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REGIONAL AVIATION SERVICES 
Motion 

HON JACQUI BOYDELL (Mining and Pastoral) [11.29 am] — without notice: I move — 

That this house recognises the importance of regular public transport air routes to regional 
Western Australia, and discusses the implications of regulation and deregulation on regional aviation 
services. 

I rise today to talk specifically about the review being conducted by the Department of Transport of regulated 
public transport services in regional Western Australia. There is a buzz in the air, and it is not extra planes over 
our towns, it is the people I talk to, because we are coming to the point of the department and the minister 
making some announcements on what those regional air routes will be. It is timely and important for the house to 
discuss this matter today. In light of the release of the Department of Transport’s report on the review of the 
regulated public transport air routes in Western Australia earlier this year, and the implementation of the 
Western Australian aviation strategy, I want to discuss the importance of the regular public transport air routes to 
regional Western Australia. They are vital to the economic and social development of our state. Air routes for 
regional Western Australia are like catching the bus or the train or using a taxi in Perth. They create connectivity 
to the metropolitan area, allow people to travel interstate and internationally and, from a social perspective, allow 
people to meet medical appointments, visit their families and visit other areas of regional Western Australia. It is 
necessary to fly to the metropolitan area from regional Western Australia in order to fly on to other areas of the 
state. It is an extremely important service for the people of regional Western Australia. 

The question is raised with me every day of why it is less expensive to fly to Bali than it is to fly to Carnarvon. 
Why is that? It is difficult to have that conversation in the local community. It is a dent in the armour of the tourism 
industry in regional Western Australia. If we see the beautiful areas of Western Australia in the Kimberley, the 
Gascoyne, the Pilbara and certainly the south west as major tourist destinations, we must get this public transport air 
route system right. The current review is an opportunity to do that. In this discussion today, hopefully other 
members can bring to the table some ideas and issues they have seen in their electorates about how local people can 
affordably access air services in regional Western Australia. The conversation is particularly relevant given that the 
existing deeds between the state government and the incumbent regular public transport airlines expire in February 
2016, with rights to be awarded to those routes by the end of this year following a competitive tender process that is 
currently going on. It is also timely given recent media attention on the excessive cost of regional air travel on 
deregulated air routes, particularly in the Pilbara and Kimberley regions. 

I want to start my contribution by highlighting that the provision of aviation services in regional 
Western Australia is incredibly important to the people of the Mining and Pastoral Region that I represent. The 
reason for that is the vastness of our state, and the vastness of the electorate in particular. As we know, our state 
is enormous, and covers approximately one third of the Australian continent. Efficient transport and 
communication is completely dependent on reliable aviation services. Air travel is often the only practical long-
distance travel option for people in the Mining and Pastoral Region, and I am sure this is the case in other 
electorates as well. I experience this myself, as a member, trying to get around the electorate. There are regular 
air services to larger regional centres, but trying to get to smaller centres where there are no air services is very 
difficult. For people living in those areas, connecting with the rest of the state and globally is a real challenge. 
Although districts within the Mining and Pastoral Region vary considerably in their tourism aspirations, 
resources, travel requirements of commercial and corporate entities, and complex social and demographic 
aspects, those communities all share a common need for connectivity through accessible, reliable, affordable and 
quality airline services. 

Reliable airline transport services underpin the viability of the commercial and corporate sectors in our regions 
and are essential to the social wellbeing of local communities, as I alluded to earlier. We have often talked about 
the patient assisted travel scheme in this house. When people have to visit a specialist, they have to travel by air. 
If they want to visit their families in the metropolitan area or in other parts of the state, they have to travel by air. 
Carnarvon, where I come from, is just over two hours by air from Perth, as opposed to a 10-hour road trip. Often 
the only option, particularly in medical circumstances, is to travel by air. Just like we need the trains to be on 
time in Perth, we need that air service to provide safe and reliable transport, and we want it to be on time so that 
we can get there and address the issues we have. That is a challenge for airlines as well. It is a challenge to 
deliver on a high expectation of service in regional Western Australia, and I will talk about that a little further 
into my contribution today. 

There is no doubt that aviation has played a fundamental role in our state’s past development, and will continue 
to do so into the future, but the question of on what terms, and the nature of the regulatory environment has 
proven contentious, and will continue to be so if we do not get this review process right. Following the collapse 
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of Ansett in 2001, regional air routes were regulated to protect those vulnerable intrastate routes. Despite the 
deregulation of more profitable routes in Western Australia since that time, air travel, whether regulated or 
deregulated, has remained expensive and not accessible to many people living in regional Western Australia. It is 
simply too expensive. Many pensioners living in regional Western Australia receive, through their Centrelink 
entitlement, one trip a year to the metropolitan area. That is often the only time they would ever come to the 
metro area, because it is simply not affordable to get here. 

