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CALL FOR SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT TO SUPPORT NEW INTERNATIONAL AIR LINKS FOR HIGHLANDS AND ISLANDS
31 July 2009

Transport leaders in the Highlands and Islands should press the Scottish Government to reintroduce funding for new international air routes to support globally ambitious businesses, attract investment and tourism, according to a leading economic development organisation. 

The regional transport partnerships HITRANS and ZetTrans have commissioned a review by consultants Mott MacDonald of air services in the region and the Scottish Council for Development and Industry (SCDI) says that access to a European hub airport is a priority. 

SCDI is also calling for the transport bodies, north-east transport partnership NESTRANS, and the Scottish Government to work together to secure a commitment from the UK Government of guaranteed slots for flights from Inverness and Aberdeen at Heathrow. 

Gareth Williams, SCDI Highlands and Islands Manager, said: 

“Our businesses are at the leading edge of growth industries like renewable energy, food and drink and life sciences. With the population and visitor numbers also expected to increase significantly, we need to be globally connected to achieve our full economic potential. 

“Air services in the region are not immune from the problems facing the industry and the latest passenger figures for our airports show a 4% drop in the last year. Highlands and Islands Airports Ltd has been working hard, but there is a limit to what it can do and government action is now needed to safeguard capacity and develop new routes, especially international. 

“A morning flight from Inverness to a European hub, particularly Amsterdam, would be highly valued by many Highland businesses. Discussions have been progressing, but airlines are very reluctant to take any financial risks and marketing routes to them is plainly not enough. The Scottish Government should be exploring every avenue of introducing the modest, but well-targeted public funding which would make European connectivity commercially viable. 

“The cities served by Amsterdam would complement the long-haul routes from Heathrow and, with the North East and the Scottish Government, we need to step up the pressure on UK Ministers to ensure that extra capacity at the UK’s hub airport is used for regional air access.

“Air services are lifelines for the economy of the whole of the Highlands and Islands and this review should produce a vision of how they can be sustained, enhanced and integrated over the next 10 years, and backed by vital investment in the regional airport infrastructure.”

SCDI’s submission can be found at: 

http://www.scdi.org.uk/pi/2009/HighlandsIslandsAirServices-July09.pdf 
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