
 

 
 

 

 

University of Lugano, Switzerland 

Faculty of Economics 

 

 

 

Regional airports in Switzerland – Same country, equivalent opportunities? 
An analysis with a focus on Lugano Agno Airport 

 

 

 

Master’s dissertation 

 

 

 

Author: Luca A. Giordani 

Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Rico Maggi 

Second Reader: Prof. Dr. Peter Keller 

Academic year: 2012/2013 

Submission Date: September 2013 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Luca A. Giordani 

 II 

Table of contents 

 
List of figures and pictures ................................................................................................. VI 
List of abbreviations and acronyms.................................................................................. VIII 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................1 
Research objectives .............................................................................................................3 
Methodology.........................................................................................................................4 
Outline ..................................................................................................................................5 

1. Air traffic in past and present times..........................................................................6 
1.1 Evolution of passenger numbers....................................................................................6 
1.2 A business environment in transition..............................................................................8 

1.2.1 Airlines.....................................................................................................................8 
1.2.2 Airports ......................................................................................................................10 

2. Insights on the evolution of regional air services worldwide ..................................13 
2.1 Regional airports under stress .....................................................................................13 
2.2 Short-haul air services vs. surface transport ................................................................15 

3. Regional airports and air services in Switzerland ..................................................18 
3.1 Overview ......................................................................................................................18 
3.1.1 Evolution of services .................................................................................................19 
3.2 Sion International Airport (SIR) ....................................................................................20 
3.3 St. Gallen Altenrhein Airport (ACH)..............................................................................21 
3.4 Bern Belp Airport (BRN) ...............................................................................................24 

3.4.1 History and Overview ............................................................................................24 
3.4.2 Network .................................................................................................................27 
3.4.3 Infrastructure and Access......................................................................................28 
3.4.4 Catchment Area and Outbound.............................................................................30 
3.4.5 Inbound and Transfer ............................................................................................32 
3.4.6 Overall economic importance and state of competition.........................................33 
3.4.7 Non-Aviation revenues ..........................................................................................35 
3.4.8 Outlook ..................................................................................................................35 
3.4.9 SWOT....................................................................................................................37 

4. Lugano Agno Airport (LUG) ...................................................................................38 
4.1 History and Overview ...................................................................................................38 
4.2 Network ........................................................................................................................40 



Luca A. Giordani 

 III 

4.3 Infrastructure ................................................................................................................42 
4.3.1 FOCA restrictions ..................................................................................................42 
4.3.2 Runway..................................................................................................................44 
4.3.3 Other infrastructure relevant issues.......................................................................46 

4.3.3.1 Apron parking .............................................................................................................. 46 
4.3.3.2 Non-Schengen Terminal.............................................................................................. 46 

4.4 Access..........................................................................................................................47 
4.4.1 Road access..........................................................................................................47 
4.4.2 Public transport......................................................................................................47 
4.4.3 Access infrastructure projects ...............................................................................48 

4.5 Catchment area and Outbound ....................................................................................50 
4.5.1 Passenger profile and demand outbound..............................................................52 
4.5.2 Importance of (local) agencies ..............................................................................56 

4.6 Inbound ........................................................................................................................57 
4.6.1 Destination Lugano / Ticino ...................................................................................57 
4.6.2 Transfer passengers..............................................................................................58 

4.7 Overall economic importance and state of competition................................................58 
4.7.1 Financial performance...........................................................................................58 
4.7.2 Airport competition.................................................................................................59 

4.7.2.1 Milano Malpensa (MXP) .............................................................................................. 60 
4.7.2.2 Milano Linate (LIN) ...................................................................................................... 63 
4.7.2.3 Bergamo Orio al Serio (BGY) ...................................................................................... 64 
4.7.2.4 Zurich Airport (ZRH) and AlpTransit ............................................................................ 65 
4.7.2.5 Italian fare structure..................................................................................................... 66 

4.8 Non-aviation revenues .................................................................................................68 
4.9 Outlook .........................................................................................................................68 
4.10 SWOT.........................................................................................................................70 

5. LUG vs. BRN .........................................................................................................71 
5.1 Network ........................................................................................................................72 

5.1.1 Feeder flights.........................................................................................................72 
5.1.2 Point-to-point flights...............................................................................................72 
5.1.3 (Single) airline dependency ...................................................................................72 
5.1.4 Domestic connection: BRN – LUG ........................................................................76 

5.2 Infrastructure ................................................................................................................76 
5.2.1 Runway..................................................................................................................76 
5.2.2 Apron (parking) and hangars.................................................................................77 
5.2.3 Non-aviation revenues...........................................................................................78 



Luca A. Giordani 

 IV 

5.2.4 Access ...................................................................................................................79 
5.3 Catchment areas and state of competition...................................................................79 
5.4 Future ...........................................................................................................................82 

6. Conclusions and discussion...................................................................................84 
6.1 Assessment of methodology, limitations and further research.....................................87 

Appendices ................................................................................................................88 
I: Summaries of in-depth interviews ...................................................................................88 

A: Interview with Eng. Davide Pedrioli, Civil Aviation Delegate of the Canton Ticino and 

Director of Locarno Airport .............................................................................................88 
B: Interview with Mr. Alessandro Sozzi, CEO of Lugano Airport SA and Mrs. Flavia 

Ferrandin, Commercial & Marketing Director of Lugano Airport SA...............................96 
C: Interview with Mr. Heinz Kafader, Head of Product & Quality Management of Bern 

Belp Airport (Alpar AG).................................................................................................102 
D: Interview with Mrs. Natascha Oppi, Manager, Sales & Marketing Communications 

Ticino of Swiss International Air Lines Ltd....................................................................109 
E: Interview with Mr. Sandro Fabretto, Sales Manager, Globus Gateway Tours SA, 

Lugano..........................................................................................................................118 
II: Commercial relevance of regional airports...................................................................125 
III: Bus services between Ticino and MXP .......................................................................127 
IV: Car parking prices in ACH, BRN and LUG .................................................................128 
V: Destinations and Frequencies out of LUG and BRN ...................................................129 
VI: Minoan Air summer timetable 2013 ............................................................................132 
VII: Airline statistics per destination, Lugano Airport, 2006-2013.....................................133 

Bibliography .............................................................................................................135 

 

 



Luca A. Giordani 

 V 

Acknowledgements 
 

Foremost, I would like to express my gratitude to my supervisor, Prof. Dr. Rico 

Maggi, for his support, guidance and assistance with the completion of this thesis. I 

would also like to thank Prof. Dr. Peter Keller for the valuable time he invested in 

examining this work as second reader. 

 

My thanks also go to the interviewees, Eng. Davide Pedrioli, Mr. Alessandro Sozzi 

together with Mrs. Flavia Ferrandin, Mr. Heinz Kafader, Mrs. Natascha Oppi as well 

as to Mr. Sandro Fabretto. Without their help, insightful comments and support – also 

after the interviews by answering further questions – my research would not have 

been possible in this form. 

 

Special thanks must also go to my family who made this academic journey possible 

in the first place. To my friends, for their support and inspiring ideas – and to Daniela, 

for everything. 

 



Luca A. Giordani 

 VI 

List of figures and pictures 

Figure 1: Number of passengers (local and transfer) of scheduled and charter traffic, 1950-

2012..................................................................................................................................1 

Figure 2: Takeoffs and landings in civil aviation 2011..............................................................2 

Figure 3: Passengers carried by region, 1970-2012 ................................................................6 

Figure 4: Passengers carried by country, 1970-2012 ..............................................................7 

Figure 5: Number of air and rail passengers between London-Paris as well as London-

Brussels..........................................................................................................................16 

Figure 6: Movements of scheduled and charter traffic, 1950-2012 ........................................18 

Figure 7: Number of passengers (local and transfer) of scheduled and charter traffic, 1950-

2012................................................................................................................................18 

Figure 8: Number of passengers of scheduled and charter traffic in SIR, 1950-2012 ...........20 

Figure 9: Number of passengers of scheduled and charter traffic in ACH and SIR, 1950-2012

........................................................................................................................................22 

Figure 10: Weekly frequencies of Crossair flights out of BRN, 1996-2003 ............................25 

Figure 11: Number of passengers of scheduled and charter traffic in BRN, 1950-2012........26 

Figure 12: Shareholders in Alpar AG as per 31.12.2012 .......................................................26 

Figure 13: Destinations served by SkyWork out of BRN........................................................27 

Figure 14: Catchment area BRN with travelling times............................................................30 

Figure 15: Expansion and Decrentalisation. Master Plan 2009-2020 ....................................36 

Figure 16: SWOT analysis for Bern Airport ............................................................................37 

Figure 17: Weekly frequencies of Crossair flights out of LUG, 1996-2003 ............................39 

Figure 18: Number of passengers of scheduled and charter traffic in LUG, 1950-2012 ........40 

Figure 19: Destinations served from LUG in July 2013..........................................................41 

Figure 20: Passenger statistics for Minoan Air in LUG, March – May 2013...........................42 

Figure 22: New tram network Lugano ....................................................................................48 

Figure 23: Possible runway extension due re-arrangement of the train tracks ......................49 

Figure 24: Catchment area.....................................................................................................50 

Figure 25: The Insubric region ...............................................................................................51 

Figure 26: Reasons for travel .................................................................................................52 

Figure 27: Business travelers: location of company headquarters.........................................52 

Figure 28: Passenger numbers in LUG per destination, 2006-2012 ......................................53 

Figure 29: Seat load factor for flights to ZRH, GVA and FCO ex LUG, 2006-2012 ...............53 

Figure 30: Most popular destinations ex ZRH for passengers departing LUG.......................54 

Figure 31: Top 20 ‘unserved’ routes out of LUG 2010 ...........................................................55 

Figure 32: Airports in Switzerland and the Insubric region.....................................................59 



Luca A. Giordani 

 VII 

Figure 33: European destinations from MXP .........................................................................60 

Figure 34: Worldwide destinations from MXP ........................................................................61 

Figure 35: TILO network plan, with the projected route between Mendrisio and Varese.......63 

Figure 36: Estimated access times from Lugano to MXP, LIN, BGY and ZRH......................65 

Figure 37: Fare example from MXP and ZRH to LAX ............................................................67 

Figure 38: SWOT analysis for Lugano Airport........................................................................70 

Figure 39: Number of passengers (local and transfer) of scheduled and charter traffic in LUG 

and BRN, 1950-2012......................................................................................................71 

Figure 40: Darwin network in 2006.........................................................................................73 

Figure 41: Darwin network out of GVA and Cambridge in 2013 ............................................75 

Figure 42: Infrastructure Facts and Figures of BRN and LUG ...............................................79 

Figure 43: Population density in the primary (inner circle) and secondary (outer circles) 

catchment area of BRN ..................................................................................................80 

Figure 44: Population density in the primary (inner circle) and secondary (outer circles) 

catchment area of LUG (left) in confrontation with the approximate catchment areas of 

airports in the Insubric region .........................................................................................81 

Figure 45: Comparison of BRN and LUG...............................................................................83 

 
 

 
Picture 1: The terminal in BRN, check-in area .......................................................................29 
Picture 2: The terminal in BRN, landside (public area) in front, and airside (gate area) behind 

the glass partition ...........................................................................................................29 
Picture 3 and 4: South end of the runway in LUG..................................................................45 
Picture 5: Possible runway extension due re-arrangement of the train tracks ……………… 49 

 



Luca A. Giordani 

 VIII 

List of abbreviations and acronyms 

 

ACH   St. Gallen Altenrhein Airport 

AOG   Airline Official Guide 

AUA   Austrian Airlines 

BGY   Bergamo Orio al Serio International Airport 

BRN   Bern-Belp Airport 

DOT   Department of Transportation (USA) 

EC   European Commission 

ECAA   European Common Aviation Area 

FCO   Rome Fiumicino Airport 

FFP   Frequent Flyer Program 

FOCA   Federal Office of Civil Aviation 

FSA   Full Service Airline (also: legacy carrier) 

FSO   Federal Statistical Office 

GDS   Global Distribution System 

IATA   International Air Transport Association 

ICAO   International Civil Aviation Organization 

ILS   Instrument Landing System 

IOSA   IATA Operational Safety Audit 

LASA   Lugano Airport SA 

LCC(s)  Low Cost Carrier(s) 

LIN   Milan Linate Airport 

LUG   Lugano Agno Airport 

LX   Swiss International Air Lines Ltd. 

MXP   Milan Malpensa Airport 

Pax   Passenger(s) 

SIR   Sion International Airport 

SWISS  Swiss International Air Lines Ltd. 

VIE   Vienna International Airport 

ZRH   Zurich Airport 

 

 



Luca A. Giordani 

 1 

Introduction 

Passenger air travel in Switzerland is, compared to its neighboring countries, 

particularly important. With 4.9 passengers per inhabitant in 2010 travelling to, from 

or via an airport in Switzerland, the country ranks second on the global comparison 

conducted by Schubert (2012: p. 6) – after Norway (8.7 passengers per inhabitant, 

mainly due to its geography), but before the United States (4.5) and well above the 

average of its neighboring countries (2.2). The predominant part of scheduled and 

charter traffic in Switzerland is handled by the three largest airports Zurich (ZRH), 

Geneva (GVA) and Basel-Mulhouse (BSL). According to the European Commission 

(EC), airports are classified in four different categories (Amoroso & Caruso 2011): 

 

1. Large airports  

2. National airports  

3. Major regional airport 

4. Small regional airports 

 10’000’000+ annual passengers 

 5’000’000 to 10’000’000 annual passengers 

 1’000’000 to 5’000’000 annual passengers 

 up to 1’000’000 annual passengers 

 

Thus, when looking at the latest passenger numbers in figure 1 below, ZRH and GVA 

are ‘large airports’ and BSL has only recently become a ‘national airport’. All other 

airports in Switzerland are ‘small regional airports’: 

 

 

Figure 1: Number of passengers (local and transfer) of scheduled and charter traffic, 1950-2012 (FSO 

2013b, own illustration) 
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The four largest regional Swiss airports Bern-Belp (BRN), Lugano Agno (LUG), Sion 

(SIR) as well as St.Gallen-Altenrhein (ACH) together account for only 3.6% of the 

total movements (scheduled and charter traffic) in 2011 (Federal Statistical Office 

FSO 2012: p. 5). Figure 2 illustrates the distribution of movements in Switzerland: 

 

 

Figure 2: Takeoffs and landings in civil aviation 2011 (FSO 2012: p. 6) 

 

The visual above might give to the impression that regional airports do not play an 

important role in Switzerland. On a national scale, this might be right. From a regional 

perspective however, things look different. “Regional airports can be a powerful 

driving force behind the development of an area and conversely can result in major 

problems if they are wrongly sited” (Brebbia 2011).  