Western Australia’s aviation industry is affected by a number of economic factors, including the volatility of the 
resources industry sector. There is no doubt about that. We have seen that in the Pilbara. When we move from 
the construction phase to the operational phase, we do not have the same amount of air traffic going in and out. 
One only has to catch one of those flights to Port Hedland in the early hours of the morning on any day to note 
that the demand has fallen. However, prices are still high. Although the resources industry has driven the prices 
up because it has been competitive, there is now no longer that demand, but the prices are still high. There needs 
to be some fluctuation from those airlines in recognising demand, and trying to attract people to utilise their 
services. Otherwise, it becomes a question of whether they continue to provide the service, and we certainly do 
not want to see that in regional Western Australia. 

The industry has some other variable factors that it has to accommodate. Fuel costs, elevated costs associated 
with take-off and landing fees, passenger security levies and ageing aircraft are all reflected in the high cost of 
airfares on many routes. That is why this is such a complex issue. Many factors are brought in line when talking 
about the price of an airline ticket. Key issues for people using Western Australian aviation include the on-time 
performance of airlines; fluctuations in passenger demand, which airlines need to consider, but I do not see them 
considering that, certainly not in the price of airline tickets; and service quality on some routes. On some routes 
in regional WA we are on a charter service and on others we have leisure craft. Some balance needs to be 
brought back to that, and that relates solely back to tourism for sure. Further still, airlines operating intrastate 
flights in WA face a significant challenge of great distances paired with low population bases. What is done in 
regional areas in eastern states will not work here; it is a unique environment in Western Australia. There are 
large distances with a lower population base. There needs to be some more dynamic thinking from the state 
government, the Department of Transport and the minister about how these services are contracted back to the 
airlines to make sure that the people we represent are getting a quality service. I wanted to have this debate today 
because that review is being undertaken as we speak and final outcomes are being discussed. We really need to 
be careful not to allow airlines to cherrypick regional air routes, because if they can do that in the negotiation 
phrase with the Department of Transport, they will. They do not want to have to service air routes that turn 
a lower profit. We end up essentially with charter services delivering a regulated public transport service to large 
regional towns and that just does not work. 

That has been a case in point in the airline services delivered after the 2011 public transport review into my home 
town of Carnarvon. Skippers Aviation was awarded that route. Essentially, Skippers Aviation is a charter service. 
Skippers Aviation took on that air route to continue to provide that service to the people of Carnarvon, which 
I think was a surprise to Skippers Aviation, and it has continued to do that, at times in a challenging environment. 
At the time that was announced, it caused a great outcry in the region and key stakeholders I know made 
submissions to the review process that the department undertook, outlining the issues it created for businesses, the 
local community and the outlying communities of Carnarvon. I do not know whether anyone has travelled with 
Skippers Aviation, but I and other members for Mining and Pastoral Region have. The service is not based at the 
main terminal and is quite difficult to get to. There is limited parking and there is no connectivity for travel agents 
to book international onward flights.  

There is also no availability for people searching in the United Kingdom, for example, to undertake a flight to the 
Coral Coast because Skippers Aviation does not have connectivity to that international booking circuit. That creates 
some difficulty, but I take my hat off to Skippers Aviation as it has continued to provide a service to that 
community. It is valued, but I suggest that the people of that community would like some consideration given to 
them, with an increase in the level of quality and reliability of service to bring things back into line and allow the 
tourism industry in particular to operate on an even playing field with the rest of regional WA in getting people to 
visit, which of course makes the area more vibrant. I can only reiterate at this very critical stage, with the 
government having those negotiations with airlines about the regional routes and what we will end up with, that we 
should not allow airlines to cherrypick those routes and the people on the remaining air routes should not have a 
lesser service. There needs to be a coastal network. There needs to be a connected network throughout Western 
Australia that provides viability through passenger numbers for the airlines and meets their requirements of 
profitability. I understand that and I want those airlines to continue to see Western Australia as a viable option and 
not all to disappear to the eastern states. I suggest that regulation and deregulation have not worked; let us see a 
connected network. 
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HON MARK LEWIS (Mining and Pastoral) [11.45 pm]: I thank Hon Jacqui Boydell for bringing this very 
important motion to the house, and I am sure other speakers will add to the very good contribution that she has just 
made. She has also stolen my line; that is, I have often said that our regional plane services are equivalent to the 
metropolitan people’s bus services. It is interesting that in the last couple of days we were talking about a very 
expensive, in our view, railway to Forrestfield when we rely so much on aeroplanes to do our daily trips out into the 
regions. I might add that in metropolitan Perth, I think 80 per cent of the cost of a bus ticket or train ticket is 
subsidised. I only wish that it was the same for our members in the bush. In my view, this is an issue of natural 
justice, and one of the principles of natural justice is equity of access. I can tell members that regional people do not 
have the same equity of access to their daily transport as metropolitan people. That is an important principle that 
I think we all need to reflect on. We were talking about poverty before. This issue has a major impact on those 
people in the regions who cannot even buy a loaf of bread, let alone jump on a plane. I have no problem at all in 
suggesting that the government has to subsidise regional transport. As I said, if it has to be the equivalent of what 
metropolitan people get, that is fine by me. I forget the exact figures, but when the Mandurah railway line got 
going, every fare was subsidised by either $24 or $34 for every day that somebody was on that train. I do not know 
whether that figure is still relevant today, but it was an extraordinary figure and a high level of subsidisation. 

