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AIR SERVICES — GERALDTON 
Grievance 

MR I.C. BLAYNEY (Geraldton) [9.42 am]: I rise to grieve to the Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for 
Transport. I thank him for taking the grievance. Today I want to talk about the reliability of the scheduled air 
services in and out of Geraldton, which are causing huge problems. There are two types of problems—delays and 
cancellations. 

I will talk about two years—2017–18 and 2018–19. In the first 12 months, 1.2 per cent of flights were cancelled. 
In the most recent year, that figure went up and 1.8 per cent of the flights were cancelled. In the airline industry, 
a delay is when a flight is at least 15 minutes late. In the first of those two years, 14.7 per cent of flights were 
delayed. In the most recent year, 16.2 per cent of flights were delayed. That causes huge problems across our local 
community and business world. 

Sick people who go to Perth for treatment frequently travel on patient assisted travel scheme fares, so that is good. 
However, if they are delayed or the plane gets cancelled, they miss their appointment, and the whole rigmarole of 
organising it starts again. Specialists come up to Geraldton to treat a heap of people. They do things such as replace 
hips and knees. I have had both of my knees and wisdom teeth done—you name it. Specialist surgeons come up 
to do that. That doctor might plan to see 20 people in a day. If a plane is cancelled, the whole day is written off 
and all the appointments have to be rescheduled. Anaesthetists are in the same situation. Businesspeople miss 
meetings. It has almost become the standard practice that if a person has to come to Perth for a morning meeting, 
they usually fly down the night before to make sure that they do not miss the meeting. It also affects people who 
have flight connections, unless they book their airfare so that the journey starts from Geraldton to transfer in Perth 
and it is all on one ticket. If they book a separate ticket for the Geraldton to Perth sector and miss their connecting 
flight because of a plane being delayed or cancelled, that is their problem. It is not the airline’s problem. That is 
another issue. 

I ran a Facebook ad campaign and quite a lot of people responded. The responses generally fell into those different 
categories—people going on holiday who missed connections and businesspeople missing meetings. The president 
of the Country Women’s Association in Western Australia lives in Geraldton. She misses meetings quite regularly. 
One of the toughest examples concerned a lady named Barbara Kirk, who runs a pharmacy. She is on the 
committee that runs their group in Western Australia. She missed three meetings in a row because the Tuesday 
morning flight was extensively delayed. 

I will not single out any company, but Virgin Australia did quite well to get on the front page of the local paper 
with an article titled, “Virgin up, up … and delay” about a lady I know quite well, Wendy Sekuloff. Her flight was 
supposed to leave Geraldton at 10.55 am; however, it did not take off until 9.00 pm, which meant that she missed 
seeing her elderly father, who has dementia, for his birthday. She was very disappointed. Geraldton hopes to 
develop further as a base for fly in, fly out workers. In the article, fly in, fly out worker Mark Hutchins said that 
Virgin’s Tuesday morning flights from Geraldton to Perth seemed particularly unreliable. He said his flights had 
been cancelled or severely delayed on two occasions. I often get that comment in my office. 

The schedules have changed. Virgin has half pulled out of Geraldton. It offers a late-morning service to Geraldton 
and an early-afternoon service back to Perth. That has given Qantas a monopoly on the morning and evening 
services. I had a constituent come and see me with a problem the other day. He said that he had spoken to 
a ministerial adviser about this issue and the ministerial adviser had said, “Don’t come and see me with a problem 
unless you’ve got the answer.” I have come up with an answer—that is, the rules that apply in the European Union, 
where airlines must pay compensation for cancelled or heavily delayed flights. How much travellers are entitled 
to depends on the flight they have booked and the amount of time they have been delayed. The service from 
Geraldton to Perth is fairly short. However, in the European Union, if people are delayed for at least three hours 
and the flight distance is less than 1 500 kilometres, they are entitled to €250 compensation. I think the government 
should investigate doing something like that, because this is really impacting on how my constituents live and how 
our businesses work. Compensation is also paid if flights are directly cancelled, and a few rules sit around that. 
That seems much fairer. The QantasLink routes that service regional Western Australia have become a particularly 
generous cash cow. I noticed an article on the ABC online news the other day titled, “Qantas grilled about sky-high 
regional fares at Darwin Senate hearing”, which stated — 

QantasLink chief executive John Gissing said fares across the Australian domestic market have dropped 
by 40 per cent overall over the past 15 years, but in regional markets they had remained the same. 

He said that was because of a lack of demand, as well as three factors that were more expensive in the 
regions: fuel, security … and airport charges. 