 

The general aviation sector – as indicated in figure 2 under ‘other commercial flights’ 

(such as taxi, rescue, business or heliskiing) or ‘non-commercial flights’ (such as 

gliders, parachutes, training flights or flights of authorities) – is not an integral part of 

this research. This does not imply that these categories are not important – quite the 

contrary. In terms of movements, they outnumber the scheduled- and charter traffic 
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at every regional airport in Switzerland. Particularly for small- and regional airports, 

the general aviation sector is an important source of income which should not be 

overlooked. The possibility to access regions by small, private aircraft may be vital for 

the regional industry, e.g. if firms want to operate their own aircraft or if the region is 

particularly important for high-end tourism. Also, serving as a secondary facility might 

be a business model for regional airports which do have available capacity, e.g. by 

taking pressure from congested (nearby) larger airports (Berster, Gelhausen & 

Wilken 2011).  

 

The main focus of attention in this paper however are scheduled- and charter traffic 

with an emphasis on the largest airport of the Italian speaking part of Switzerland, 

Lugano Agno. After a peak of 352’463 passengers in 1999, Lugano is confronted 

with diminishing passenger and movement numbers. In 2012, it counted only 

167’371 passengers, a loss of 53% compared to 1999 (FSO 2013a). Unlike Lugano, 

the airport of the Swiss capital Bern was able to significantly boost the number of 

passengers and movements in recent years. After Bern-Belp handled 85’981 

passengers in 2010, the number increased exponentially in only two years to a total 

of 258’543 passengers in 2012 (FSO 2013a) – and thus, for the first time in Swiss 

aviation history, displaced Lugano Agno as the most important regional airport in 

Switzerland. 

 

Research objectives 

In this research, the circumstances which in recent years caused the large decline in 

Lugano Agno will be investigated. Thereupon, the consequences and provision taken 

by the airport operator to counter the negative trend are being illustrated, concluding 

with implications and considerations for the future. In particular, the possibilities of 

the airport given the current infrastructure, political conditions and market 

environment are evaluated. To this end, a benchmark analysis of the two most 

important regional airports for commercial traffic in Switzerland, Bern-Belp and 

Lugano Agno, is examined. The study intends to clarify whether or not these two 

Swiss airports have similar prerequisites and opportunities – and how they handle 

the peculiarities of the respective market.  
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Methodology 

Analyzing statistics, e.g. by comparing the development of the movements and 

passenger numbers of the airports over time, allow some insights – figures often 

speak for themselves. However, the complexity of problems the industry is dealing 

with – particularly airports and airlines – goes way beyond what may be explained by 

numerical data, especially if looking into cases individually. A quantitative analysis 

falls short. The goal was therefore “to collect a great deal of ‘rich’ information about 

relatively few cases rather than the more limited information about each of a large 

number of cases which is typical of quantitative research […] based on the belief that 

the people personally involved in particular (leisure or tourism) situations are best 

placed to describe and explain their experiences of feelings in their own words” (Veal 

2006: p. 193). A qualitative approach is most pertinent to this study, coupled with and 

complemented by the above-mentioned quantitative data analysis. Together with in-

depth analysis of the environment in which the airports are operating, five in-depth 

expert interviews have been conducted with key personalities. The long, tape-

recorded interviews (one to two and a half hours) were characterized by an open, 

informal structure encouraging respondents to give supplementary information and 

explaining their answers, working though a checklist of important topics as suggested 

by Veal (2006: p. 197ff.). 

 

Those interviewed are: 

 

• Mr. Davide Pedrioli, Civil Aviation delegate of the Canton of Ticino and 

Director of Locarno Airport. He has extensive knowledge about the history and 

development of both civil and private aviation in the entire canton. His position 

as delegate of the public administration allowed insights especially in political 

aspects of the issue and he was able to point out technical as well as 

structural difficulties in Lugano Agno. 

• Mr. Alessandro Sozzi, CEO of Lugano Airport SA together with Mrs. Flavia 

Ferrandin, Commercial & Marketing Director of Lugano Airport SA. They 

offered a closer look at the airport’s strengths and weaknesses, the 

development of the traffic in Lugano Agno over the last two decades and other 

relevant issues from their perspective. They also shed light on the typology of 

the current users of the airport identifying possible threats and opportunities. 
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• Mr. Heinz Kafader, Head of Product & Quality Management at Bern Belp 

Airport (Alpar AG). Through a look behind the scenes at – in terms of size and 

traffic – the most similar regional airport in Switzerland, it was possible to 

establish a kind of benchmark. Mr. Kafader identified some of his concerns 

about Lugano airport and addressed the market situation of both airports. 

• Mrs. Natascha Oppi, Manager, Sales & Market Communication Ticino of 

Swiss International Air Lines Ltd. (SWISS) – with four daily flights year round, 

the most important carrier in Lugano today. She shed light on issues, sharing 

her views from the point of an airline serving Lugano, her concerns and 

priorities. Furthermore, she was able to provide interesting data about the 

typology of her passengers and the competitive situation with airports in Milan. 

• Mr. Sandro Fabretto, Sales Manager at Globus Gateway Tours SA, a large 

travel agency in Lugano. His agency collaborates closely with Darwin Airline, 

the home-carrier of LUG. His experience of over twenty years in the agency 

allowed a look back at times when the airline Crossair still operated an 

extensive network out of LUG. A customer-based view on the airport in 

general, the offer out of LUG, and the competitive situation with the airports in 

Milan were of great help to the analysis.  

 

A summary of the most important questions and answers of all five interviews may be 

found in the appendix I. 

 

Outline 

It is essential to begin with an overview of how the entire industry has changed over 

time, as very often reference is made to the situation in the 90s and 2000s. In 

particular, this ‘re-processing’ together with the literature-review provide evidence 

that many aspects – but not all – are no longer comparable to the situation today. 

After looking at the development of the industry worldwide and the development of 

some regional airports in Switzerland, the two airports mentioned above, LUG and 

BRN, are given a more detailed analysis. This part is complemented by the results of 

the in-depth interviews. Last but not least, the concluding chapter offers a holistic, 

comprehensive summary of the issue, together with a view to the future and some 

possible implications. 
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1. Air traffic in past and present times 

1.1 Evolution of passenger numbers 

The airline industry has undergone major shifts in the last few decades. On a global 

scale, more and more liberalized markets led to increased competition, numerous 

market entries and exits, a wider choice of destinations and products, lower prices – 

and drastically increasing passenger numbers. In 2001, more than 1.6 billion people 

boarded a plane somewhere in the world (World Bank 2013). Ten years later, in 

2011, the International Air Transport Association IATA counted 2.8 billion passengers 

transported by airlines worldwide – and forecasts 3.6 billion passengers in 2016, 

more than twice as many compared to the beginning of the new millennium (IATA 

2012). 

 

Obviously the numbers vary by country and regions, depending for instance on the 

geographic setting, average income, economic process and size of population to 

mention only a few factors. Figure 3 illustrates the increasing numbers impressively. 

When comparing Europe to Asia, a stagnancy starting five years ago can be 

observed: 

 

 

Figure 3: Passengers carried by region, 1970-2012 (World Bank 2013, own illustration) 

 

Figure 4 below shows the development of passenger numbers in Switzerland as well 

as its neighboring countries – and the United Kingdom. Two facts are noticeable. On 
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the one hand, the table shows stagnating numbers since a few years as well – 

except for Germany and the UK. On the other hand, the table illustrates how volatile 

the market has become: 

 

 

Figure 4: Passengers carried by country, 1970-2012 (World Bank 2013, own illustration) 

 

The impressive development in Germany and the UK can be attributed to the 

development of the Low Cost Carriers (LCC) which grew substantially during the last 

few years – especially in these two countries. Ryanair has transported 75.8 million 

passengers in 2012 (Ryanair 2013: p. 3), which makes it the largest airline in Europe, 

followed by EasyJet with 58.4 million (EasyJet 2013a). Back in 2000, Ryanair and 

EasyJet were not yet players in the European market; Ryanair with 5.5 million 

(Ryanair 2001: p. 3) and EasyJet with 6 million passengers (EasyJet 2001). In other 

words, the business has changed substantially. After the year 2000, a significant 

drop in passenger numbers may be observed in Switzerland. The industry in 

Switzerland suffered to some extent along with most other countries following the 

9/11 attacks in the United States, but more significant was the grounding of the 

national carrier Swissair due to financial problems. It took almost a decade for the 

figures to recover. 
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1.2 A business environment in transition 

As mentioned in the outline, it is essential to understand the difference of the 

environments in which airlines as well as airports were operating in the past as 

opposed to today. The most important developments are elaborated in this section. 

 

1.2.1 Airlines 

The process of deregulation and privatization accounted primarily for the structural 

change in the industry. Initiated by the US in 1978 with the Airline Deregulation Act, 

many other countries liberalized their markets as well. In Europe, the process started 

in 1987 and led to the European Common Aviation Area (ECAA) in 1997. Most 

significant was that airlines were now granted full traffic rights within the ECAA – 

including the right to transport passengers between two countries other than where 

the airline was based, with the freedom to set their own fares. With entry made 

easier, new carriers moved into the market and intensified competition in the air 

transport sector (Stabler, Papatheodorou & Sinclair 2010: p. 143f.). The deregulation 

led to a whole new era in aviation and was to a large extent responsible for a new, 

prospering business concept – Low Cost Carriers (LCCs). Even though LCCs 

launched operations quite a while ago – Ryanair in 1985, EasyJet ten years later – 

they have significantly grown only since the year 2000. Their new business model 

included the use of a single type of aircraft, charges for in-flight services (catering 

and entertainment), direct marketing (to avoid costs of intermediaries) and 

exclusively point-to-point flights (no connecting flights), avoiding primary airports 

(Diaconu 2012, p. 344f.). Bypassing busy and expensive airports has become a 

crucial parameter. Operations from regional, less congested airports are cheaper 

(lower fees) and allow faster turnaround times. Even though “LCCs mainly introduced 

new destinations”, they “also engaged in serving city pairs already included in the 

flight programs of existing traditional scheduled and charter airlines” (Stabler et al. 

2010: p. 145). LCCs managed to gain ground in little time: Data of the Airline Official 

Guide (AOG), analyzed by Diaconu (2012, p. 343) shows that the share of LCCs in 

Europe has increased from about 1% in 1991 to 24% of the total air transportation 

market in 2009. 
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Traditional Full Service Airlines (FSAs) were challenged and forced to modify their 

structure. Some (niche) routes served by FSAs were now disputed by LCCs. On top 

of that, strategic alliances as well as mergers and acquisitions have become more 

and more important. There are various forms of cooperation, often starting with 

codesharing agreements, coordinated schedules and fares, reciprocal frequent flyer 

program (FFP) recognition, shared lounges or joint marketing activities (Fan, 

Vigeant-Langlois, Geissler, Bosler & Wilmking 2001: p. 350). Currently, three main 

alliances dominate the market: StarAlliance (led by the Lufthansa Group together 

with United Airlines), OneWorld (led by British Airways together with American 

Airlines) as well as SkyTeam (led by KLM/Air France together with Delta Airlines). 

Alliances are the preferred cooperation model when organic growth is difficult, due, 

for example, to size limits of home markets or infrastructure constraints (Stabler et al. 

2010: p. 146). 

 

In contrast to alliances, mergers and acquisitions have recently become more 

important. The system of flag-carriers became very popular – especially in Europe – 

but also led to inefficient (excess) capacity. Thus, the European airline industry is 

consolidating via cross-border mergers – also a result of the deregulation (Brueckner 

& Pels 2005: p. 27). The EU approved the merger of KLM and Air France in 2004 as 

well as British Airways and Iberia in 2010. Between 2005 and 2009, Lufthansa 

purchased Swiss International Air Lines, Austrian Airlines and a 45% stake in SN 

Brussels Airlines (Lufthansa Group 2013). In the US, Continental and United Airlines 

recently merged, American Airlines and US Airways are about to merge as well. In 

Asia/Pacific, Emirates and Qantas have set up a very close cooperation, as did 

Etihad and Virgin Australia. The last two examples show that, because most airlines 

belong to (different) strategic alliances, such mergers and cooperations “may upset 

the alliance structure, leading to further realignments that extend beyond the 

localized effects of the merger itself” (Brueckner & Pels 2005: p.27). The same 

authors stress that it is unclear whether or not such developments affects consumer 

welfare in a positive way as it will reduce competition on routes where the (merger) 

partners competed (2005: p. 27f.). These might represent some negative aspects of 

the deregulation in the airline industry. It’s forecasted that the number of airlines will 

decrease in the long run and that those who remain will increasingly count “on hub 

and spoke patterns […] where long-haul flights are concentrated on major hub 
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airports” (Stabler et al. 2010: p. 147). This is consistent with what Chow stated in 

1993 (p. 36) already: “The greater freedom for carriers to enter or leave any market, 

together with increased competition due to deregulated fare policies, made it 

necessary for carriers to improve cost-effectiveness. Consequently, major carriers 

have restructured flight networks and increased hubbing operations”. Last but not 

least, this in turn permits “smaller feeder airlines to create a spoke market niche, 

although the larger airlines may determine the terms on which such routes will be 

served” (Stabler et al. 2010: p. 147).  

