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SKYWEST AIRLINE — ALBANY SERVICE 

Grievance 
MR P.B. WATSON (Albany) [9.42 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Transport and is about services to 
Albany by Skywest. The previous Minister for Transport, Hon Simon O’Brien, made an absolute shambles of the 
contract review process and managed to alienate most of the business and public community in Albany by not 
consulting with them. Despite numerous requests to his office, Minister O’Brien refused to meet with 
representatives from the Albany business community. The whole process was a shambles from start to finish. No 
community consultation forums were held and there were no meetings with the Albany Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry, the City of Albany or local tourism operators. There was absolutely no consultation with anyone 
from Albany with an interest in the process. The only consultation the former minister undertook was with 
Skywest and Qantas.  

In early November last year speculation was rife in Albany that Skywest had been awarded the exclusive rights 
to the Albany route. On 22 November 2010, Skywest released a media statement saying that the Department of 
Transport had advised it that it was the preferred proponent for the Albany route. Then we had the comedy hour 
with the former Minister for Transport refusing to comment on the media release from Skywest, and rumours 
continuing to grow like wildfire in the absence of any comment from him. Surely the former minister could have 
put people’s minds at ease by simply saying that the deed had not been signed as yet and he was still trying to get 
a better deal with Skywest. But no, it was just stony silence for two months until Hon Troy Buswell, as the new 
Minister for Transport, made the announcement on 18 January this year.  

The chief executive officer of the Albany Chamber of Commerce and Industry, Graham Harvey, said in the 
Albany Advertiser that in the four years he had been CEO there had not been an issue that had come close to the 
public and corporate outrage as this pending announcement. I will read some of the comments that Mr Harvey 
received from his members —  

As a frequent flyer Albany to Perth I am disgusted to hear the government is about to offer SkyWest 
sole rights to the route once again. I have been flying 15 years and am sick and tired of being ripped off 
by this inadequate airline … The government is a joke, to open up Geraldton and leave Albany to pay 
the bill.  

Another reads — 

I would like to protest loudly at your decision to renew Skywest as the sole airline to have scheduled 
services from Perth to Albany.  

This airline has shown no interest in advancing tourism to Albany in the seven years that I have owned 
All Seasons Albany … The pricing structure and lack of commitment shown by Skywest to Albany is a 
disgrace and the fact that you have made this decision without any consultation with the community 
whatsoever is of even greater concern. 

Another reads — 

We would like to express our utter disgust that the appointment of Skywest as the only carrier to 
Albany was made without any consultation with the major users of the airline, this is blatant disregard 
for businesses in Albany … If this is the final outcome we will as a company, drive to Perth as we have 
been doing over the past year, this would have resulted in at least 70 return flights over the year.  

Another reads — 

How many people have been forced to drive to Perth because they could not afford the current 
providers high air prices.  

Does the State Government Minister for Transport realize the logistics of this trip? 

… 

How many people are forced to go to Perth on business or for medical reasons and can only fly there. 
These people are paying top fares. This fare is totally unreasonable …  

Sky West Airlines provide no discount to large clients such as PATS, Silver Chain, or Government 
Departments. I personally was using their service regularly every week for more than 2 years. I asked 
for some form of discount and was refused by the state manger as well as staff.  

The last one reads — 

As you know, we have 25 staff in Albany and 43 staff in West Perth. We fly staff up and down each 
week—I think our annual spend on Skywest is about $70,000. Of late however, we like many others, 
have started driving given how unreliable and expensive Skywest is. We were hoping Qantas would 
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shake things up, reduce costs and improve service. Competition usually does, something true Liberals 
are well aware of.  

The tourism industry is also angry and I will relay to members what some of them have to say. Regional tourism 
operator Ray Hammond was inundated with complaints and said that the decision would damage the industry in 
Albany. He said — 

“I cannot believe this decision has been made,” … 

“It flies in the face of community sentiment. It was made without any consultation with the tourism 
industry in the region.”  

Three Chimneys bed and breakfast owner Craig Dixon said — 

“It’s just killing us down here,” … 

“We are building all the infrastructure but if we don’t have people flying in what is the point?  

“It’s a long way to come to Albany so many people don’t bother.”  

