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Ostend, September 15th 2005 

Concerning: Ostend-Bruges Airport. Request for an inquiry into unfair competition between regional airports within the European Union

Dear Madam,

As local residents nearby the Ostend-Bruges Airport we kindly ask you to examine the following:

About a year ago the Ghanese-British air freighter company MK Airlines moved its operational base from the privately owned airport “Kent International Airport” (Manston/Ramsgate, UK) to the public airport of Ostend-Bruges (West Flanders, Belgium). Consequently the mainly African “perishable goods” flown in by MK Airlines en route for the British consumer markets, now have to be additionally transported hundreds of kilometres by lorry (through the Channel Tunnel or by ferry) to reach their destination markets.

After the departure of MK Airlines, the managing company of the private airport “Kent International” went bankrupt.
The public airport of Ostend-Bruges has been surviving for a decade solely by guaranteed subsidies from the Belgian/Flemish government. The so-called ‘regional airport of Ostend’ has never been proven as a beneficial or boost-full entity to the Flemish regional economy. During the last decade, the added value created by the airport has been extremely low. The private sector never showed any real interest to invest in or exploit “Ostend-Bruges Airport”. As Belgium is a very small country, the Flemish/Belgian government has no arguments for subsidising the airport as part of a public network for interior transport.  Local politicians claim many advantages of having a regional airport while in reality the only noticeable fact is a never ending story of “constant subsidies without a proven cause”. A local Airport Charter whereby an increase of employment is linked to the flow of subsidies is neither evaluated nor respected. The local employment generated by the airport is in reality very low and has been decreasing over the years.
This remarkable story is in our opinion not only market disturbing, it also has consequences for the local and international environment as well.  Extra transport by lorries and old freighter planes means unnecessary mobility and extra emissions of not only noise but also pollutants such as carbon dioxides, Particulate Matter (PM), NOx’s (source of local ozone) etc.  Furthermore MK Airlines for ex. holds a very poor safety record, whilst the location of the airport is near to residential areas.
The greatest part of airfreight in and out of Ostend-Bruges Airport (+/- 90 pct) has no relation to the local economy.  All in all, the Ostend and Flemish regional economy very scarcely use the airport, another proof that the local economy does not really need the airport. Can it really be classified as a regional airport? The subsidies by the Flemish government are not used in good purpose and are in fact a sole result of the distortion of fair competition between two regional EU airports! (Manston ( Ostend)
We have tried to get insight into commercial contracts made between the Airport management and private companies such as MK Airlines. We are trying to find any logic in this apparently disturbed functioning of the market as far as competition between EU-airports is concerned. Unfortunately we bump into a brick wall of silence.   In spite of the fact that Ostend-Bruges Airport is a public airport, and that we, as taxpayers, are contributing to the subsidising, this has not made them answer our questions.
We have sent letters to the airport management, the Flemish and Belgian ministers and members of the Flemish parliament, asking for more information and clarification. Unfortunately, to date, we have not received answers to the in our opinion, pertinent questions. Therefore we ask you to bring more transparency to this case. Can you check if the decade long subsidies in to Ostend-Bruges Airport are in accordance with current EU regulations dealing with competition and transparency? Can you bring any logic to this airport affair which we find truly incomprehensible?   
Looking forward for your response, and thanking you in advance
Yours sincerely,

vzw WILOO

Secretary

Jacques Denecker