 

1.2.2 Airports 

Formerly, most airports around the globe were owned by the public sector – at 

different levels. Major international airports were owned by the national government, 

smaller ones by local governments either at a regional or municipal level – or by a 

consortium of local authorities. Before the 1990s, (partially) privately owned airports 

were a rare phenomenon. Mostly, these were very small airports for general aviation 

purposes or aeroclubs. The way in which the government owners managed varied 

and ranged from strict operation by the Civil Aviation Authorities (e.g. in large parts of 

Asia and Canada), semiautonomous bodies under public ownership (e.g. British 

Airport Authority), public local shareholdings (e.g. Italy), concessions to local 

chambers of commerce (e.g. France) to a mix of them: in Zurich, the canton held 

responsibility for planning and operation while a public-private company managed 

and constructed the terminal infrastructure. Historically, most airports were treated as 

public utilities with public service obligations. This attitude assured that commercial 

and financial management practices were not given priority. In some cases, there 

was not even a separate balance sheet showing the financial performance of the 

airport. Costs and revenues were simply treated as items in the government’s overall 

financial accounts – making it impossible to assess the profitability of an airport 

(Graham 2001: p. 9ff.) 

 

After the deregulation, these views began to change, and a commercialization took 

place in the 1990s, especially in Europe. The financial management became more 

important and concepts of non-aeronautical revenue or airport marketing came up. 

Due to greater retail space, non-aeronautical sources overtook aeronautical sources 
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such as passenger and landing fees or aircraft parking e.g. at Amsterdam’s Schiphol 

airport already in 1984 (Graham 2001: p. 12). Humphreys (1999: p. 126) stated, that 

in the UK, the greatest growth of commercial income between 1986 and 1996 “came 

from airports that handled fewest passengers because they had limited aeronautical 

revenues and were forced to seek commercial income to survive. As a result three of 

the least busy airports raised the highest proportion of their revenue from commercial 

sources; Norwich (71%), Blackpool (63%) and Bournemouth (57%).” 

 

Generally, the airport industry moved from a rather passive and responding stance, 

to a much more proactive role, where marketing departments, promotional 

campaigns to attract new customers, discriminatory pricing, market research and 

systems for monitoring customer satisfaction became common practice. “New 

strategies have included better relationships with business travel agents and the 

aggressive use of price to attract airline and tour operators” (Humphreys 1999: p. 

126). The last point in this quotation has – especially since the emergence of LCCs – 

been widely discussed. Gillen and Lall (2004: p. 48) state: 

 

Airports benefit quite substantially from low-cost carriers and 

unfortunately there are more airports than carriers. In 2002, Southwest 

received requests for service from 140 destinations in the US. The 

situation is similar in Europe and allows airlines like Ryanair to negotiate 

very good terms which can be locked in through long-term contracts. […] 

Airports then compete on terms and this is not very different from policy 

competition among countries using investment incentives to attract 

foreign investment. Thus, it is quite possible that some airports have paid 

Ryanair for service provision because Ryanair brings such a large 

number of passengers. 

 

The preferential treatment by small, secondary and unregulated airports is justified by 

a high number of expected (leisure) tourists which contribute to regional economic 

development, employment and income creation (multiplier effects) as a result of 

enhanced accessibility by air. Such agreements, however, have also been criticized 

by the Administrative Courts. In Strasbourg, for example, Britair’s lawsuit against the 

commercial partnership between London City Airport and Ryanair, claiming distortion 
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of competition, was successful. Another case against Ryanair in 2008, which claimed 

the company was illegally receiving state aid through contractual agreements with 

Brussels’ Charleroi Airport, was dismissed (Stabler et al. 2010: p. 150f.). This allowed 

Ryanair to establish a legal precedent for airline-airport agreements in future: 

according to a decision of the ECAA in 2005, state subsidies may be granted to 

initiate or retain services in peripheral areas (European Commission 2005). In 

response to the drastic changes in the aviation industry in the past decade, in July 

2013 the EC announced “plans to drastically reduce state aid to regional airports and 

streamline rules on airline subsidies for adding new routes or services from these 

airports. The new guidelines, the EC argues, are necessary to limit distortions of 

competition within the European Union and avoid airport overcapacity. The new rules 

will preserve ‘fair competition regardless of the business model – from flag carriers to 

low-cost airlines and from regional airports to major hubs’, the EU Competition 

Commissioner said” (Buyck 2013). 
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2. Insights on the evolution of regional air services worldwide 

As early as the 1960s, regional airports together with (regional) airlines serving 

(mainly domestic) routes could often count on state subsidies if a route was not 

profitable as even then they were recognized as important for regional development. 

This was the case e.g. in France, where Air Inter (a subsidiary of Air France) 

operated domestic flights with state aid (Thompson 2002: p. 273). In the middle of 

the deregulation and liberalization process in the late 1980s, many point-to-point 

services on domestic as well as international routes to and from (small) regional 

airports (also ‘third level’ or ‘category 3’, referring to the tier of airports) were 

expanding. According to Hanlon (1992: p. 188f.), the EC contributed to this 

development: the ‘Inter-Regional Air Services Directive’ of 1983 promoted services to 

small communities to encourage regional economic growth. However, the subsidies 

were only granted to services operated by aircraft up to 70 seats, a minimum 

distance of 400km and only if serving category 3 airports which excluded all hub 

airports. Therefore, feeder flights from regional airports to hubs did not fall under the 

directive – the main reason why the efforts did not cause a substantial increase in 

services. Nevertheless, in the late 1980s regional air traffic increased at a much 

faster level than the airline industry as a whole. Passenger numbers of regional 

airlines in Europe were up 24% in 1989, 18% in 1990 – about three times more than 

major airlines. At the same time in the US, regional carriers transported 6% more 

passengers compared to a 2% increase with major airlines (Hanlon 1992: p. 181).  

 

2.1 Regional airports under stress 

As per a 1998 study of the US Department of Transportation (DOT) referred to by 

Lian and Rønnevik (2011: p. 85), “travelers to and from small communities paid 

higher fares than travelers between larger hubs”, which was a main point for the 

safeguards, ensuring “a certain ‘minimum’ level of air service to remote areas by 

subsidizing non-commercial routes” in the US as well as in Europe. However, 

“attitudes towards airports have changed dramatically as their role has shifted from 

that of public utility to that of a dynamic, commercially-oriented business” (Graham 

2003). The 9/11 events, the Iraq War, SARS and the worldwide threat of terrorism 

have been a “significant turning point for the industry and since then it has been 

operating in a much more volatile and uncertain environment” (Graham 2008). 
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Regional airports, at least those not currently served by a LCC, struggled with other 

issues in addition to the general difficulties. In Norway, for example, despite lower 

airfares, a better road infrastructure has led to a leakage from the catchment areas of 

regional airports to closest main airports (Lian & Rønnevik 2011: p. 85). Regional 

airports are under stress in other parts of the world, too. In Japan, most regional 

airports are “commercially unstable because air traffic is low and fluctuating” (Minato 

and Morimoto 2011: p. 80). New Zealand has a very well developed regional airport 

network, however the virtual monopoly of Air New Zealand on domestic routes puts 

the airline in a powerful negotiating position in terms of aeronautical charges, which 

puts the airport operators under financial pressure. Compared to other countries, 

New Zealand is dependent on domestic air services due to its geographically isolated 

position and the lack of a comprehensive passenger rail network (Lyon & Francis 

2006: p. 221). In Australia, “regional airlines turn to a business model of larger 

aircraft with fewer flights and destinations”, which results “in communities either 

losing their services or spending large amounts of capital on underutilized airport 

infrastructure” (Baker and Donnet 2012: p. 37).  

 

Besides the aspects stated above, a research of domestic air travel in the US 

conducted by Hess (2010) proved that even though passengers have a preference 

for the airport closest to their home, they prefer larger over smaller airports. Findings 

suggest that “if things go wrong (e.g. flight cancellations), the backup options at 

larger airports (e.g. replacement aircraft) are superior to those at small or regional 

ones” (p. 191). While the study discloses evidence of a significantly lower fare 

sensitivity for business travelers, it has also been observed that, holiday travelers 

excluded, passengers “have a strong dislike for turbo props and regional jets” (p. 

193). Most astonishing is the fact that “with the exception of business travelers, all 

respondents have a dislike of municipal airports, where the willingness to pay $76 

extra to avoid such an airport is significant at the 90% level for holiday travelers with 

a 84% level for the corresponding figure of $32 for VFR & other travelers” (p. 194). 

The findings however are limited to a single data set. 
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2.2 Short-haul air services vs. surface transport 

The issue of typically lower fares from major London airports compared to those from 

regional airports has been raised by Humphreys and Francis, questioning whether it 

is environmentally desirable to travel longer to access a hub instead of using the 

closest, (regional) airport (2002: p. 255f.). In general, as access to major airports 

becomes more and more problematic due to traffic and infrastructure problems as 

well as airport congestion and scarcity of departure slots, “it is conceivable that 

airlines, provided with the right infrastructure, may be increasingly receptive in 

contracting out extremely short-haul services to surface transport. Such examples 

include Air France’s discontinuation of Paris-Brussels flights in favor of using the 

TGV, Lufthansa’s reliance on the Deutsche Bahn for serving some of the Frankfurt-

Stuttgart traffic, as well as British Airways-coded connecting bus service between 

Ottawa and Montreal in Canada” (Fan et al. 2001: p. 351), which for years has also 

been offered by SWISS (Swiss 2009).  

 

More than ten years later, the aforementioned services seem to have been 

successful as services are still in place or have been extended. Air France offers Air 

& Rail connections between Paris CDG and Brussels as well as Strasbourg by TGV. 

If travelling in first or business class, airlines will even offer taxi to and from the train 

stations within a 60km radius. Furthermore, for a number of popular destinations 

throughout France, Air France offers ‘tgvair’ connections which are included in the 

airfare (Air France 2013). Lufthansa has extended its ‘AiRail’ services as well and 

offers a variety of routes connecting flights out of Frankfurt airport with a number of 

cities throughout Germany by train. As with Air France, the respective leg may be 

booked through any GDS together with the respective Lufthansa flight. On the main 

routes from Frankfurt airport to Cologne, Dusseldorf and Stuttgart, first as well as 

business passengers may expect a state-of-the-art onboard service including 

complimentary drinks, snacks, newspapers as well as lounges at certain train 

stations. Even if your air ticket does not include the connecting train service, 

Lufthansa offers together with Deutsche Bahn (DB) ‘Rail&Fly’ fixed rates from any 

train station in Germany to the airport the passenger is departing from; a competitive 

offer which is currently €29 one-way in 2nd class (Lufthansa 2013). The above 

mentioned bus service between Montreal airport and Ottawa, however, has been 



Luca A. Giordani 

 16 

substituted by codeshared services of Air Canada or its subsidiary regional carrier Air 

Canada Jazz who increased the services between the two cities. 

 

Baker (2001) states that the “co-operation between rail and air transport is set to 

grow, and not just in the provision of rail links to city centers, but also in providing an 

alternative on some short haul routes” (p. 106). The equilibrium point for air/rail 

market share is around 3-4 hours – the total journey time one would generally spend 

for the 530km average of a regional flight in Europe. The link between Pairs and 

London falls into this category. With the opening of the Channel Tunnel in 1994, the 

British air carrier BMI found that his market remained about the same. 

Simultaneously, they set up an interline cooperation with the train operator Eurostar, 

allowing the use of reciprocal services (Baker 2001). If taking a closer look at figure 5 

however, it is obvious that the number of air passengers between London and Paris 

as well as Brussels has significantly decreased: 

 

 

Figure 5: Number of air and rail passengers between London-Paris as well as London-Brussels 

(Behrens & Pels 2012: p. 280) 

 

The authors of the illustrated study above find frequency of service, “total travel time, 

and distance to the UK port as the main determinants of travelers’ behavior”, with 

some differences between business and leisure travelers (Behrens & Pels 2012: p. 

286). In another instance, Roman and Martin (2011) analyzed in their study whether 
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it is feasible to invest heavily in infrastructure and service improvements for the high 

speed rail link between Barcelona and Madrid, currently operating only via Zaragoza. 

With an average of 971 flights per week between the two cities in 2008 (p. 37), one of 

the most high density domestic air markets worldwide. It currently takes about 2 

hours and 40 minutes by high speed train and somewhat more than one hour by 

plane. They concluded, however, that the expected demand of 2.7 to 3.2 million 

passengers per year travelling by high speed train after the improvements “are not 

enough to guarantee a positive social benefit of this project” which they expect only 

at a minimum demand of around 17 million passengers per year (p. 48). 