I think we also need to get smarter. The government needs to use its critical mass in the bush. Over the years, 
I have said often to a number of transport ministers that in a place such as Carnarvon the plane flights paid for by 
the government, either directly or through things such as the patient assisted travel scheme or non-government 
organisations funded to do work, add up to a significant number of passenger seats purchased each year. I have 
always been of the view that we need to get cleverer about those purchases right across regional WA and use 
them to negotiate contracts and leverage ourselves into a deal with the airlines. Hon Jacqui Boydell also 
mentioned smaller regional communities. I think we also need to get smarter about those, because there are 
planes flying in and out of these small places, with different departments using these planes. Maybe there needs 
to be a single administrator in small country towns to make sure we maximise the value we get for our spend. 
We also have to be smarter in considering the way we tender out these regular public transport air routes. It is 
not just about dollars. That is what I would like to get across today, and Hon Jacqui Boydell mentioned it. There 
have to be other criteria by which we offer RPT routes to airlines. Hon Jacqui Boydell mentioned connectivity. 
Maybe a criterion could be that an airline has to be accredited by the International Air Transport Association, 
which would give us some connectivity. We need to think about the transfer capacity at airports, which 
Hon Jacqui Boydell also mentioned. 

Aircraft size is another factor that needs to be considered, as well as whether the companies have the capacity to 
offer packages, products, loyalty programs, lounge facilities, in-flight service and the like as part of that. It is all 
about offering an experience going out to the regions. We are not second-class citizens out there. I often think 
that when our plane pulls up way out in the boonies and we have to jump on a bus at the airport, it is just another 
nail in the coffin of regional transport. Some wag said to me today, “I don’t know what you’re whinging about. 
You’re actually getting two trips for the price of one!” I do not see it that way, but humour is still allowed. 

I have mentioned before in this place that as most of the airports are run by local government, we have to be very 
careful that those local governments do not keep milking this cow and using it as an alternative revenue stream, 
because all that does is jack up the price of air tickets in regional Australia. We need to be careful that local 
governments consider regional airports as a community service and not as a revenue raising or tax-making machine. 

I have a number of examples in which airlines have come to me and said that they are struggling to maintain an 
economic base at an airport because the costs they are incurring through the local airport is impacting on their 
viability. I counsel local governments to think long and hard about how they charge for regional airport services, 
not only for regular transport routes, but also the charter world and the heliport systems that are critical to the 
number of passengers on regional routes. 

Another issue relates to security screening, which is obviously a federal issue. Yes, it did come about because of 
the Twin Towers’ disaster and the terrorism threat following that. The last policy set by the Feds was in 2009, 
I think, and it would now have a very good risk profile of where terrorism is likely to be an issue and it would 
have built up an amount of information over time. The screening rules could be reviewed as some of them are 
fairly arbitrary, including when screening is needed. For example, the 20-tonne Dash 8-300 aircraft falls 
underneath the requirement for screening, while the Dash 8-400 is above it. It is still a pretty crude, rude way of 
determining when screening is needed. As I said, since 2009 the Feds would have built up a pretty good risk 
profile about where issues might be expected to occur in regional Western Australia. I encourage the Feds to 
review the screening rules at regional airports, because screening certainly adds significant cost to regional air 
tickets. I will give members an example. We were in Onslow the other day, albeit in a jet. There were about 
15 of us on this jet and we all knew each other. As a group, we probably had the highest security clearance 
available, but we had to go through full-on screening. The cost associated with that obviously goes on the ticket 
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at some stage. I am aware that in Queensland some shires are starting to screen everything, because it adds to 
their revenue base. I hope that Western Australian shires and local governments do not get to that position, 
because it will just add another layer of cost. 

At the end of the day, we have to have a serious policy framework, and as Hon Jacqui Boydell said, the report 
states that a review is critical. I am very happy to include the issue of subsidisation in the review process. As 
I said, this is all about equity of access to regional transport. I can only commend the motion to the house. 

HON STEPHEN DAWSON (Mining and Pastoral) [11.54 am]: It is my pleasure to speak to 
Hon Jacqui Boydell’s motion this morning and to congratulate her on bringing it before the house. It is topical at 
the moment throughout all our electorates. I was worried that Hon Mark Lewis was going to steal my thunder 
and talk about the Shire of Esperance, because it is a big issue there at the moment. 

