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ECONOMICS AND INDUSTRY STANDING COMMITTEE 

Second Report — “Perceptions and Realities of Regional Airfare Prices in Western Australia” — Tabling 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

MR V.A. CATANIA (North West Central) [2.55 pm]: As I was saying before 90-second statements, I was 
commending the government on doing this inquiry into something that is vital to regional Western Australia. 
Putting a submission in on behalf of my electorate North West Central and the National Party, and fronting the 
committee at a public hearing gave us the opportunity to have our say and get on record where we think the issues 
lie and why we have such high airfares right across regional Western Australia. 

This report contains a lot of information; it really does. The inquiry, with people putting in submissions and the 
hearings, has really aired the dirty laundry of aviation in regional Western Australia. It definitely highlights where 
there are problems with the way the government goes out to tender, and some of those recommendations looking 
at the State Aviation Strategy are critical going forward. The committee set out with a lot of high expectations. 
The member for Swan Hills has done a fantastic job as chair of the committee. I know that when we fronted, on 
behalf the National Party, the committee’s public hearing, we were asked a lot of questions that were pertinent to 
trying to drill down and get the information needed to establish this report. In the context, I think it is a decent 
report, and over time we will go through it. I think the recommendations could have been a bit stronger to help 
ensure that we can get some change. 

One of the good things that has come out of this report, and the member for Swan Hills said it at the outset—it is 
great to see that the committee has taken on some of what we presented to the committee—is that we need to see 
aviation as more than just going from A to B, with the perception that we are lucky to have a flight going to each 
regional town. The report claims that aviation in regional WA is an essential service. I think that is a huge step 
forward. If we can get the Department of Transport to recognise that aviation in Western Australia is an essential 
service, given the distances we have to fly to get from one town to the next, it is a huge step forward. 

I will not take up too much of Parliament’s time, but it is disappointing that the Department of Transport went out 
to tender on a couple of regular routes when the inquiry was first announced, one being Carnarvon–Monkey Mia 
and the other is eastern goldfields–northern goldfields. It was disappointing that the government would go out to 
tender while we were doing the review and before this report could be handed down so some of those changes 
recommended could be reflected in the tender process. It is disappointing that we will not get real change in some 
areas that have return airfares of $1 000. That is the problem—the cost of airfares. 

In the evidence that the National Party gave to the inquiry, we basically said that a monopoly exists in 
Western Australia, with two major players dominating the airline system. 

A government member interjected. 

Mr V.A. CATANIA: It is a duopoly, but I say it is a monopoly that exists with Qantas and Virgin, just like with 
Coles and Woolworths in the retail market. One of the interesting points that we made was that when government 
goes out to tender for a train or bus service, the government will ask the companies to show it their books and their 
profit margin and it will negotiate on that profit margin. Because the government is offering a company a licence 
to operate, it can look at its cost structures. The same applies to a mining company when it goes out to tender for 
an airline company to service its mine site. It can ask the airline company to show it its books and its profit margin 
and it will negotiate on that profit margin to make sure that it can keep the airfare as low as possible or at cost. Our 
argument is that it is no different with aviation companies that fly to towns such as Carnarvon, Monkey Mia, 
Kalgoorlie, Broome, Karratha, Port Hedland, Paraburdoo and so forth. The government issues a licence for those 
companies to fly to those towns. The report states — 

In the absence of clear information regarding costs and fare construction, it is difficult for the Committee 
to conclude that airlines are genuinely setting fair prices. 

That is the problem. This committee could not get information on the fare structure of airlines. The National Party’s 
argument is that because the government allows companies to have a licence to fly to those towns, they should 
open up their books so that the government can see how they construct their prices. During the committee hearings, 
it was interesting to hear aviation companies say that it is due to the cost structure of airports and local 
governments, but their cost structures are open and accountable and so we could see what they charge and why 
they charge it, which I think is fair and reasonable. One of the inhibitors for the committee was that airline 
companies were reluctant to open up their books to show how they determine their fares. One of the fundamental 
problems is the lack of openness and transparency in how these companies operate. I know that the committee 
tried to drill down and get that information. I would like to go through this report in detail because I think it 
highlights all the issues that exist. 
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One of the other issues highlighted in this report, but perhaps not to the point that I will go to today, is that the 
Department of Transport does not have any aviation expertise. Without expertise in and knowledge of the aviation 
industry, it is not able to ask the right questions when it constructs a tender process and discusses it with the 
companies and the communities. That is the fundamental flaw with the Department of Transport. That is why when 
the Department of Transport asks the airline companies what their lowest fare is, they will say that it is $99, but it 
may be for only one seat. There is a flaw because the tender process does not ensure that the aviation companies 
indicate how many seats are available and at what price; rather, they can just give the best fare that they can offer, 
even though it may be for only one seat on a plane for the whole year. There need to be some changes. The 
Department of Transport needs some aviation expertise to ensure that aviation companies are open and transparent, 
because government issues the licences. They are beholden to the government to give them a licence. We need to 
see how they determine their fares to make sure that the people of regional Western Australia are not ripped off, 
because they are being ripped off at the moment. 

I congratulate the committee. I hope the government takes on board some of these recommendations, but more 
needs to be done. 
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