 

Returning to the subject of collaborations between air and train companies, in 

Switzerland, similar train services as described above are offered. Between Basel 

Central Station and Zurich Airport, SWISS and the Swiss Federal Railways SBB offer 

an hourly feeder service by train, which may also be booked via any GDS and are 

included in the airfare (SWISS 2013) which is normally not more expensive than an 

air ticket to and from Zurich without a train ticket to Basel. Thus, passengers to and 

from Basel may travel to Zurich airport by train at no additional cost. On top of that, it 

is even possible to check-in at one of over 50 railway stations the day before 

departure. Unlike check-in services at some German railway stations, in Switzerland 

it is also possible to drop-off your luggage at the station if flying SWISS, Lufthansa or 

other selected airlines for a small fee (SBB 2013a). If travelling via Zurich, Geneva or 

Bern airport, it is even possible to check-in your suitcase at any airport in the world to 

the railway station of your choice where it may be picked up shortly after arrival (SBB 

2013b). 
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3. Regional airports and air services in Switzerland 

3.1 Overview 

When looking at the big picture, regional airports have always played a minor role in 

terms of number of passengers as well as movements for scheduled and charter 

traffic. In 2011, traffic from regional airports accounted only for 3.6% of the total 

movements. The big chunk (96.4%) is being handled at the three national airports 

Zurich, Geneva and Basel (FSO 2012: p. 5). Over time however, the figures varied 

noticeably as Figure 6 (movements) and 7 (passengers) indicate: 

 

 

Figure 6: Movements of scheduled and charter traffic, 1950-2012 (FSO 2013a, own illustration) 

 

Figure 7: Number of passengers (local and transfer) of scheduled and charter traffic, 1950-2012 (FSO 

2013b, own illustration) 
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3.1.1 Evolution of services 

Until around 2003, Swissair together with its subsidiary regional carrier Crossair 

served a number of domestic routes in Switzerland. There were direct flights between 

the airports of Zurich, Geneva, Basel, Bern and Lugano as well as some flights 

between Sion and Zurich. Today, only the following links are still in place: 

 

• Zurich – Geneva 

• Zurich – Lugano 

• Geneva – Lugano 

(up to 9 daily flights in each direction by SWISS) 

(4 daily flights in each direction by SWISS)  

(up to 3 daily flights in each direction by Darwin Airline) 

 

The SWISS-flights between Zurich and Lugano are operated by Darwin Airline with a 

SAAB2000 (50 seats) on a wetlease basis. This means that the flights have a SWISS 

flight number, but are operated by a Darwin Airline aircraft as well as crew. Formerly, 

SWISS and earlier Crossair operated the route with an AVRO RJ 100 aircraft with up 

to 97 seats. Today however, the aircraft is not allowed to operate to and from Lugano 

Airport due to severe FOCA restrictions in place since mid-2004 (see chapter 4.3.1), 

forcing SWISS to outsource the operations to LUG as they lack the necessary 

equipment to serve the airport. 

 

Just as with the domestic services, international routes out of Swiss regional airports 

have mainly been served by Swissair and Crossair. Out of BSL (until a few years ago 

also classified as regional airport), Crossair operated an extensive network with 

transfer times of only 20 minutes to a number of destinations in Europe – including 

convenient connecting flights to Zurich, Geneva, Bern and Lugano (N. Oppi, personal 

communication, July 18, 2013).  

 

The following sub-chapters provide an overview of services out of other regional 

airports in Switzerland. Bern (BRN), Lugano (LUG), Sion (SIR) and St. Gallen (ACH) 

are the only four regional airports in Switzerland (as classified by the FOCA) which, 

historically as well as today, are being served by scheduled and/or charter flights. All 

four are described below, starting with the airport with the lowest traffic figures. Bern 

and Lugano airports are larger and count significantly more passengers and 

movements. Therefore, the two airports are undertaken in a more detailed analysis, 

complemented by results of the in-depth interviews. 
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3.2 Sion International Airport (SIR) 

Sion International Airport – inaugurated in 1935 and the only airport in Switzerland 

which serves both as a commercial as well as military airport – is located in the 

Canton of Valais, about a one hour drive or train ride from Lausanne and a one and a 

half hours drive from the capital Bern (Sion Airport 2013). Due to its proximity to 

some of the largest and most famous ski resorts such as Verbier, Crans-Montana, 

Saas-Fee or Zermatt, SIR is a popular airport for charter flights as well as for private 

aviation during the winter season. Some tour operators – particularly from England – 

offer seasonal ski charter services. Thus, the airport is particularly important for 

incoming tourism – which is also indicated by local businesses and hotel keepers 

who see the airport as a value adding marketing argument (Wittmer et al. 2009). 

Some years ago, Crossair and then SWISS operated flights to Zurich. London has 

also been served by Crossair, SWISS, Flybaboo and Flybe on an irregular basis. 

Overall, the scheduled- and charter traffic has been very volatile over time, on a low 

level: 

 

 

Figure 8: Number of passengers of scheduled and charter traffic in SIR, 1950-2012 (FSO 2013b, own 

illustration) 

 

This winter season (2013/2014), Titan Airways, has announced that it will no longer 

operate its SnowJet service, the only scheduled flight between London and Sion 

(RTS 2012). The private and business aviation on the other hand gained importance 

with an increase of 183% between 2003 and 2007 in terms of movements (Wittmer et 

al. 2009: p. 189). Between 2008 and 2011 however, a slight negative trend can be 

observed (Sion Airport 2012). According to the research of Wittmer et al. (2009), the 
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airport plays a minor role for the local population (outbound tourism). Only about 15% 

of the interviewed organizations use the airport for their travels (p. 183). With some 

seasonal flights to Calvi and Figari during summer and autumn (Air-Glaciers 2013) 

aimed at the local population offered by Air-Glaciers, the choice is limited. The 

challenge for the airport in future will be to diversify its business further in order not to 

be solely dependent on the English market. 

 

3.3 St. Gallen Altenrhein Airport (ACH) 

St. Gallen Altenrhein, opened in 1927, is located at the Lake Constance, about a 15 

minute drive from downtown St. Gallen, very close to the Austrian border in a today 

highly industrialized area. The Principality of Liechtenstein as well as Bregenz, 

Dornbirn or Feldkirch in Austria are less than 30 minutes away. From the late 1980s 

until 2012, there were only scheduled flights to Vienna’s Schwechat airport (VIE), 

operated by different airlines and aircraft. The history of the (renamed) People’s 

Business Airport (2013) is outlined hereafter: 

 

• 1935 – 1939: Scheduled flights to Innsbruck, Munich, Dübendorf (close to Zurich) 

and Basel with an AC8 

• 1988: The company Rheintalflug was licensed to operate scheduled flights to VIE, 

operated with a Dash 8-100 (37 seats), then (1994) with a larger Dash 8-300 (50 

seats) and later (1999) with an Embraer 145 Jet (50 seats) 

• 2001: Rheintalflug has been sold to Austrian Airlines, who thereafter took over 

operations between VIE and ACH, mostly with a Dash-8 Q400 Turboprop (72 

seats) of Austrian Arrows (a subsidiary of Austrian Airlines) and after 2006 with 

even larger Fokker 70 Jets (80 seats) for the morning rotations to VIE. 

 

Out of 188 businesses interviewed in proximity of the airport in Switzerland as well as 

Austria in 2009, two thirds use the airport on a regular basis. Furthermore, 120 

respondents demand more scheduled flights to European cities other than Vienna 

(Wittmer 2009: p. 100). The service between St. Gallen and Vienna grew historically 

and is according to Armin Unternährer, CEO of the airport, based on the fact that 

employees of several companies in the region need to travel to Vienna (to their head 
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offices) several times a year. He however does not see potential for another 

scheduled destination from ACH at this point (Dichler 2012).  

 

After a meeting between AUA and the airport management in 2010, the airport 

management thought that AUA intended to stop its service to ACH, said Markus 

Kopf, owner of the People’s Air Group in a Video-Interview with Austrian Wings. With 

the airport losing its only scheduled flight, the management feared economic troubles 

and decided to operate the service to Vienna with its own aircraft and crew (Aigner & 

Klein 2011). In 2011, People’s Viennaline, started its operations three times a day 

between Altenrhein and Vienna. At the same time, the airport terminated its contract 

with Austrian Airlines (AUA), assuming that the airline would soon go out of business. 

AUA however announced that they will continue serving ACH until the legal period of 

notice in 2015 (Dichler 2012). The CEO of People’s Viennaline (and at the same time 

CEO of the airport) stated, that two airlines serving the route between St. Gallen and 

Vienna are “an ecological and economical absurdity” which in the long run will not be 

acceptable for neither of them (Ortner 2013). For two years, there were up to six daily 

flights on weekdays between the two cities, three operated by Austrian Arrows and 

three by People’s Viennaline. Figure 9 indicates the decline in passenger numbers 

after AUA reduced the frequencies in 2010. 

 

 

Figure 9: Number of passengers of scheduled and charter traffic in ACH and SIR, 1950-2012 (FSO 

2013b, own illustration) 
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It is evident that the doubled frequency after the market entry of People’s Viennaline 

did not lead to many more passengers. For the airport operator and owner of 

People’s Viennaline, Austrian Airlines was not only competition, but also a customer, 

considering that Austrian Airlines paid landing fees, passenger taxes and handling, 

fuel or de-icing in winter. Obviously, there was a persistent conflict between the two 

parties, until in March 2013, when Austrian Airlines announced a halt to its services, 

claiming that “this route has no future from an economic perspective against the 

backdrop of rising costs and decreasing yields", Karsten Benz, CCO of Austrian 

Airlines explained. As per his statement, the route led to losses of several million 

Euros annually (Austrian Airlines 2013). 

 

Due to the opposition of Austrian authorities, the airport still does not hold a 

concession as a public, regional airport which is generally granted by the FOCA 

(Stricker 2010). This fact allowed the (private) airport owner and operator to simply 

terminate its contract with Austrian Airlines. This year however, new charter 

destinations have been introduced. The Austrian regional carrier InterSky started 

offering seasonal charter services to Olbia, Cagliari and Elba (InterSky 2013). 

Furthermore, FlyNonstop (a Norwegian carrier) announced that it will start charter 

services from St. Gallen to Ålesund as well as Kristiansand by the end of 2013. 

These plans attempt to get a piece of the lucrative business of Scandinavians 

travelling to ski resorts in Switzerland as well as western Austria, for which Altenrhein 

Airport is conveniently located (Eiselin 2013). The CEO of InterSky, Renate Moser – 

the first and only woman worldwide to found an airline – sees potential in the airport. 

With roughly 100’000 passengers yearly between St. Gallen and Vienna (as 

indicated in figure 9) over a period of ten years, the market has proven to be stable 

(Hirtl 2013). 

 

This year, the airport plans to invest about CHF 50 million in the infrastructure 

(parking, a larger hangar and reconstruction of the runway). Furthermore, Mr. Kopf 

together with CEO Unternährer confirm that they are looking for an airline willing to 

operate a new service to London or Paris with an aircraft of “approximately 30 seats”. 

Investments in the terminal are not foreseen before 2015 (Ortner 2013). Business 

Aviation will gain importance (Wittmer 2009: p. 114), however the main challenge will 

be to overcome the political issues, especially with the Austrian authorities. Without 
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progress in this matter, a concession as a public airport by the FOCA is not feasible, 

so new, scheduled destinations are neither. 

 

3.4 Bern Belp Airport (BRN) 

3.4.1 History and Overview 

The airport of the Swiss capital Bern is located in the southeast of the town, 20 

minutes away by car or 30 minutes by public transport. Larger Swiss cities such as 

Lucerne, Lausanne, Basel or even Zurich are reachable within one to one and a half 

hours, but also smaller ones – like Thun, Interlaken, Neuchâtel, Biel or Solothurn as 

well as important touristic regions – are no more than one hour away. The airport 

was built in 1929 and in the same year, the operating company Alpar AG started 

offering scheduled flights. Over time, the services and the infrastructure have been 

continually expanded (Bern Airport 2013a): 

 

• 1929: First scheduled flights by Alpar: BRN-Biel-BSL (3x weekly) 

• 1948 – 1957: Scheduled flights BRN-London by Swissair, as well as Belgian 

Sabena flights from BRN to Brussels 

• 1958 – 1959: Construction of a paved runway (1’310m) 

• 1972 – 1992: Scheduled flights BRN-London by Dan Air (later sold to BA) 

• 1980: Scheduled services to Paris, Brussels and Basel and LUG by Crossair 

• 1987: ILS (CAT II) launched 

• 1992: Scheduled services by Air Engiadina to Munich, Amsterdam, London, 

Vienna, LUG and Rome 

• 2001: Runway extension to 1’510m and scheduled services by British European 

to London (for less than one year) 

• 2002: Air Engiadina (by then called Swisswings) went bankrupt, InterSky started 

scheduled services to Berlin and Vienna and Lufthansa to Munich 

• 2003: Air Alps of KLM initiated services to Amsterdam and the new terminal 

opened. At the same time, Crossair (now integrated into SWISS), stopped 

operations in BRN 

• 2004: InterSky stopped its services and moved to Germany (Friedrichshafen) 
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• 2005: Cirrus Airlines takes over the services of InterSky (Berlin and VIE) – for two 

moths only and then stopped its services as well, together with Air Alps. Darwin 

Airline initiated its services with a SAAB2000 to London City, Rome and LUG. 

• 2007: British Airways’ subsidiary SUN-AIR operated BRN-Brussels and Darwin 

stopped operations to London and LUG. In the same year, there were charter 

flights to Tunisia once weekly for the first time 

• 2008: Runway extension to 1’730m, new holiday flights to Djerba but no more BA 

flights to Brussels 

• 2009: Air France started a service to Paris ORY twice daily. 