Hon Mark Lewis interjected. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: I am glad the honourable member did not, because I want to talk about Esperance 
for a moment. Earlier in the week I sent an email to Victoria Brown, the new shire president of Esperance, 
congratulating her on her election. Late on Tuesday night, she rang me back to thank me and asked that if 
I happened to see the Minister for Transport around the place to grab him and raise the issue of flights to and 
from Esperance. Members in the Mining and Pastoral Region would know, but other members might not, that 
Virgin airlines has been flying to Esperance for a time. Virgin Australia Regional Airlines was formerly 
Skywest. Virgin has been flying a Fokker 50, a 50-seat jet. Virgin has indicated that it will pull out of the Albany 
and Esperance routes as of February next year, which is a major concern for the local community. A tender 
process is underway at the moment and I am led to believe that three airlines are being considered for this new 
service to start next year. The community is concerned that it has not been included in that process. There has 
been no consultation with the community about the size and type of planes, and frequency of service. I urge 
members of the government to raise this issue with the Minister for Transport. 

Hon Mark Lewis: I have. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: I will raise it, too, but I think Hon Mark Lewis has the minister’s ear. I encourage 
government members to raise that issue with the minister. There is community concern about the frequency of 
flights and a real fear that as a result of Virgin pulling out of those routes there will be a reduction in the number 
of flights. There is a fear, too, that the size of the planes may be reduced. As I said, at the moment a Fokker jet 
flies down there, and there is a fear that that could be replaced by a 33-seat turboprop plane. 

Hon Ken Baston: It is a turboprop now. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: The Fokker 50 is a turboprop plane. 

Several members interjected. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: I have to be careful saying the word “Fokker” in here! I will have Hon Liz Behjat 
taking a point of order. It is F-O-K-K-E-R, for those who are trying to understand my accent. The minister is 
correct; it is Fokker 50 turboprop at the moment, but there is concern it will drop to a 33-seat turboprop aircraft, 
which will be a significant reduction in the number of seats available. I am told that at the moment flights to 
Esperance have an occupancy level of between 80 to 100 per cent, so it is a real concern if we are going to take 
seats away from the community. The Esperance route has 48 000 passengers per annum. It is not a huge number, 
but it does not warrant an unregulated route. For those members who have not been to Esperance, it is a fantastic 
place; it is a beautiful place and could be more of a holiday destination than it is at the moment. It is certainly 
well used by people from the goldfields, who can get there easily, but I recommend it for people in the 
metropolitan area who do not go down there as often as they should—it is magnificent. I am concerned that if the 
new company that gets the tender reduces the size of the planes and the frequency of the service, that will have 
a big impact on the local community. 
Hon Mark Lewis mentioned airport security. Esperance has a proper airport security system. It contributed 
towards the cost of the system, as did the federal government with a grant, so it has put money into the system. It 
also has a current contract that I think is for five years — 
Hon Mark Lewis: I think from 2015 for five years. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: Esperance airport, therefore, has signed a contract for security that it will no longer 
need if the plane size is reduced. However, it will still be locked into a contract that will cost the community 
money, and potentially cost jobs in the Esperance community too. I therefore urge the government to tread 
carefully with the service in Esperance. I am not sure whether Hon Sally Talbot will speak today, but there is 
a similar issue in Albany at the moment. 
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Hon Jacqui Boydell made a good contribution to the motion and I will refer to a few issues she raised. She talked 
about the lack of ease for members to get around their electorates; Hon Mark Lewis said it too. It is difficult. The 
only way to get to Karratha from Carnarvon for people who do not want to drive—I have to say it is a long and 
boring drive—is to first fly from Carnarvon to Perth using Skippers. The Skippers terminal is difficult to get to 
and has no connectivity with the main terminal. People therefore must fly from Carnarvon to the 
Skippers terminal, make their way across to the domestic airport and fly back north again to Karratha. It is very 
difficult. There should be more intra-Pilbara and intra–north west routes. People should not have to come to 
Perth to get back north again, and it is costly to do that. Hon Jacqui Boydell is correct in saying that people in the 
regions paid more during the boom and that the boom has subsided or stopped but they are still paying massive 
fares. In recent weeks there has been debate in Tom Price, Newman and Port Hedland about this issue because 
people are incensed. Why are they still paying those massive fares? Hannah from my office has been trying to 
get a fare back to Alice Springs for Christmas. The airlines do charge more at that time. I think her fare is about 
$1 600 each way, so that is $3 500 to fly from Hedland to Perth to Alice Springs. That is massive! That is price 
gouging! In fact, I think the airlines are price gouging at the moment on a number of those routes—the Hedland, 
Karratha, Newman and Tom Price routes to Perth. They are charging massive amounts of money. There is 
concern in the community about why people have to pay those massive fares. Of course those routes are not 
regulated, so private companies can do what they want, which is very unfortunate. They can charge what they 
want. What choice do people have? If people have to travel, they have to pay those fares. 

We in this place, particularly those of us representing the Mining and Pastoral Region, need to put pressure on 
the airlines to guilt them into reducing those fares. It almost always costs more to fly from Newman, Tom Price 
and Hedland to Perth than it does to fly from Perth to Melbourne or Sydney. Someone told me recently that it 
would cost them more to fly from Newman to Perth than to fly from Perth to Auckland—in New Zealand, for 
goodness sake! How can airlines justify that? They cannot justify it and they should not try to justify it. 

