity to Brisbane and other 
centres, supports the Fraser Coast visitor economy 
and helps an ageing regional population access 
specialist health and other services that are not 
always available locally.  

Geraldton 

Geraldton Airport supports passenger 
services, general aviation, Royal Flying Doctor 
Service operations, Defence activity and 
mining workforce movement. 

Connects the Mid West with Perth and northern 
Western Australia while supporting health care, 
resources, tourism, business activity and 
emergency capability across a large regional 
catchment.  
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RCA member 
community Airport / aviation role Value to the regional community 

Griffith 

Griffith Regional Airport supports passenger 
services, NSW Air Ambulance, the Royal 
Flying Doctor Service, Rural Fire Service 
operations, disaster-response aviation, 
training and agricultural freight. Griffith City 
Council owns and operates the airport. 

Supports the Murrumbidgee food and agricultural 
economy while providing health and 
emergency-response capability and access to 
business and specialist services outside the 
Riverina.  

Latrobe 

Latrobe Regional Airport supports emergency 
medical aviation, environmental and 
emergency operations, charter and general 
aviation, aviation manufacturing, training and 
advanced air-mobility research. 

Provides public-service capability while also 
supporting industry diversification, aviation skills 
and new employment opportunities as the Latrobe 
Valley transitions from traditional energy 
generation.  

Wagga Wagga 

Wagga Wagga Airport supports passenger 
connectivity, Defence activity, pilot training, 
aviation maintenance, medical transfers, 
specialist health and education access and 
Rural Fire Service operations. The 
Commonwealth owns the airport, with Wagga 
Wagga City Council leasing the civilian 
component. 

Supports Wagga Wagga’s role as a major health, 
education, Defence and commercial service centre 
for the Riverina and provides connections that 
extend well beyond the city itself.  

What these case studies demonstrate 
The examples show that regional aviation infrastructure performs different functions in different communities, 
but a common pattern emerges. 

Regional airport capability supports access to health and specialist services, business and workforce 
movement, education, tourism and trade, emergency management, medical retrieval, Defence and national 
aviation capability. 

The ownership arrangements also vary. Many airports sit directly on local government balance sheets, while 
others operate through private or Commonwealth ownership arrangements. What remains consistent is the 
dependence of regional communities, businesses and government services on the aviation capability these 
assets provide. 

This reinforces the central proposition of this submission: 

The value of regional aviation should be assessed by the community, economic and public-service 
capability it enables, not solely by passenger numbers or the financial performance of an individual 
airport. 
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Appendix B - Recommendations for policy and funding 
RCA seeks the following six recommendations to improve affordability, reliability and route stability, and to 
address the funding and regulatory pressures on regional airports and their communities. 

Policy area Recommendation 

Regional Airports 
Sustainability 

Establish a recurrent Regional Airports Sustainability Fund to support urgent capital 
renewal, address deferred maintenance and close critical infrastructure gaps at regional 
airports, particularly where asset condition, limited financial headroom and constrained 
local government capacity are placing essential connectivity at risk. 

Security and 
Regulatory Settings 

Review and reform security screening and related regulatory requirements at regional 
airports to ensure that: 
●​ settings are proportionate to risk;  
●​ compliance obligations do not impose disproportionate costs on thin regional markets; 

and  
●​ the cost of nationally required security functions is shared more equitably rather than 

falling primarily on regional communities and local government.  

Affordability 
Mechanisms 

Introduce targeted affordability mechanisms (funding or caps) for thin and monopoly 
regional routes to ensure airfares remain reasonable and accessible, particularly where: 
●​ routes have limited or no competition;  
●​ fares have risen rapidly or remained persistently high; and  
●​ distance from a major capital city or service centre makes travel by road impractical.  
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Long-term reform 

Policy area Recommendation 

National Framework for 
Regional Aviation 

Develop a coordinated national framework for regional aviation and regional airport 
investment that: 
●​ recognises regional airports collectively as nationally significant enabling infrastructure;  
●​ reflects their role in workforce mobility, health and service access, emergency 

response, freight, tourism and export industries; and  
●​ assesses investment needs on a network basis rather than as isolated local projects.  

Sustainable Funding 
Pathways 

Establish entrenched (legislated), long-term funding pathways for regional airports that: 
●​ support strategic asset renewal at a network level;  
●​ provides clearer support for ongoing security and compliance obligations; and  
●​ removes reliance on fragmented, short-term and competitive grant programs that do 

not match the long-life nature of airport infrastructure.  

Network Resilience and 
Route Stability 

Establish policy mechanisms to protect essential regional air connectivity during periods of 
airline restructuring, market exit or prolonged disruption, including support for route 
continuity where regional communities would otherwise lose practical access to essential 
services, workforce connections and major service centres.  

For more information 
For more information on Regional Capitals Australia, please contact the Secretariat: 

Rachael Sweeney​
Regional Capitals Australia Secretariat 
Email: secretariat@regionalcapitalsaustralia.org 

Phone: 0422 067 858 

www.regionalcapitalsaustralia.org 
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