That was the reason fares had not dropped. However, Senator Barry O’Sullivan pointed out — 
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“From the beginning I’m having a difficulty in, we’re dealing about fares in the thousands of dollars, 
we’re dealing with airport charges of $30, $40, $50 per passenger,” … 

A recent example of this was when a group of us looked into visiting Karratha to look at the gas plant. Three weeks 
out, Qantas wanted $1 771 for the cheapest fare, but it had a fare to London for $1 400, and if a person decided to 
slum it on Emirates, they could get a flight for $1 170. 

However, that is a bit of an aside. Regional air services are still a problem. In particular, this issue with 
cancellations and delays is causing all kinds of problems, and I encourage the government to come up with some 
kind of scheme. 

MR J.N. CAREY (Perth — Parliamentary Secretary) [9.49 am]: I would like to thank the member for raising 
this issue. It has been a longstanding issue for regional communities in Western Australia. I think it is fair to say 
that there is bipartisan support to ensure that we have safe, affordable, efficient and effective regional flight routes. 

As the member rightly pointed out, this is an unregulated route. At the moment, it is harder for the government to 
have authority over unregulated routes to get greater efficiency. I want to go through some of the raw data, which 
the member touched upon. In 2017–18, there were 111 947 passengers on the Perth–Geraldton route. 
The two carriers are Qantas and Virgin. Qantas has 11 services a week. I note, as the member said, that on 
28 January Virgin reduced its flights from 12 to seven services a week. Of course, this has had an impact on the 
Geraldton community; there is no doubt about that. As we know, particularly with the timeliness of flights, 
a number of factors are at play that are sometimes outside an airline’s control. 

I want to note the definitions of “effective on time performance”. The commonwealth Bureau of Infrastructure, 
Transport and Regional Economics states — 

On time performance is measured as the number of flights operating on time as a percentage of the 
number of flights operated on any particular sector. Cancellations are measured as the number of flights 
cancelled as a percentage of the number of flights scheduled for that particular sector. 

The bureau’s website defines “on time performance” as — 

A flight arrival is counted as “on time” if it arrived at the gate before 15 minutes after the scheduled 
arrival time shown in the carriers’ schedule. Neither diverted nor cancelled flights count as on time. 
Similarly, a flight departure is counted as “on time” if it departs the gate before 15 minutes after the 
scheduled departure time shown in the carriers’ schedule. 

A flight is regarded as a cancellation if it is cancelled or rescheduled less than 7 days prior to its scheduled 
departure time. 

It is quite important to understand that definition. As the member identified, Virgin has not been performing as 
well. According to the statistics and that definition, the average on time performance for Qantas was 91 per cent 
and for Virgin it was 79 per cent. The average OTP of scheduled departure and arrival times from Geraldton to 
Perth for Qantas was 93 per cent and for Virgin, 77 per cent. It is a concern and I understand why the Geraldton 
community is frustrated. 

The McGowan state government has delivered on its election commitment to undertake a parliamentary inquiry 
into airfares in regional communities. As we know, that Economics and Industry Standing Committee inquiry has 
been completed and the final report was tabled on 30 November 2017. 

Ms J.J. Shaw interjected. 

Mr J.N. CAREY: The chair is cheering herself, as politicians like to do, both Labor and Liberal! 

That inquiry made a number of recommendations. It acknowledged that there is a need for greater attention on 
unregulated air routes, of which Perth–Geraldton is one. As a result of that inquiry, the state government tabled its 
response to the committee’s recommendations on 10 April 2018. Those recommendations include a review of the 
state aviation strategy. This will be overseen by a cross-departmental working group, chaired by the Department of 
Transport. The majority of that working group’s focus is to look at unregulated air routes. As part of that review 
process, the group will engage with communities and local stakeholders. Through March and April this year, 
Department of Transport representatives will be visiting towns on nine unregulated air routes—that is, Broome, 
Geraldton, Kalgoorlie, Karratha, Kununurra, Newman, Paraburdoo, Port Headland and Onslow—to directly 
engage with people and facilitate discussions between airlines, airline operators and regional stakeholders. 
The good news is, member, that Department of Transport representatives will be going to Geraldton on 25 March. 
Community members will be invited to come and meet face-to-face with departmental representatives to ask 
questions and provide suggestions, as the member has done. That session will be held at the Northgate Plaza 
shopping centre from 3.30 pm to 4.30 pm. I am happy to provide the member with the details—or the minister’s 
office will—so that the member can be in attendance. 
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In addition, the Department of Transport is commencing the collection of data for these unregulated air routes. 
Obviously, we rely on the airlines, but by collecting the data, the department will aim to provide greater 
transparency about each route’s performance. Independent surveys will also be conducted on each passenger 
transport air route so that we can understand the challenges. 

I appreciate that we have not given the member the definitive response to say, yes, we are going to compensate 
delayed passengers, but he can see that a genuine process is underway. It is going to Geraldton and his community 
will have an opportunity to tell the Department of Transport directly about potential solutions for unregulated routes. 
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