The other bugbear I have and the other issue that needs fixing is the standard of some of the planes. Qantas is not 
even using Qantas planes anymore to fly some of those routes. It is actually using Network Aviation and 
QantasLink but it is still charging full-fare Qantas prices. If we are serious about increasing the tourism industry 
in Broome and in the Kimberley, which we need to do—we need to do it in the Pilbara and in the Gascoyne 
too—we should increase the quality. Broome in particular is a quality destination—I am not saying the other 
places are not—and it is fairly expensive to stay there. People go there and enjoy the experience, yet they are 
forced to sit on these substandard planes that have no entertainment and the quality of the food is not good. 
Those airlines would help those communities and our tourism industry if they acted in good faith. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Members, the question is that the motion be agreed to. Because this is a transport 
issue, I will give the call to the Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for Transport to give the government’s 
position. 

HON JIM CHOWN (Agricultural — Parliamentary Secretary) [12.04 pm]: Thank you, Madam Deputy 
President. This is a very important motion today. All the comments presented by the members who spoke will be 
noted by the Minister for Transport and by the government. It needs to be reiterated that the aviation industry is 
a significant driver of economic and social development in Western Australia. As has already been stated by 
Hon Jacqui Boydell, not only is it a significant driver, but also there is a real connectivity that aviation brings to 
regional Western Australia for all aspects of the community, including business, fly in, fly out workers and the 
very large mining industry in the north west. 

The state government’s policy objectives for intrastate regular public transport air routes in WA are to ensure an 
adequate level of commercially sustainable RPT air services on regional routes in this state; foster competition 
on the air routes, potentially leading to reduced airfares, more frequent services and greater choice for 
consumers; ensure charter air services do not detract from the viability of these regulated public transport air 
routes; minimise costs on the resources sector and charter operators in WA; reduce administrative red tape; and 
minimise direct costs to the state. 

The state government’s position is to take a light-handed approach to the regulation of air routes where feasible. 
Less regulation of air routes fosters opportunities for competition that may result in reduced airfares, increased 
diversity in air services and more choice for travellers, as well as reducing red tape. However, the state has an 
obligation to balance this perspective with the need to maintain marginal air services for regional and remote 
towns within WA. For marginal air services, the state government has regulated air services to ensure that 
communities continue to receive these services. The state government’s preference is that government 
intervention is required only when there is an unacceptable risk of market failure to ensure the sustainability of 
services for the marginal requirements in these small communities. 
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Market failure occurs when an adequate level of air services—frequency, reliability, quality and affordability—
ceases to exist, thereby having a detrimental impact on the living standards and wellbeing of regional 
communities. For those RPT air routes deemed capable of sustaining competition, less regulation stimulates jobs 
and economic and tourism growth, and fosters new innovative paths for regional towns and business investment.  
Although an RPT air route without regulation does not guarantee acceptable market outcomes, it enables market 
forces to drive demand and supply while also reducing or eliminating the need for the government to intervene in 
commercial situations. The cost of airfares on non-regulated routes is determined by those market forces. 
However, in some cases regulation is necessary to protect the public and to achieve important economic, social 
and environmental objectives. 

Routes with insufficient passenger volumes to sustain competition need to be protected to ensure that regional 
and remote communities have reasonable access to air services, which is determined by size of communities, 
other modes of available transport and travelling distance on a safe road. Regulation of routes with insufficient 
passenger volumes to sustain competition is done through a deed between the airlines and the government. The 
current deeds place certain requirements on the airlines, including the provision of a minimum number of air 
services per week; the need to seek approval from the state government for timetable changes; the establishment 
of a maximum airfare for the route; the participation in biannual meetings with regional stakeholders; and the 
provision of monthly statistics on passenger movements, load factors, average airfares and on-time performance. 
A number of those issues have been covered in the addresses already given today.  
The Department of Transport commenced a review of regulated regular public transport air routes in June 2013 
to determine the future regulatory approach to RPT air routes in WA beyond 27 February 2016, when existing 
deeds of agreement between the state government and the three airlines expire. The Perth–Learmonth route will 
be opened up to competition beyond February 2016 and is not subject to a competitive tender process. Tenders 
for air services between Perth and the regional towns of Albany, Esperance, Carnarvon, Monkey Mia, Derby, 
Meekatharra, Mt Magnet, Laverton, Leonora and Wiluna opened for submissions on 29 July 2015 and closed on 
10 September 2015. The tender process and future route regulation aims to ensure that RPT air services continue 
to be provided between Perth and 10 regional towns. Outcomes of the tender process will be announced by the 
government in early December this year. I look forward to hearing further responses on this critical transport 
matter for regional Western Australia. 