 

Crossair was a major player in BRN as well, especially during the 90s and early 

2000s. Figure 10 provides an overview of the destinations and weekly frequencies of 

Crossair only in BRN from 1996 to 2003, in the last two years under the callsign of 

SWISS: 

 

 

Figure 10: Weekly frequencies of Crossair flights out of BRN, 1996-2003 (ch-aviation 2004, own 

illustration) 

 

As of the winter timetable 2003/2004, Crossair/SWISS stopped its operations out of 

BRN as mentioned in the outline above. The only services offered by SWISS as of 

2006 were codeshare flights operated by Darwin Airline to London City (SWISS 

2006). Latest between 2010 and 2013, all airlines mentioned above stopped their 

services out of BRN: Cirrus went bankrupt, Lufthansa, Air France and Darwin 
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discontinued their flights as well. Figure 11 illustrates the development of the 

passenger numbers in BRN since the 1950s, with Crossair being mainly responsible 

for the rise and fall of passenger numbers between the mid-90s and mid-2000s: 

 

 

Figure 11: Number of passengers of scheduled and charter traffic in BRN, 1950-2012 (FSO 2013b, 

own illustration) 

 

Still today, Alpar AG is a private company running the airport according to the 

operating concession of the Swiss Confederation of 1985 (UVEK 1998). The largest 

shareholders as per December 2012 are indicated in figure 12: 

 

 

Figure 12: Shareholders in Alpar AG as per 31.12.2012 (Bern Airport 2013d, own illustration) 
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It’s noteworthy that the authorities only own 6% of the shares, while SWISS, not 

serving BRN for years, owns 14%. With a stake of over a third of the shares, local 

companies demonstrate a strong commitment towards the airport. 

 

3.4.2 Network 

Eye-catching is the considerable increase of passenger numbers in figure 11 after 

2010 which is due to the efforts and the launch of the new airline SkyWork. ‘New’ 

because SkyWork was founded in 1983 in Bern already, however first as a flight 

training school, then later with some charters and then, only in 2009, with first 

scheduled flights to Rotterdam. A year later, they were able to drastically increase 

the number of destinations thanks to the investor Daniel Borer, physician and 

member of the founding family of Rolex. The ‘new’ SkyWork took off to Barcelona, 

Berlin and Hamburg, followed by 25 additional destinations in Europe as shown in 

Figure 13, operated by a total of six turboprop aircraft – five Fairchild Dornier 328 (31 

seats) and one Bombardier DASH-8 Q400 with 72 seats (SkyWork 2013).  

 

 

Figure 13: Destinations served by SkyWork out of BRN (SkyWork 2013) 
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Without the extensive commitment of the investor, it would have been likely that the 

number of passengers would have further declined with many airlines stopping their 

services to BRN. In 2011, SkyWork accounted for 52% of the total passengers in 

BRN, in 2012, with 212’000 transported passengers even for 82% (SkyWork 2013 

and FSO 2013b). 

 

The network of SkyWork is complemented by additional services of Helvetic Airways, 

mainly in summer. Helvetic offers direct flights out of BRN to Brindisi, Catania, 

Heringsdorf, Kos, Olbia, Mallorca and Reus (see appendix V for a detailed schedule) 

– with comparatively large aircraft . Their Fokker 100 have a capacity of 100 seats, 

the Airbus A319 138-142 (Helvetic Airways 2013). 

 

3.4.3 Infrastructure and Access 

With an ICAO certification, an ILS CAT I, but mainly due to a runway length of 

1’730m, aircraft of the size of an Airbus A319 can land at all in BRN – even at full 

payload. Back when Crossair was operating out of BRN, they were mostly flying with 

a SAAB 340. From BRN to Paris, the SAAB 340 was able to carry 31 passengers 

and 700kg freight at full payload. Later, with the FOCA restricting operations in 2004 

for security reasons, it was not even possible anymore to fly from BRN to BSL at full 

payload with a SAAB340. According to Mr. Kafader, this was the reason why the 

runway extension became urgent, not because the airport wanted to allow operations 

with the Airbus A320 family (personal communication, July 4, 2013) which in 

retrospect is of course a nice ‘side-effect’ for the operation today. The necessary 

runway extension from 1’530m to 1’730m in 2008 was possible after the residents of 

the canton entitled to vote clearly approved the development proposal (contribution of 

CHF 3 million by the canton, 63.7% yes-votes) in 2006 (Bern Airport 2013a) – 

evidence of clear support of the airport by the local population. Earlier, in 2003, the 

airport inaugurated the new terminal which has been expanded by a non-Schengen 

section in 2012, partly financed by the canton as well (Bern Airport 2012). 
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Picture 1: The terminal in BRN, check-in area (Bern Airport Magazine 2/20121) 

 

 

Picture 2: The terminal in BRN, landside (public area) in front, and airside (gate area) behind the glass 

partition (Bern Airport Magazine 2/20121) 

 

The airport is conveniently located close to important highways (A1, A6, A12), 

granting convenient access by car. Furthermore, the AirportBus as well as regional 

bus lines connect the terminal with the train station in Belp at least every 15 minutes. 

From Belp, it is only a 10-minute train ride to downtown Bern or a 20-minute ride to 

Thun. Even for the early morning departures at 6am out of BRN and for the latest 

                                            
1 www.flughafenbern.ch/images/content/Flughafenmagazine/Bern_Airport_2-2012.pdf 
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incoming flight, there is a direct bus to and from Bern’s main train station which 

guarantees a smooth connection – even if there are delays (BernMobil 2013). 

 

3.4.4 Catchment Area and Outbound 

Approximately 1.4 million people live in a radius of about one hour driving distance as 

described above. The airport itself considers their catchment area to include 2 million 

residents – and to be the closest airport for about a third of the Swiss population 

(Bern Airport 2013c). The FSO expects that the area between Bern and Thun (the 

airport is located in between the two cities) will – with around 20% – have the biggest 

growth of inhabitants in Switzerland. Furthermore, more than 4’000 companies are 

based in the area, including many head offices of leading companies in the fields of 

medicine, technology or watch manufacturing such as Swatch, Cartier, Swisscom, 

Nestlé or Rolex, to name only a few. The federal administration is, with roughly 10% 

of the total workforce, the biggest employer in the region – and a frequent user of the 

airport (Wittmer 2009: p. 136f; Bern Airport 2013b). 

 

 

Figure 14: Catchment area BRN with travelling times (Bern Airport 2013b) 
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Employees of the federal administration fly as normal passengers, but also with 

private jets of the Swiss Air Force, who has based its two VIP aircraft (one Dassault 

Falcon 900EX and one Cessna 560 XL Citation Excel) in BRN. 

 

The airport is close to the Bernese Oberland with many large ski resorts (such as the 

Jungfrau region, Grindelwald or Gstaad). But also Zermatt or Saas-Fee are within 

their catchment area as indicated in figure 14. Thanks to a very central location in the 

western part of Switzerland, Bern airport is not only frequented by passengers from 

the cities and regions mentioned above, but also by passengers living further away. 

According to Mr. Kafader, about 30-40% of the passengers in BRN live in the French-

speaking part of Switzerland, as far away as Lausanne. Especially if travelling by car, 

it is often more convenient for a passenger living in the Lausanne region to access 

BRN airport as the highway between Lausanne and Geneva is regularly congested. 

But also for many passengers from the Canton of Valais (who need up to two hours 

to get to BRN), the airport is still closer and better option than GVA or ZRH.  

 

Generally, with a share of about 60%, outbound travel is at present clearly more 

important than inbound. On flights to (seasonal) holiday destinations, the share of 

local passengers may for obvious reasons often be as high as 80-90%, on charter 

flights up to 100%. Considering also the passenger profile of SkyWork, the rapport 

between 40% business and 60% leisure/private travelers (Dütschler 2013) is 

according to Mr. Kafader an indicator for an effective marketing. BRN has a ‘name’ in 

the region and is on the mental map of both residents and companies. To reach this, 

extensive marketing campaigns were necessary – a strong and ongoing marketing 

collaboration between the airport and the airlines, mainly SkyWork. He believes that 

it is of utmost importance that an airport does not blame passengers for not 

considering ‘your’ airport, but to look for the reasons behind it – and work on these. 

Passengers in the region do not depend on the airport, there are alternatives. The 

products and services an airport offers have to be well defined and clearly 

communicated. Generally, Mr. Kafader argues that destinations and even airlines 

complement each other at an airport of the size of BRN. No doubt that airlines have a 

different view on that – they see other airlines exclusively as competitors. But 

passengers rather consider an airport if there is a selection of destinations – at best 

served frequently. “A flight to Berlin would not work that well if we only had a flight to 
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Berlin”, he argues. Partners such as travel agents and tour operators on the other 

hand are considered very important as well. Some companies offer holiday flights out 

of BRN and have done so for many years. Obviously, customers are willing to pay an 

‘extra’ of approximately CHF 50.- to 100.- compared to a flight out of ZRH or BSL, 

just for the convenience of a small, close airport. The surcharge however, may not 

exceed the amount the passengers save by not having to pay parking or public 

transport tickets to another airport, thus may not be exaggerated. Last but not least, 

access has to be convenient for both private and public transport. BRN may be 

reached conveniently by train and bus, for all others they do offer very competitive 

parking prices (see appendix IV), some of the lowest in Switzerland – also for long 

term parking (H. Kafader, personal communication, July 4, 2013).  

 

3.4.5 Inbound and Transfer 

Proof that BRN may also be an attractive inbound airport was the Lufthansa flight to 

Munich, operating regularly until about two years ago. More than 60% of the 

passengers transported by Lufthansa were inbound. Mr. Kafader credits the 

availability of the flights in a global GDS for this proportion. If someone was looking 

for a flight from New York to Bern, the only available option displayed was via Munich 

on Lufthansa. Another instance is the SkyWork flight to Thessaloniki: due to a lack of 

alternatives out of Thessaloniki (especially in winter), the majority of passengers on 

those flights are from Greece – and transfer in BRN to another SkyWork destination. 

Generally however, transfer passengers are not very common and not a main 

business that the airport or the airline wants to foster. What the airport does seek on 

the other hand are feeder flights from BRN to a major hub in Europe. SkyWork is now 

flying to Munich, but there is no codeshare with Lufthansa on that route. That would 

be desirable, but even better would be if the network airlines operated the routes 

themselves as it is a considerable risk for SkyWork to introduce a codeshare on its 

flights to Munich. Often, the codeshare partner offers a fixed amount, say CHF 80.- 

for a return flight from MUC to BRN. That is better than nothing if an airline has 

unused capacities, but might pose a problem if Lufthansa fills up the planes with low 

yield passengers. In fact, KLM/AirFrance expressed their interest, but even they think 

that the risk is too high with an own aircraft with a minimum of 80 seats. Also, the 

airport has recently been struggling to keep the seasonal ski charters from England 
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(mainly London and Birmingham) up in winter. Mr. Kafader supposes that the strong 

Swiss franc together with the difficult economic situation in the UK caused the 

cancellation of these services in the last season. For many years however, there 

were up to eight flights on a Saturday, carrying around 60 passengers each. 

Generally, the airport wants to be less dependent on a single carrier, and, as a 

priority, increase the links to major hubs which would allow access to the large 

network of at least one of the big airline alliances (H. Kafader, personal 

communication, July 4, 2013). 

 

Bern as a destination has potential on a variety of grounds. The UNESCO World 

Heritage City with international diplomatic presence, together with the regions around 

the airport are attractive touristic destinations with a total of 10 million overnights per 

year (Bern Airport 2013c). Interlaken and Gstaad in the Bernese Oberland in 

particular are among the top touristic destinations in Switzerland. Around 75% of their 

guests are from abroad, and 4 or 5 star hotels account for over 60% of the hotel 

capacities in that region. The Oberland is an attractive destination all year round and 

the demand is much more balanced compared to similar (winter-) destinations. Thus, 

the hotel keepers consulted in the study of Wittmer et al. demanded more point-to-

point destinations (scheduled as well as charter) out of BRN together with a closer 

collaboration with the tourism entities (Wittmer et al. 2009). In this regard, it may be 

assumed that the recent, significant network expansion of SkyWork provides relief. 

 

3.4.6 Overall economic importance and state of competition 

To a certain extent, the local industry is supportive as they are very interested in a 

well-functioning airport – as is the government: According to an INFRAS study for the 

year 2008, the direct value creation of the airport in BRN to the local economy is with 

CHF 37 million yearly and around 300 FTEs important. If the indirect value creation is 

included, INFRAS estimates that the airport generates employment of 480 FTEs and 

an aggregate value added of CHF 68 million yearly (INFRAS 2011: p. 74). 
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But support of the industry and the government alone is not sufficient. The central 

location of BRN may be beneficial, but at the same time also a handicap. With all 

large Swiss airports being only 1-2 hours away, the competition is fierce2: 

 

• Zurich Airport  

• Basel EuroAirport  

• Geneva Airport  

(75 minutes by train, 90 minutes by car) 

(80 minutes by train, 75 minutes by car) 

(120 minutes by train, 100 minutes by car) 

 

This is where the airport marketing needs to ‘kick in’. Mr. Kafader argues that in BRN, 

constant (marketing) efforts were necessary since the opening of the airport to 

convince airlines that it is worthwhile offering flights to BRN – and at the same time to 

make people aware of the services in place. Offering a niche product – like the hub 

concept in BSL – was certainly a USP to fly out of BRN, and not driving to BSL 

instead: Crossair offered 4 daily feeder flights from BRN to BSL with an excellent 

loading factor. The first plane left BRN at 6am, allowing possibly record-breaking 

connections of 20 minutes only to a selection of about 15-20 destinations out of BSL. 

The product was tailored to business people who were able to spend the entire day 

at their destination, getting back to BRN by 10pm the same day with the last flight. 

Flights out of BRN to Figari or Elba were and still are unique as well, and passengers 

arrive from well beyond the usual catchment area. 