Dolphin Lodge owner Dave Palfrey said that a lack of competitive prices and scheduling was having a negative 
effect on his business.  

I know that the minister was trying to clean up the mess left by his predecessor and that he and his department 
have met with and made assurances to the Albany Chamber of Commerce and Industry to look at ways of 
improving things from here on. The people of Albany need to know how the decision to award the contract with 
Skywest was made.  

Patronage on the Albany route is 54 000 passengers a year. It is estimated that 30 000 potential passengers are 
instead driving to Perth because of concerns with the service provided by Skywest. This clogs up our roads 
immensely. Skywest has always had a timetable that is more suitable for someone wanting to do business in 
Albany for a day, rather than the businessperson from Albany needing to go to Perth for a day. Skywest does not 
understand the tourist market like Qantas does, and the people of Albany are not confident that they will have the 
cheapest fare and the best service for the next five years.  

What do the people in Albany want? The new agreement needs to have better criteria for on-time departure 
performance; scheduling of some weekday flights from Albany by 7.00 am with a return flight leaving by 
6.45 pm; and, cheaper fare options that are guaranteed for a set number of seats per flight. There needs to be a 
new consultation group that is more representative of stakeholders, with meetings in Albany, not Perth, and 
Skywest needs to properly engage with this group and consult better with stakeholders. There should also be a 
review of the route to commence after three years to determine whether it can opened up to competition at the 
end of the five-year contract, and any future contract should separate the Albany and Esperance routes, as it was 
clearly implied in this round of negotiations that these two routes were linked.  

The minister is aware that Grange Resources is coming on in the next few years with 600 jobs. The centenary of 
Anzac Day will also be celebrated.  

I want to say that it is not Skywest’s fault.  

Mr T.R. Buswell: I am glad you snuck that in!  

Mr P.B. WATSON: I am flying with them tomorrow morning! There are steak knives at the end, because we 
get to fly to Busselton three days a week! That is an extra hour on the flight! We were told by the minister that 
we would get a better service in Albany. However, for three days a week the flight takes an extra hour and we 
have timetables that do not agree with either the business or the private communities.  

I ask the minister to come to Albany. I have a list of people with issues with Skywest, but I do not have time to 
refer to them all today. On behalf of the people of Albany, I ask the minister to please look into this shambles.  

MR T.R. BUSWELL (Vasse — Minister for Transport) [9.40 am]: I thank the member. He has raised a very 
important issue. I am pleased to hear that he espouses the benefits of competition. I visited Albany pretty much 
as soon as we made this decision and met with — 

Mr M.P. Whitely: You’re famous for visiting Albany! 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: That is right. It is the member for Albany’s grievance. I can happily talk to the member 
for Bassendean for five minutes if the member for Albany wants me to; it is the member for Bassendean’s 
choice. 

I met with the Albany Chamber of Commerce and Industry; it was a pretty full and frank discussion. I listened, 
they spoke; and, fair enough, there is significant disappointment. I am glad that the member for Albany pointed 
out that this is not an issue with Skywest. It probably is in part, but the majority of this issue is about the 
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regulatory framework that the government has put in place. When a monopoly service provider framework is 
created, there will be impacts on service and costs. There were impacts in Geraldton; there were impacts on a 
whole lot of places that have been served by monopoly airlines. The member is right about Albany: 54 000 
people a year fly to Perth, and that number has been pretty static for the last four or five years, probably because 
of some of the issues the member raised.  

Mr P.B. Watson: Minister, the number of people has risen over the last four or five years. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: It was 55 000 back in 2007, so it has gone up and down, but I do not think that that is the 
issue here. The comment that the member made about consultation is very accurate. I was told by the 
Department of Transport that there had been extensive consultation. I visited Albany and I could not find 
anybody who had been consulted. That is a concern to me. The only commitment I can give is that that will not 
happen again. 