HON DARREN WEST (Agricultural) [12.10 pm]: I will not speak for the full allocated time because I know 
that other members want to contribute to this important debate. Yes, there is an issue with air services right 
across Western Australia, and there are some reasons for that. Of about 1.3 million people who went through 
Perth Airport in 2012–13, the biggest regulated air route in Western Australia was Perth to Learmonth, with 
about 80 000 people, so there are sheer number issues. This route will perhaps be deregulated. The next biggest 
most-regulated air routes are to Albany with 58 000 passengers, and Esperance with 45 000 passengers per year. 
As soon as there was talk of removing or reducing regulation on these routes, we noted that Virgin Australia 
walked from those services. We need regulated air services in Western Australia because of the cost of providing 
the safe airline services that we have. I do respect all our air operators; I think they do a wonderful job in 
providing very safe and usually reliable air services across Western Australia. Of course, anybody who 
understands the market will know that there is an economy of scale that every business or every operation must 
reach in order to return a profit. If that market failure exists, there needs to be regulation in air services. I note 
that the City of Greater Geraldton recently sent me a link to a survey that asks about connecting services to areas 
in the north west. I note that the Shire of Exmouth instigated that survey and I acknowledge its good work and 
for doing the best for its community. I also saw that the member for Pilbara tagged along on that and perhaps 
gave his greatest indication yet that he may seek to run for the federal electorate of Durack. I urge the member 
for Pilbara to keep well away from aviation services after some of his exploits such as Pilbara underground 
power, Pelago, and Osprey Village. I think the free market will perhaps best work this out, with some regulation 
from the state government. 

Air services were regulated in 2001 as a result of the Ansett collapse. We do not want our regional air operators 
to collapse. I think government can help by providing low-cost services such as airports and other related 
infrastructure at cost, or at a reasonable rate to keep our reliable operators in the air. There is a whole lot more 
we can say. I will keep my contribution fairly short, but our air operators do provide us with a good service. It 
could be better, of course, but the reality is that we have low numbers travelling long distances. We can look 
around the rest of the world to see the economies of scale that airlines need. Globally, aviation is struggling. 
I think things are on the improve, but big airlines such as Qantas have also found the going difficult in recent 
years. I have been reading through the review that has been done into regulated and deregulated air services in 
Western Australia. I suggest that the government leaves things somewhere near where they are at the moment. 
I know that as routes such as the route to Learmonth increase in patronage, there may be opportunities to reduce 
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regulation, as we should, but governments should not get heavily involved in business, except when there is 
demonstrated market failure and the service is required. I think that things are on track. I welcome the 
discussion—it is good that we have the debate—but I think that air services in Western Australia are generally of 
a nature that befits the size of the market. Although I know that people complain that travelling by air is 
expensive, it is still, in many cases, cheaper than driving. Good luck with getting more government funding into 
the aviation industry. The government is not even inclined to support patients who require financial support 
through the patient assisted travel scheme so I do not see how we will get significant extra funding into air 
services, but good on Hon Jacqui Boydell for bringing on the debate. I think air service provisions in Western 
Australia are reasonable as they are, much as they could be slightly improved. 

HON DAVE GRILLS (Mining and Pastoral) [12.14 pm]: I thank Hon Jim Chown and Hon Darren West for 
keeping their comments brief and I will try to do the same for Hon Phil Edman. I thank Hon Jacqui Boydell for 
introducing this important motion to the house today. As regional members understand, regular passenger transport 
air routes are crucial to the wellbeing and viability of regional communities across Western Australia. Such air 
services not only are essential to regional economies, but also play a critical role in servicing the social and, often, 
health needs of country people, who are particularly dependent on outside air links. In our vast state, air services 
often provide the most efficient mode of transport between regional centres. When I meet constituents across my 
electorate, whether it is in Kununurra or Esperance, they, too, have on their minds the high cost of airfares. Living 
in Kalgoorlie and having an office in Esperance, from what we heard before, I must have the worst job with flying 
there and back, because I get on and off the bus quite often, Hon Mark Lewis. As the “Review of Regulated 
Regular Public Transport Air Routes in Western Australia: Final Public Report 2015” noted — 

… regional airfares in WA are among the highest across Australia and are a serious concern for regional 
towns as they disadvantage local communities and businesses and inhibit tourism growth. 

My Mining and Pastoral Region electorate includes regions like the Kimberley and Esperance–Eyre, which 
I believe have huge tourism potential, particularly in the area of ecotourism. Unfortunately, the obstacles 
surrounding air travel connectivity and affordability prevent these regions from realising their full economic 
potential. How can towns like Broome, Kununurra and Esperance attract Perth-based tourists when it can be 
cheaper to fly interstate or overseas for a holiday? We all understand that air routes to regional towns do not 
have the economies of scale enjoyed by major city air routes; however, I believe we need to look at new ways to 
get more people travelling to and from the regions in order to grow those routes and ultimately bring down the 
cost of regional air travel. I am glad to say that there are already some exciting community efforts underway in 
my electorate to improve air connectivity.  