 

Close collaboration with travel agents and tour operators as indicated above are vital 

as well, especially when it comes to holiday or charter flights, as people are willing to 

pay a surcharge to enjoy the benefits of a small airport close(er) to home. Many 

holiday packages with flights out of BRN levy a surcharge of CHF 50.- to 100.- per 

person compared to a flight out of a larger airport. Mr. Kafader observes however 

that young travelers are not willing to pay more, and are extremely price sensitive 

when it comes to air travel, possibly because they don’t consider access and time 

costs to alternate points of departure. Generally, for scheduled flights to destinations 

throughout Europe, there have to be at least a few seats out of BRN at comparable 

prices as opposed to those offered by competitors at other airports – to make sure 

                                            
2 Travelling times by public transport according to SBB (online schedule, www.sbb.ch), by car 
according to Google Maps (get directions, maps.google.com) 
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that BRN will be considered also in future by (potential) passengers (H. Kafader, 

personal communication, July 4, 2013). 

 

3.4.7 Non-Aviation revenues 

Apart from generating revenues through passenger taxes and landing fees, BRN is in 

the favorable position that almost all assets are in possession of the Alpar AG. Two 

sources of revenue are particularly important: parking and jet fuel. There are seven 

different car parks, five of which owned by Alpar AG, where passengers and visitors 

may park at different rates – the closer to the terminal, the more expensive the rates. 

Generally, the airport boasts “Switzerland’s cheapest airport car parking” (Bern 

Airport 2013c). The fares are indeed low compared to other airports (see appendix 

IV). The two furthest and cheapest car parks (5 minutes by foot from the terminal) are 

managed by the municipality of Belp, thus also profiting from parking revenues. Jet 

fuel contributes significantly to the financial results, together with minor contributions 

from rent and leasing of office and retail space as well as their own travel agency 

which promotes (package) flights out of BRN (H. Kafader, personal communication, 

July 4, 2013). 

 

3.4.8 Outlook 

The airport is currently planning a further extension of the infrastructure, such as, 

extended apron parking for (private) airplanes as they today face space problems 

which are especially bad in winter, but remain a problem year-round. They intend to 

separate the business and commercial aviation: commercial aviation will remain 

close to the terminal, the business and private aviation will be relocated across the 

runway on the other side of the airport. 
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Figure 15: Expansion and Decrentalisation. Master Plan 2009-2020 (Bern Airport 2013b) 

 

The red and orange areas in figure 15 illustrate the new, decentralized areas for 

private aviation, maintenance operations and flight training schools. As the handling 

of business and private aviation is a very important source of revenue for the airport 

all year round, they want to enhance these facilities as well. 

 

Overall, Mr. Kafader expects the airline business to grow. The big hubs will profit 

from this growth, the smaller airports however will be exposed to up- and downturns. 

To compete successfully against larger airports, regional airports have to be well 

connected to 1-3 hubs (feeder) together with an attractive selection of point-to-point 

services. In this regard, an equilibrium between attractive business- and holiday 

destinations has to be found. The best situation is when an airport has a home carrier 

who operates its base or one of its bases out of this airport. As pointed out before, 

the risk here is that the airport becomes very dependent on this home carrier. Small 

airports have to be particularly alert. BRN has invested millions and as a private 

entity, they depend on a continuous operation in future to depreciate these 

investments (H. Kafader, personal communication, July 4, 2013). 
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3.4.9 SWOT 

Figure 16 plots the evaluations emerging from Mr. Kafader, opinions of the study of 

Wittmer et al. (2009) as well as selected media coverage. 
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• Long runway, new terminal 

• Short Check-In times 

• Short distances and clear terminal 

layout 

• BRN as a REGA as well a Swiss 

Air Force base 

• Favorable property situation 

• Value creation (local economy) 
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• High fixed costs 

• High investment volume 
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• Good image and well accepted by 

local population 

• Potential for 700’000 pax per year 

• Headquarters of the Federal 

Administration 

• Growing business/private aviation 

• Codeshare agreements for BRN-

MUC 

• New feeder airlines starting 

operations 

• Continuous investment of SkyWork  

 

Threats 

• Dependency on one or few 

carriers / investors 

• Regulations (e.g. by FOCA) 

• High-speed rail competition  

• Noise and environmental 

issues 

• Competition (mainly ZRH, 

BSL and GVA) 

Figure 16: SWOT analysis for Bern Airport 
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4. Lugano Agno Airport (LUG) 

4.1 History and Overview 

Lugano Airport is located 6km west of Lugano in the municipalities of Agno, Bioggio 

and Muzzano. Initially, in 1938, there was only a grass strip, then followed by a 

paved runway of 1’200m built in 1960. In 1963, the city of Lugano bought the entire 

airport which was thereafter managed by various companies: the Volo Motore Group 

Lugano, then Avilu SA (1966) and later the Azienda Comunale dei Trasporti (1974). 

The runway was expanded another 150m in 1985, followed by a new control tower in 

1989. In 1996, the city of Lugano was granted a 30-year concession by the FOCA 

(SIAA 2013; LITRA 2000). 

 

In terms of commercial air traffic, it was Crossair who actually ‘launched’ operations 

in LUG by offering a variety of direct flights to a number of destinations in Europe, 

many of which located in the southern part of the continent, particularly Italy. Initially, 

in 1980, Crossair flew from Lugano to Zurich, Geneva and Venice, and three years 

later also from Lugano to Bern. In the same year (1983), an ILS was installed in LUG, 

granting more reliable operations. In the 80s Crossair was first using a Metroliner I or 

II with a capacity of 18 or 19 seats only, then later also SAAB 340 (34 seats), Fokker 

50 (50 seats) or SAAB2000 (50 seats) turboprops. In the 90s, Crossair was looking 

for aircraft with higher seat capacity and found the British Aerospace 146 / AVRO RJ 

85 (internally always called ‘Jumbolino’ due to the four engines) to be the perfect 

aircraft. Not only did the 85-seats plane substantially increase the capacities 

compared to the SAAB2000, it was also the perfect equipment for Lugano, allowing a 

take-off at full payload on a short runway. The first plane of this type introduced was 

dubbed “Il folletto silenzioso di Lugano”, or “The silent bird of Lugano”, referring to 

the comparatively quiet engines. Initially, the Jumbolino had been used for services 

out of LUG to Munich and Amsterdam, then later to all other destination as well. It 

was then that the Italian authorities expressed for the first time concern about the 

steep approach in Lugano – without much response. Offering direct flights with low 

capacity propeller aircraft to small, regional airports not included in the airline network 

proved to be surprisingly profitable and up until then, uncharted business territory. 

Established airlines such as Swissair were almost exclusively operating jet aircraft. 

The then state-run Swissair, where Mr. Suter, founder of Crossair was employed as a 
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pilot, tolerated it as long as their business did not face financial penalties due to the 

venture. In the early 90s, Swissair became controlling shareholder of Crossair 

(Pritzkow 1996). Figure 17 provides an overview of the weekly services of Crossair 

and SWISS only, from 1996 to 2003: 

 

 

Figure 17: Weekly frequencies of Crossair flights out of LUG, 1996-2003 (ch-aviation 2004, own 

illustration) 

 

Figure 18 shows the passenger numbers in LUG. Note that if looking at the figures in 

the late 80s as well as 90s, a big portion of the passengers (>50%) were transferring 

only in LUG, often to or from a destination in Italy, according to the airport 

management in LUG (A. Sozzi & F. Ferrandin, personal communication June 11, 

2013). As with hub-and-spoke systems in general, it allowed Crossair to maintain a 

network which would not have been sustainable with local traffic only. Furthermore, 

as with the development in BRN, the illustration shows distinctly how dependent the 

airport was on the operations of a single airline – even if it was only partially a 

voluntary withdrawal from LUG. 
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Figure 18: Number of passengers of scheduled and charter traffic in LUG, 1950-2012 (FSO 2013b, 

own illustration) 

 

Since 2006, Lugano Airport SA, is responsible for the management of the 

infrastructure. In contrast to Alpar AG in BRN who’s stakeholders are mainly private, 

the shares of Lugano Airport SA are owned by the city of Lugano (87.5%) and to a 

small part by the Canton of Ticino (12.5%). 

 

4.2 Network 

Since Crossair and SWISS drastically reduced their operations out of LUG around 

ten years ago, only a few direct services remained. The route to Zurich (offered by 

SWISS, 4 times daily) as well as the routes to Geneva (up to 3 times daily) and 

Rome FCO (up to twice daily), both today operated by Darwin Airline have always 

remained in place. By the end of 2012 however, Darwin gave up the route to Rome 

for financial reasons. Thus, Geneva is the only destination Darwin offered year 

round. In addition, they offer seasonal summer flights to holiday destinations in Italy 

and Spain. A few months after Darwin stopped their service to Rome’s Fiumicino 

airport, and the Greek airline Minoan Air started serving LUG. They not only resumed 

the direct service to Rome, but also introduced flights to Vienna. As per July 2013, 

the route map out of LUG is as follows (see appendix V for a detailed schedule): 
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Figure 19: Destinations served from LUG in July 2013 (Lugano Airport 2013a, own illustration) 

 

The flights to Rome and Vienna by Minoan Air, announced in February 2013, initiated 

on March 29, 2013 – with flight numbers of the Danish company FlexFlight, mainly a 

possibility for “small and mid-sized airlines to get GDS distribution without an IATA 2-

letter code and without waiting for the implementation of time slots” (FlexFlight 2013). 

Initially, there were seven weekly rotations to Rome and three to Vienna. In July 

already, the schedule was reduced to five rotations to Rome and two to Vienna (see 

appendix VI for a detailed schedule of Minoan Air). Towards the end of July, Minoan 

Air announced that they will ‘pause’ their services to both cities. They pointed out that 

they are resuming service in September again. This was not appreciated by the 

media and many questioned if the services would resume at all, considering that 

Minoan Air also abruptly stopped service to their newly opened base in Oxford, with 

Minoan Air citing to “irreconcilable differences” with the airport management in 

Oxford (Travel Inside 2013a). The skepticism turned out to be valid: in mid-August 

2013, Minoan Air announced that they would not resume flights to Vienna in 

September, only to Rome. According to Mr. Sozzi, CEO of Lugano Airport, this 

decision was made because of “dissatisfying passengers numbers on the route”, 

probably also caused by the infrequent schedule (Andreani 2013a). A look at the 

passenger figures for the first two months is indeed disappointing3:  

 

                                            
3 Whether or not four months are enough to assess if a newly implemented route on relatively short 
notice will be discussed in the concluding chapter. 
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 Movements Passengers Seat Load Factor 

Vienna VIE 53 282 10.64% 

Rome FCO 119 1’141 19.18% 

Figure 20: Passenger statistics for Minoan Air in LUG, March – May 2013 (Lugano Airport 2013b, own 

illustration) 

 

The day after the announcement, Minoan Air signaled that they wanted to initiate 

services to Paris as alternate destination for Vienna in October. Paris was already 

served by Crossair and SWISS until 2002, then by Darwin for a year until 2003 – 

without the desired success (Andreani 2013b). On August 31, it turned out that this 

was an empty promise as well. Minoan Air announced that they will not resume 

operations out of LUG at all, as “obviously, the market in Ticino does not appreciate 

our product”, the airline stated in a press release (Travel Inside 2013b). While this is 

a short chapter of only four months in the history of Lugano airport, it will not only 

have financial consequences, but also leave its mark on the image and credibility of 

LUG. 

 

Equipment wise, Darwin operates a mono-fleet of SAAB2000 aircraft (50 seats), 

Minoan Air had one of its four Fokker 50 (50 seats) stationed in LUG. The four daily 

SWISS flights are operated by Darwin on a wetlease basis. As SWISS does not have 

its own appropriate aircraft to serve LUG, they outsourced the operation between 

LUG and ZRH to Darwin. These services operate under SWISS flight numbers, 

permitting the possibility to book flights to and from LUG through any global GDS. 

Furthermore, there is a codeshare number of Singapore Airlines on certain flights 

between LUG and ZRH. Currently, two Darwin flight crews of two pilots and one flight 

attendant each as well as one aircraft are exclusively in service for SWISS (N. Oppi, 

personal communication July 18, 2013). 

 

4.3 Infrastructure  

4.3.1 FOCA restrictions 

Until 2003, Crossair and SWISS were operating flights out of LUG with their own 

equipment, namely SAAB340 & 2000 turboprops. In August 2003 however, the 

FOCA announced – without any prior indications – that it will no longer allow 
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operations in LUG for aircraft not certified for an exceptionally steep approach angle 

of 6.65 degrees, which included the ban of the SAAB models. This decision was to 

go into almost immediate effect, two months before the new guidelines’ legal validity, 

even if for years these aircraft had been operating without any problems or security-

relevant incidents. After formal objections from SWISS, the city of Lugano as well as 

the Canton of Ticino, a transition period of two years was granted – for certain aircraft 

only. They adhered however to other provisions, such as the ban of the SAAB 

aircraft. The FOCA was well aware of the (economic) effects on airlines, airport and 

the region: “Of all aircraft used today by airlines in Switzerland, none currently used 

are permitted to land in Agno, including those used by SWISS” (FOCA 2003: p. 11). 

In the end, they assessed the security issues as more important. Interestingly, the 

FOCA admitted that they detected the concerns only by coincidence during a regular 

audit and were until then unaware of the compliance gap with international (safety) 

guidelines. Not only SWISS was affected, but also the then brand new ‘Flybaboo’ 

(later integrated into Darwin Airline) who planned to initiate services between LUG 

and GVA – with a SAAB2000 as well – as SWISS intended to stop its service 

between the two cities. The only aircraft which was certified for such an approach 

was the Jumbolino, an exclusion that allowed SWISS to keep the feeder flights to 

ZRH – for a transition period of two years only, after which this airplane has been 

banned as well (FOCA 2003). Only a few weeks after the new restrictions came into 

force, the operations were severely limited. SWISS as well as Flybaboo had to 

cancel about half of their flights at short notice. Due to the new minimum visibility of 

3’100m (formerly 1’500m), many aircraft either diverted to MXP or did not even leave 

ZRH or GVA (SRF 2003). 