I will deal with the process. As the member is aware, the government started a review. I do not think that was the 
former Minister for Transport’s issue; it was an issue with the process that had been set up. The government 
started a process, the objective of which was to introduce competition, where possible, on regional air routes. 
Competition will yield benefits—not necessarily with prices, although there will be some sharpening of prices, 
but especially with service delivery. When the airlines went to the market—the member is right—Albany and 
Esperance were bundled together. It was put to me in Albany that Albany was cross-subsidising the Esperance 
market. I do not think that the figures stack up on that. Esperance now has about 45 000 passengers a year, so the 
figures are not dissimilar; therefore, I do not accept the cross-subsidy argument. 

Mr P.B. Watson: Minister, can I just interject. Did Qantas not want to take Esperance?  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: The airlines were required to bid on the Albany and Esperance routes. The member may 
argue that that is an issue, but I do not have any information about that. When the airlines were asked to bid on 
Albany and Esperance, the unfortunate reality is that one airline, and probably both airlines, indicated that they 
would participate only on those routes with those passenger numbers if they were the sole operator. In other 
words, on the existing numbers in Albany and Esperance, with the framework that was used, we could not create 
a competitive market. That is a disappointing outcome. However, as a government, we cannot force Qantas to fly 
to Albany and Esperance if it does not want to. That is the fundamental issue here in terms of process. So once it 
became obvious that there would be only one supplier, a simple assessment of the different offers was 
conducted, and the assessment process indicated that Skywest offered the best deal for the people of Albany and 
Esperance. I understand that there are some significant issues. One of the first things I did when I returned from 
Albany was meet with the chief executive officer of Skywest. I said to him that he now had a job to do in 
Albany. I was told that there was latent demand, as the member indicated, of up to 30 000 passengers per year. I 
asked the CEO why Skywest did not look at engaging with the community to improve its service offering so that 
it could realise some of that latent demand. I know that the Chamber of Commerce has a strong view about that 
figure of 30 000, but I cannot test that. However, I do not think that Qantas or Skywest saw that as equating to 
30 000 extra passengers. That was one of the issues in the process. Perhaps next time around we need to do some 
more work in identifying areas in which we can — 

Mr P.B. Watson: Is this locked in for five years? 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: It is locked in for five years, with a review in three years. Let us remember that the last 
process was locked in for five years, and I think that we ran over by a year or two. As I said, I met with the CEO 
of Skywest and encouraged him to visit Albany. Again, the framework that has been set up does not give me the 
power to do this, but I am encouraging him very strongly to look at some of the things that matter, such as an 
early morning service from Albany to Perth, so that local residents from Albany can come to Perth and do a 
day’s work. The current schedule is completely hopeless for an Albany resident. They get to Perth maybe in the 
middle of the day. 

Mr P.B. Watson: No. They would get here about nine o’clock, but it would be 11 o’clock another day. The 
schedules are all over the place. 

MR T.R. BUSWELL: Yes. It is not an optimum service for the people of Albany. Ultimately, that is a decision 
that Skywest will have to make. I hope that it uses the next period when it has access to the Albany and 
Esperance markets to provide better service so it can ignite some of that latent demand. It was put to me that 
there is a cost in leaving an aeroplane on the tarmac at Albany overnight, and there probably is, but if the reward 
for that is increased patronage, Skywest needs to grab hold of that.  

There are a couple of other things, member. As I said, there will be a review in three years. If I am still here, I 
intend to ensure that that review splits the Esperance and Albany routes, and gives the option to do them both 
together so that we can properly test the market. I am hopeful about the new environment of competitive air 
routes in Western Australia. The member is right: we announced the introduction of competition to Geraldton 
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and Exmouth, and that was met with much excitement in those communities. We have already seen in Exmouth 
the impact that that can have on price. However, I am hopeful, with a more competitive environment in general 
on regional air routes in Western Australia, that when we go to the market in three years and start this process 
again, there will be more interest in Albany. 

Mr P.B. Watson: In three years’ time, can you change anything? 

MR T.R. BUSWELL: It would be very difficult within the framework. We can make sure that the airlines fulfil 
their obligations under the deed that we sign. I want to point out another thing. A new community consultation 
process will be established. I will ensure that it is based on Albany. It will be administered by the Department of 
Transport. The department has advised me that the first meeting will be in March. On the briefing note, it has 
even included the member for Albany as one of the participants. I accept that there are big issues with the 
framework in Albany, but I am hopeful that we can make the best of the situation. 
 