Earlier this year the East Kimberley Marketing Group received funding through the state government’s royalties 
for regions grants scheme for the development of a business case for direct flights from the eastern states to 
Kununurra. The group was formed in 2003 to improve the promotion of the East Kimberley and to look at ways 
to facilitate an increase in the number of tourists to the region. The group’s formation followed the publication of 
a report commissioned by the Shire of Wyndham–East Kimberley, which identified limited air service access as 
a major obstacle to tourism growth. I am supportive of this initiative as I can see the benefits that would accrue 
to the Kimberley from improved air-connecting services and new routes. I hope that one day Kununurra will be 
a northern economic and tourist hub, with flights from interstate and, indeed, overseas. Esperance is another 
community in my electorate seeking to attract more visitors via air services. The RPT final report also noted 
that — 

Tourism bodies, community representatives and stakeholders have highlighted the importance of lower 
fares to develop the tourism and leisure market on the Perth–Albany route. 

There have been calls for a multifaceted approach to developing the tourism market in Esperance in order to 
increase the demand on the air route. The shared view amongst stakeholders is that various holiday packages 
should be actively promoted in order to stimulate leisure travel to the region. According to the RPT final 
report — 

… greater and regular engagement between the airline, community representatives, local businesses and 
tourism operators will be crucial in achieving the best outcomes for the route. 

Unfortunately, the recent announcement by the current route operator, Virgin Australia Regional Airlines, that it 
intends to withdraw from the competitive tender process to operate the regulated Esperance route beyond 
February 2016 has created a degree of uncertainty in the community. I am confident that another commercial 
airline will fill this space, but I must say that I am disappointed by Virgin Australia’s decision. In addition to 
Esperance, the decision will also impact graduated air services in the Shire of Ravensthorpe. The Ravensthorpe 
route is currently unregulated. This is obviously a purely commercial decision by the airline, but I believe that it 
reaffirms why we need a level of regulation around regional air services. Without such regulation, the airline 
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would have been within its rights to withdraw from the Esperance route without any advance warning. The 
regulated system currently in place at least provides a level of certainty that the route will be serviced for the life 
of the regular public transport air route agreement. Proponents of greater deregulation argue that it would 
stimulate competition along regional routes and thus lead to lower airfares. This may be the case on certain 
routes, and that is why it is important that we examine deregulation on a case-by-case basis. However, it is 
abundantly clear that we need to retain regulation on certain routes to guarantee a level of service to regional 
communities. An expensive service will always be preferable to no service at all. In the case of Esperance, it is 
my hope that the new operator will actively work with the community in a joint effort to encourage more visitors 
to the region, build up the route and reduce the cost of airfares. 

As members are aware, my Nationals Western Australia colleagues and I are of the view that we need to 
encourage more people to call regional WA home. In a state as vast as ours, it makes little sense for the 
population to be so overwhelmingly concentrated in one city. A population less centralised and more dispersed 
among a number of regional centres would create a stronger and more commercially viable regional air network 
in this state. Ameliorating the striking city and country population imbalance will not be easy, but I am glad that 
we are making progress in our efforts to encourage more people to live, work and invest in regional WA. 
Royalties for regions will invest $4 billion over the next four years with the aim of building more economically 
resilient and livable regional communities. Getting more people into the regions, both visitors and new residents 
alike, will of course require a collaborative effort between the state government, communities, regional 
businesses and the aviation industry. By working together, I am hopeful that we can develop new and innovative 
strategies to improve regional air connectivity and affordability.  

HON PHIL EDMAN (South Metropolitan) [12.21 pm]: I will start with a brief explanation of why I recently 
had a holiday in Western Australia. I happened to pre-book and pay for my tickets to Melbourne to see the 
Dockers, who I thought would play the Hawks. Unfortunately, I ended up watching the Eagles, but that is 
another story. I was marching in what I thought was a Grand Final parade but I had accidentally walked into 
a 5 Seconds of Summer concert with some 16-year-olds. I did not know where I was or where I was going. 
Anyway, my wife was not impressed that I shot off to the Australian Football League Grand Final for a bit of 
a trip without her, so she said, “Well, you owe your wife and your kids a family holiday.” It is not good to argue 
with the wife, so I decided we would look at some prices and I took the wife and kids up to Broome for four days 
a few weeks ago. I will get into our experiences with these airline fares, but it was quite funny; I was sitting on 
Cable Beach and only about 10 people were there—it was where people can hire umbrellas, boogie boards and 
so forth. There was nobody around; it was unreal. The ABC just happened to rock up with a camera—it might 
have been Jade Macmillan—and I thought, “What the hell are they doing here? This is strange.” Then I got a text 
from my office, saying, “This is just to let you know that the Premier has just announced something to do with 
crocodiles on Cable Beach and he might be on his way down there.” I did not think it was a good idea for the 
Premier to see me in my bathers and not working, so I quickly did a runner and got the hell out of there before he 
rocked up. There you go! We cannot go on a holiday anywhere in this state without the Premier catching us out, 
so be very careful! 

Hon Simon O’Brien: Which part of Cable Beach were you on? 