 

One year later, in August 2004, the involved parties found a solution at least for a 

part of the issue: instead of landing from the south, aircraft could approach from the 

south, then fly over the city of Lugano and after a long left turn land instead from the 

north. With this procedure, the aircraft are able to descend at a lower sink rate. With 

the adapted procedure, the guidelines allowed the SAAB2000 to land in LUG again. 

The procedure is still in operation today (FOCA 2004) – with so called ‘circling 

guidance lights’ – which allows the procedure even with low visibility at night. As of 

August 2004, the SAAB2000 as well as some larger turboprop aircraft were again 

certified to land in LUG. In spite of these changes, incoming aircraft are often 
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diverted to MXP due to low visibility (less than 2.5km). Thus, the airport and airlines 

are still suffering as the lack of reliability in adverse weather conditions are 

inconvenient and costly for all involved. A new satellite approach would resolve also 

the issue, but will take another five to ten years to be implemented in LUG. Once 

implemented, landings with a visibility of 500-800m would be allowed, thus reducing 

the number of diversions to MXP (D. Pedrioli, personal communication May 15, 

2013). 

 

4.3.2 Runway 

The primary infrastructure issue in Lugano Agno is the relatively short runway of 

1’350m which allows only turboprop aircraft with 50-70 seats to operate at full 

capacity – under certain conditions. Even a SAAB2000 with 50 seats may, in case of 

north wind, only depart with a maximum of 45 passengers on a very short flight to 

ZRH (N. Oppi, personal communication July 18, 2013). 

 

In November 2012, the FOCA approved a runway extension of 70x45m on the north 

end of the runway. The project however is mainly about the construction of a ‘turn 

pad’ which would allow aircraft to turn more easily (180°) at the end of the runway 

according to prevalent ICAO safety-standards. The total runway length of 1’420m 

after the construction of the turn pad will thus be more of a positive secondary side-

effect, not significantly improving the current situation. However, an official appeal to 

the Supreme Court has been filed against the project, which is still pending (FOCA 

2012). A runway expansion to the south would be ideal, however, there is a highly 

frequented road at the end of the runway, followed by sport fields and an adjacent 

campsite at the lake as illustrated in pictures 3 and 4. Consequently, an extension of 

100m - 200m at most towards the south would involve several construction 

arrangements of which the tunneling of the road would certainly be the biggest matter 

of expense. 
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Picture 3 and 4: South end of the runway in LUG (own illustration4) 

 

As the region faces huge traffic problems due to cross-border commuters from Italy 

who drive in large numbers through the communities of Agno and Bioggio daily, a 

large by-pass project (called “circonvallazione Agno-Bioggio”) has been in 

consideration for several years already. One version of this project would include the 

tunneling of the section of the road at the south end of the runway, allowing an 

extension of the runway to a total of 1’500m - 1’600m (70m in the north and max. 

100m - 200m in the south). This would finally allow operations at full payload for 

aircraft with around 90-100 seats. A total runway length of more than 1’500m 

however would not be that beneficial for the airport as the ICAO-category of the 

airport would remain unchanged, mainly due to the complexity of the approach. Thus, 

everything in excess of the 1’500m would just allow more reliable operations for the 

same aircraft – under certain weather conditions only (e.g. departure at max. 

payload). For a long time, it looked like the tunneling project would be realized. In 

August 2013 however, the federal authorities announced that they will – against all 

odds – not contribute to the costs of the by-pass in near future (RSI 2013). According 

to Mr. Pedrioli, the situation of today will thus remain unchanged until at least 2020. 

                                            
4 Picture 3: GoogleMaps; Picture 4: http://www.lugano-qualification.ch/files/Airport_and_Runway.jpg 

The planned extension of 200m is shown in yellow (proportional 

scale) on the left, illustrating the impact on the course of the road 

(red arrow), sports ground (small box) and – possibly – also the 

camp site (large box, due to the mandatory safety clearance) 
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Even then, he thinks that it is very unlikely that a runway extension will be feasible as 

the canton together with the communities will not be able and willing to finance the 

tunneling – which would cost several million Swiss francs, not including the costs of 

the extension on top of it. Thus, the operations at the airport will, in the medium and 

possibly also long term, be limited to aircraft with a capacity of 70-80 seats only (D. 

Pedrioli, personal communication May 15, 2013). 

 

4.3.3 Other infrastructure relevant issues 

4.3.3.1 Apron parking 

Another limiting factor concerning general aviation operations in LUG is the limited 

space available for aircraft (apron) parking. Today, the nine apron stands are often 

congested, in spite of space being made to park lighter, smaller aircraft on the grass 

along the fence north and south of the terminal. In contrast to commercial aviation 

aircraft who often turnaround an aircraft in about 30 minutes only (time from arrival to 

departure), general and private aviation aircraft are either based in LUG or are being 

parked for a longer period of time, often even for several days (A. Sozzi & F. 

Ferrandin, personal communication June 11, 2013). 

 

4.3.3.2 Non-Schengen Terminal 

Last but not least, the current terminal does not offer a designated non-Schengen 

area which would be desirable if offering flights for example to the UK. With the 

situation today, it is only possible to separate the two boarding gates with a glass 

partition, though the gate areas would then offer very limited comfort and facilities. 

The waiting area for passengers departing from gate 1 would just include a few seats 

and toilet facilities whereas passengers departing from gate 2 would not have toilet 

facilities in favor of a small bar and a small duty-free shop. Generally, the airport 

management claims that a larger terminal would be desirable if considering to offer 

more flights out of LUG. Today, with the four check-in counters as well as only two 

boarding gates it is only possible to handle a maximum of two flights simultaneously 

(A. Sozzi & F. Ferrandin, personal communication June 11, 2013). 
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4.4 Access 

Access is a major problem for Lugano airport, especially during rush hour. All five 

interviewees mentioned access as causing concern for many years, both for private 

and public transportation. 

 

4.4.1 Road access 

By car or taxi respectively, it takes about 15 minutes from downtown Lugano to the 

airport in Agno. Frequently, access is limited due to the aforementioned congestion 

and traffic problems. For this reason, it may easily take 40-45 minutes for the same 

route during rush hour in the morning and late afternoon. Same goes for passengers 

arriving from Como or Varese where under normal circumstances, it is about a 30-45 

minute drive to the airport. With cross-border commuters causing increased traffic 

volume on these routes, it often takes them between an hour and an hour and a half 

to get to the airport. Moreover, there is no dedicated highway exit for the airport. 

Even individual motor car traffic arriving on the highway from the south is directed to 

the northern highway exit of Lugano, then driving back via Bioggio to the airport (N. 

Oppi, personal communication July 18, 2013; S. Fabretto, personal communication, 

August 8, 2013). 

 

4.4.2 Public transport 

If arriving by public transport, the train station in Agno is the closest option. The FLP 

(‘ferrovia Lugano – Ponte Tresa’) railway company links Lugano and the border 

location Ponte Tresa with Agno every 15 to 30 minutes. The ride from Lugano to 

Agno takes 20 minutes. Afterwards, it is about a 15 minutes walk to the terminal. 

Alternatively, there is a shuttle bus linking the airport to the train station as well as the 

city center (fixed schedule to the city center, by appointment also offers pick-up or 

drop-off at a hotel/private address). However, the shuttle bus does however not 

operate early in the morning or late in the evening and is consequently not an option 

for passengers departing on the first morning flights to ZRH or GVA or those arriving 

with the last flights from these two cities in the evening. 
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4.4.3 Access infrastructure projects 

Together with the construction of the by-pass (without the tunneling at the airport), 

there are various projects which also include enhanced access to the airport. The 

most important projects include (Dicastero del Territorio 2012): 

 

• A new, dedicated airport stop for the FLP train (see figure 21), linking the 

airport with a conveyor belt (p. 23) 

• Better road access to the airport as part of the new by-pass from both north 

and south (p. 18) 

 

Furthermore, in the medium term, the city of Lugano will implement a new tram 

network as part of a holistic transport plan for the agglomeration (PAL): 

 

 

Figure 22: New tram network Lugano (Jankovsky 2012, own airport and P+R add-ons) 

 

Initial operation of the first stretch between Lugano and Bioggio/Molinazzo/(Manno) is 

scheduled for 2023. In figure 22, this priority section is shown in red, the extension to 

Ponte Tresa (in lieu of the FLP train service) in blue. Travel time from the city center 

by tram would, with 10 minutes (or 8 minutes from the train station in Lugano), be 

significantly reduced. Furthermore, a Park+Ride is planned along the new tram line 

north of the airport (intermodal node Molinazzo/Bioggio) with a shuttle bus to the 

airport terminal as well – even if the use of the P+R is intended for visitors and cross-

border commuters of the city of Lugano (Dicastero del Territorio 2012: p. 20). 
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A potentially interesting option for the airport being discussed by the authorities is the 

possible re-arrangement of the FLP railway tracks at the north end of the runway as 

indicated in picture 5 (lower blue arrow) and figure 23 (yellow line) below 

(Dipartimento del Territorio 2011: p. 10). At the moment, the tracks are making it 

impossible to extend the north end of the runway any further. When the new course 

of the tracks joins the projected tram line further north (pink line), a possibility to 

extend the runway to the north until the (current) FLP tracks or even to the planned 

P+R, south of the tram line would open:  

 

 

Picture 5 and Figure 23: Possible runway extension due re-arrangement of the train tracks (own 

illustration5; Dipartimento del Territorio 2011: p.10) 

 

The red (lower) strip in picture 5 illustrates an extension of approximately 200 meters, 

the red (dotted) strip above another 300 meters. Presently, there is another industrial 

building north of the railway tracks which would become an obstacle. However, Mr. 

Pedrioli argues that an extension in excess of the already projected 70 meters is very 

unlikely for the following three reasons (D. Pedrioli, personal communication August 

26, 2013):  

 

 

                                            
5 Picture 5: Google Maps 
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•  A runway of more than 1’500m would not have a beneficial effect on the 

certification of the airport (see chapter 4.3.2) 

• The projected P+R will in either case limit the north-approach. Thus, a further 

extension in the north (given that there will not be an extension in the south) 

would just ease departures towards the lake / approaches from the lake, but 

not approaches from north or departures towards north 

• The costs of the expropriation would possibly exceed the benefits of a longer 

runway (very high costs for the airport / city). 

 

4.5 Catchment area and Outbound 

The catchment area of Lugano airport is a delicate subject. For around 5 million 

people, the airport would be reachable within 90 minutes (Brunner-Blanco 2009: p. 

23). This raises the question of how many of these 5 million actually consider Lugano 

airport at all. The airport management speaks of a catchment area with a total 

population of 2.5 million, subdivided into three categories, however not specifying 

where of these ‘types’ are located geographically: 

 

Type Population (in millions) 

Natural 0.4 

Potential 0.5 

Indifferent 1.6 

TOTAL 2.5 

Figure 24: Catchment area (Lugano Airport 2013c, own illustration) 

 

The airport states that they “aim to become the main point of reference for the 

Insubric area in terms of regional transport, both business and leisure” (Lugano 

Airport 2013d), an area which stretches across Ticino and the region in Italy north of 

Milan at the Swiss-Italian border: 
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Figure 25: The Insubric region6 

 

On the other hand, Wittmer considers in his research solely the population of the 

Canton of Ticino (340’000 inhabitants in 2011) as “relevant” for Lugano airport as 

“the population across the border in northern Italy is focusing on Malpensa” (2009: p. 

192). He acknowledges however, that 44% of the total employment as well as 42% of 

all businesses in Ticino are in the immediate vicinity of the airport (Lugano and 

surroundings), which gives certain credit to the airport (p. 193). The airport argues as 

well that Lugano is not only the 3rd most important financial center in Switzerland, but 

also home to a number of companies in the chemical and pharmaceutical, textiles 

and fashion, as well as mechanical sectors including 38 multinational companies 

such as FIAT, Bally, the Gucci Group or General Electric (Lugano Airport 2013c). 

 

Mr. Fabretto, Manager of Globus Tours, speaks of a potential of only 100’000 people 

(adults who fly regularly), stating it is very unlikely that someone from Varese, for 

instance, would opt to fly from LUG instead of MXP which for them is only 15-30 

minutes away by car. He argues that if the airport wants to attract people from across 

the border as well (even if they live just directly beyond the border), they either have 

to offer unbeatable prices or serve destinations which are not directly served from 

MXP (niche destinations). As long as neither is the case, they will not choose LUG 

over MXP (personal communication, August 9, 2013). On top of that, Mr. Pedrioli 

argues that the border still acts as a sort of ‘barrier’ and many Italians avoid crossing 

                                            
6 www.regioinsubrica.org 
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it if not necessary. Still, he sees some (limited) market potential beyond the border 

(personal communication, May 15, 2013). Generally, all interviewees except the 

airport management agree that the airport is often not even on the ‘mental map’ of 

the residents of Lugano or Ticino in general (especially when it comes to private 

leisure trips), not to mention northern Italy, as framed by Natascha Oppi: “The public 

thinks that flights out of LUG are very expensive and they don’t even check whether 

there are competitive fares out of LUG” (personal communication July 18, 2013). 