Hon PHIL EDMAN: Not on the northern part, which Hon Simon O’Brien would probably like. I like to keep 
my clothes on; I do not like the nude ones. But I have nothing against nudity. We have a free beach down in 
Rockingham too and the people there are behaving themselves. 

This is not the first time that I have brought this issue to the house, and it is great that Hon Jacqui Boydell has 
brought this motion to this place because it upsets me when places that my family and I really love, such as 
Kununurra, are affected. We went for a holiday to Queensland this year. I wanted to go to Kununurra but the 
airfares were double those to Queensland. I quickly went on to the computer just now to see whether anything 
had changed. If I wanted to whip up to Kununurra and return to Perth with Virgin, a super-saver fare would be 
$808, and a flexible fare $1 300. If I went with Qantas from Perth to Kununurra, it would be $1 350 return. 
I have done this just now. If I wanted to go to Broome on the same dates, it would be $600 on Qantas. If 
I wanted to go to Broome with Virgin, it would be only $500. I am not stupid; I know Kununurra is a bit further 
than Broome, but, geez, can they justify another $800 just to whip up the road a bit? I cannot justify it. I feel 
sorry for the businesses and the people of Kununurra. They have an amazing little gem mine there. I am not 
talking as a farmer or as a member out in the bush; I am talking as a city slicker who wants to have a holiday 
with my family in my own state.  

How do people survive? With all that infrastructure, all the money being spent in Kununurra and all those “you 
beaut” hotels and beautiful places such as Emma Gorge, which I think is the prettiest place in the world, let alone 
in Western Australia, how do we get people there if the airlines are going to absolutely shaft people when 
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sending them up there in a plane? If a person is single, fair enough. But I have two kids, so there are four of us. If 
we times those airfares by four, we are looking at $5 000 to go to Kununurra, instead of spending $2 000 to go to 
Broome, so I picked Broome. However, we like and want to go back to Kununurra, but we will not pay that sort 
of money. I do not think I am the only one in Australia or Western Australia who does not want to get 
completely shafted by these sorts of airline costs. It is just wrong. 

It was either Hon Darren West or Hon Paul Brown who said that there is no television on the flights. There is not. 
I have flown with Qantas and Virgin and neither of them had any entertainment whatsoever on the plane. When 
a person has a couple of young kids in a plane, thankfully, we have iPhones. I think for three hours on the plane 
I taught my son how to play Monopoly. There is nothing on that flight; there is no entertainment at all. People are 
paying over $1 300 for a flight in a scummy plane, with not even a croissant—they slapped a sandwich at us that 
we would not even feed to the dog, and we did not even get any entertainment. What sort of jokers do they take us 
for? I do not blame people if they do not go to Kununurra and Broome because they do not want to pay that sort of 
airfare; I think it is wrong. We need to tell these airlines, Qantas and Virgin, that they cannot charge people these 
amounts simply because they might be making losses in other areas. Just because they are not making money on 
some international routes that does not mean they have to shaft Western Australians. They should not make us 
compensate for their losses and they should not rip off the good people of Kununurra. Kununurra is a fantastic place 
in the world that we should be marketing further. It is very hard for us as a government or for anybody if people 
cannot even fly up there to utilise the place. I will finish there because I want to allow some time for 
Hon Jacqui Boydell to summarise and finish off this debate. Thank you. 

HON JACQUI BOYDELL (Mining and Pastoral) [12.27 pm] — in reply: I thank all the members for their 
contributions today. It is a very important debate and I take encouragement from the words of the parliamentary 
secretary that the minister will take into account the discussion that has been had today. I reiterate and implore 
the Minister for Transport and the department to bear in mind that Airlink services into regional 
Western Australia underpin not only the regional economy, but also the metropolitan tourism economy. If we 
are, on the one hand of government, through tourism, promoting Perth as a gateway to the regions, we have to 
provide the ongoing services to provide a gateway to those regional areas, which as all members have said, are 
some of the most beautiful areas of Australia and, indeed, the world. I am happy to have the member for Pilbara 
working on this issue, because it will not be Hon Darren West who brings any change in this area. I am very 
happy to have all my colleagues in government working on this important issue. We have a propensity to change 
and be dynamic in our decision-making processes, as opposed to Hon Darren West. One thing the member does 
not realise is that when full deregulation occurred on the route to Kalbarri, it was called for, I believe, by even 
the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Western Australia. That service no longer exists. That is in 
Hon Darren West’s electorate, and he did not even know that. That is how much he knows about air services in 
regional WA.  

What I can take from today’s debate is that we all understand the importance of the continued structure that 
government provides to the airlines and to regional communities to ensure we have ongoing airline services into 
our regional areas of Western Australia. It is our responsibility as a government to provide a framework that will 
ensure not only that those services continue, but also that those airlines understand that they cannot cherrypick 
the profitable air routes and not support the other routes along the way, because otherwise we will end up with 
no services other than to Broome and maybe Geraldton. Thank you. 

Motion lapsed, pursuant to standing orders. 
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