 

4.5.1 Passenger profile and demand outbound 

A study conducted by the city of Lugano in February and April 2012 illustrates some 

interesting facts about the current passenger profile in LUG. The rapport between 

business and leisure travelers is very balanced, whereas the location of companies  

considering Lugano airport for their travels reveals that the airport is mainly used by 

Ticino or Switzerland-based companies and plays a minor role for companies based 

elsewhere, including Italy: 

 

 

Figure 26: Reasons for travel (Lugano Airport 2013c, own illustration) 

 

 

Figure 27: Business travelers: location of company headquarters (Lugano Airport 2013c, own 

illustration) 
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The flights to ZRH are by far the most important in terms of passenger numbers 

when examining the figures of the last couple of years (figure 28). Looking at the seat 

load factor (SLF) as well, the flights to ZRH seem to appeal to customers (figure 29). 

 

 

Figure 28: Passenger numbers in LUG per destination, 2006-2012 (Lugano Airport 2013b, own 

illustration) 

 

* 

Figure 29: Seat load factor for flights to ZRH, GVA and FCO ex LUG, 2006-2012 (Lugano Airport 

2013b, own illustration) 

 

                                            
* Partly operated with a SAAB2000 (50 seats) and partly with a Dash-8 Q400 (72 seats). In all other 
years, operations were with SAAB2000 only. 
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Most of the passengers – roughly 95% – on the SWISS flights from LUG to ZRH are 

transferring only and continue their journey to the following destinations, starting with 

the most important (N. Oppi, personal communication July 18, 2013): 

 

Europe Intercontinental 

1. London (LCY & LHR) 1. New York (JFK & EWR) 

2. Paris (CDG) 2. Miami (MIA) 

3. Berlin (TXL) 3. Bangkok (BKK) 

4. Amsterdam 4. Los Angeles (LAX) 

5. Istanbul (IST) 5. Sao Paolo (GRU) 

6. Zurich (ZRH) point-to-point 6. Mumbai (BOM) 

7. Vienna (VIE) 7. San Francisco (SFO) 

8. Prague (PRG) 8. Dubai (DXB) 

9. Barcelona (BCN) 9. Tel Aviv (TLV) 

10. Luxemburg (LUX) 10. Hong Kong (HKG) 

Figure 30: Most popular destinations ex ZRH for passengers departing LUG (N. Oppi, personal 

communication July 18, 2013; own illustration) 

 

Mrs. Oppi stated that, generally, passengers to European destinations outnumber 

those transiting to long haul flights. In terms of revenue, long haul passengers are 

however more interesting for SWISS, also because the fares to destinations in 

Europe are rather low in order to be able to compete to some extent against MXP. 

Furthermore, SWISS, together with many other airlines particularly in Europe, had to 

accept a decline of passengers travelling in business class, often due to changed 

travel policies within – also larger – companies. Last but not least, SWISS lost many 

point-to-point passengers on the route between ZRH and LUG in recent years, 

mainly because companies pay train tickets (often 1st class), but not for airfare. To 

counteract this trend, SWISS introduced new, attractive fares as of July 1st, 2013 (N. 

Oppi, personal communication July 18, 2013).  

 

The impact of these new fares remains to be seen. With offers starting at around 

CHF 130.- one-way and CHF 200.- round trip, the prices are competitive compared 

to 1st class train tickets between Lugano and Zurich (one-way CHF 109.- without half-

fare travelcard). Even if the fares seem low at first sight, the revenue per seat is not 

necessarily much lower than with tickets sold to European destinations, often ranging 
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between CHF 200.- and CHF 400.-, considering that this revenue has to be split up 

into four sectors, especially after subtracting the airport taxes. 

 

On top of the destination-ranking for SWISS flights, the airport marketing published a 

list with the top 20 ‘unserved’ routes in 2010 out of LUG based on current departure 

figures via ZRH and GVA as well as Sabre ADI7 data including tickets with point of 

sale Como, Lecco, Varese (partially) and Sondrio with departures from MXP and LIN 

(agency sales only): 

 

 

Figure 31: Top 20 ‘unserved’ routes out of LUG 2010 (Lugano Airport 2013c) 

 

As per the newest developments (see chapter 4.2), for a moment it looked like the 

most desired route to Paris would have been covered by Minoan Air as of October 

2013. Unfortunately, Minoan decided to withdraw from LUG. It remained unclear to 

which airport they wanted to fly in Paris (possibly CDG or ORY), whether or not there 

would have been a codeshare agreement with Air France and how often they 

planned to fly. London ranks second on the list. In 2005, Darwin started operating a 

double daily ‘triangle flight’ from LUG via BRN to LCY and back, but stopped this 

rotation after two years for “strategic reasons” (Chatelain 2013). According to Mr. 

Sozzi, it is due to the relatively long flight time to London and the difficulty finding an 
                                            
7 Sabre ADI (Aviation Data Intelligence), among other things collection of passenger data analyzing 
sales and traffic flows 
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aircraft and airline which could fly directly from LUG to London at full payload. He 

blames again the missing infrastructure – the short runway as well as an inadequate 

non-Schengen area (personal communication, June 11, 2013). The seasonally 

offered flight to Pantelleria in Italy by Darwin however (linear distance approximately 

1’050km, two hour flight) takes longer than a flight to London would take (linear 

distance approximately 900km). 

 

4.5.2 Importance of (local) agencies 

Especially when it comes to the seasonally offered holiday flights of Darwin, but also 

for leisure flights via ZRH, the support of agencies is an important factor according to 

both Mrs. Oppi as well as Mr. Fabretto. Even if the passengers are not explicitly 

asking, most agencies check the fares out of MXP and LUG. Bearing in mind that 

passengers are often unaware of the possibility of flying out of LUG, this becomes 

even more important. Mrs. Oppi argues that passengers are willing to pay a price 

premium of around €50 to €100 for flights out of LUG since they save time and 

money to get to MXP – but only if the agency points out the advantages of LUG in 

this case.  

 

Regarding the holiday flights of Darwin, Mr. Fabretto’s Globus Getaway Tours 

agency together with Kuoni Ticino have allotments of up to 50% of Darwin’s seat 

capacities (up to 25 seats out of the 50 available per flight), Globus even has a 

dedicated brochure for packages with point-to-point flights out of LUG. The 

cooperation has been ongoing for about five years and so far worked out well. 

Whether or not the repositioning of Darwin will have an impact on the jointly offered 

flights remains to be seen. Mr. Fabretto’s agency, with Kuoni one of the biggest 

players in Ticino, estimates that approximately 20% of their air tickets sold leave from 

LUG. The bulk flies from MXP, with only a few leaving from ZRH, BSL or another 

Italian airport.  

 

Considering his agency’s importance for leisure flights in summer and the close 

collaboration with Darwin, it is even more questionable that Minoan Air – with its 

schedule obviously concentrating on leisure travelers – did not approach agencies in 

Ticino after announcing their market entry. Quite the contrary, Globus and Kuoni 
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approached Minoan to see whether they could collaborate with the airline in some 

way – but got no response. On top of that, there were hardly any special offers or 

advertisements – except for a press conference and some billboard advertising in 

Lugano, likely set up by the airport marketing department.  

 

4.6 Inbound 

4.6.1 Destination Lugano / Ticino 

Lugano as a destination is attractive. In 2012, according to the Swiss Tourism 

Federation STV, the city of Lugano alone counted around 500’000 overnights (of 

which 60% were foreign guests) and thus ranked as 11th most important destination 

in Switzerland, just after Interlaken (STV 2013: p. 21). With a total of 2.3 million 

overnights cantonwide, Ticino ranks 7th (STV 2013: p. 20). However, with the majority 

of the guests in Ticino coming from other parts of Switzerland (approximately 60% of 

all overnights), air transportation becomes immediately less important. Germany as 

the major foreign source market (roughly 35% of the visitors from abroad) does not 

improve the situation (FSO 2011) as most of the German tourists arrive by car 

(71.3%), followed by mobile homes (7.7%) or train (5.6%). Only 4.9% of the German 

visitors in Ticino arrive by plane, not specifying which airport they use. Every fifth 

arriving by plane chose a LCC, thus flying into BGY, MXP or another airport served 

by LCCs (Sarman & Maggi 2012: p. 16). Besides the tourists staying at hotels, many 

visitors, primarily Swiss, have a secondary (holiday) residence in Ticino. Still, the 

situation remains unchanged: most tourists do not travel by plane and those who do 

rarely fly to LUG, but rather to one of the larger Swiss or Italian airports. 

 

For business travelers, the schedule is disadvantageous: the first plane from ZRH 

only arrives at 10am, the last departure for ZRH is around 7pm. The same goes for 

the flights to/from GVA. To some extent, the schedules are more orientated to 

outbound travels: the first flight leaves at around 7am, the last flight arriving lands at 

around 10pm. The flights mainly serve as feeders for the hub in ZRH and to some 

extent, also GVA. A business traveler coming from abroad for the day to Lugano 

hardly has any alternatives. He first has to fly into ZRH and transfer to the connecting 

flight to LUG. If he flew to MXP directly, there would be no significant time savings 

considering required transfer from MXP to Lugano. 
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One event from which the airport may profit is the EXPO in Milan in 2015, generating 

additional passenger volume. Mr. Sozzi fears that the airport has already missed 

some opportunities such as the construction of additional apron. It takes about 2.5 

years to complete such undertakings, thus they could not realize the necessary 

alterations by the beginning of the EXPO even if they got the construction permit 

today (A. Sozzi, personal communication, June 11, 2013). 

 

Last but not least, tourism in Ticino is strong in summer, but weak in winter – while 

other Swiss regional airports may profit, for example, from ski tourists balancing out 

the seasonality effects. Overall, inbound opportunities are limited. 

 

4.6.2 Transfer passengers 

During Crossair-times, LUG counted a very high number of transfer passengers. 

According to Mr. Sozzi, over 50% of the 440’000 passengers in peak times were 

transferring only (personal communication, June 11, 2013). Mr. Fabretto however 

argues that almost all tickets sold to locals in Ticino were also issued with point of 

origin Italy as well – due to the cheaper Italian fare structure. However, unlike today, 

passengers did not necessarily have to board the first flight-segment in the ticket. 

Consequently, the agencies in Ticino sold tickets from, for instance, Venice via 

Lugano to Paris – with the passenger boarding in Lugano only (S. Fabretto, personal 

communication, August 9, 2013). This fact considerably falsified the statistics of 

transfer passengers. Today, due to a lack of destinations offered and airlines serving 

LUG, there are no transfer passengers anymore. 

 

4.7 Overall economic importance and state of competition 

4.7.1 Financial performance 

The airport suffered financial losses: CHF -730’000.- in 2011 and CHF -1’040’000.- in 

2010 (Lugano Airport 2012). With the current ownership structures of the grounds 

and assets at the airport however (see chapter 4.8), the airport would need about 

340’000 passengers a year to operate at a profit – which in turn would only be 

feasible with a modified infrastructure (A. Sozzi, personal communication, June 11, 

2013). Therefore, the airport together with the city and canton argue for investments 

of about CHF 70 million (SRF 2012) in the next couple of years: for a longer runway, 
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new apron (parking) space, their own hangar, an enhanced terminal and so on and 

so forth. Politically, the expenditures for the airport are a rather delicate subject. So 

far, the city as principal shareholder always compensated for losses because they 

value the benefits generated by the airport – and possibly also because having an 

airport is a matter of prestige. According to the INFRAS study for the year 2008 (see 

appendix II), the direct value creation of LUG to the local economy is with CHF 39 

million yearly and with 264 FTEs significant. The monetary value is in fact the highest 

of all four Swiss regional airports. If the indirect value creation is included, INFRAS 

estimates that the airport generates employment of 420 FTEs and an aggregate 

value added of CHF 65 million yearly (INFRAS 2011: p. 73f.).  

 

4.7.2 Airport competition 

The opponents of the planned developments argue that investments of this 

dimension are a waste of money in a region already being well-connected (SRF 

2012). When looking at the following figure (32), it becomes apparent that the state of 

competition is indeed of particular importance. 

 

 

Figure 32: Airports in Switzerland and the Insubric region (Arthur D. Little 2012 in Lugano Airport 

2013c) 
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The problem is obvious, with the airport marketing in LUG describing it as follows: “Its 

position on the Italian border puts the catchment area in potential overlapping with 

the ones belonging to some of the airports present in Lombardy rather than the other 

Swiss airports” (Lugano Airport 2013c: p. 4). The main competitors are briefly 

described in the following subchapters. 

 

4.7.2.1 Milano Malpensa (MXP) 

Malpensa, located 40km northwest of Milan, is the second largest airport in Italy after 

Rome Fiumicino (FCO) with 18.5 million passengers in 2012 (Assaeroporti 2013). 

With a number of airlines serving many European and worldwide destinations non-

stop, MXP is the biggest competitor of LUG. 

 

 

Figure 33: European destinations from MXP8 

 

Apart from many full-service airlines serving MXP, EasyJet has become a main 

player (and the only airline remaining in terminal 2), serving around 50 destinations 

alone (EasyJet 2013b). 

 

                                            
8 www.milanomalpensa1.eu/en/flight-information/Routes 
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Figure 34: Worldwide destinations from MXP9 

 

From Lugano, it is very convenient to get to MXP. It takes only about one hour by car 

under normal traffic conditions. Furthermore, there are various bus companies who 

offer direct services from a number of locations in Ticino. The largest provider, Giosy 

Tours, offers up to 12 daily services with a 60-seater coach in both directions from 

and to the train stations in Bellinzona, Lugano and Chiasso (with some services 

stopping in Mendrisio) to both terminals in MXP. Their competitors JetBus and 

LuganoServices each offer 9-10 daily nonstop services between Lugano’s train 

station and both terminals with smaller vans as well. All companies charge between 

CHF 30-35.- for a one-way and CHF 45-60.- for a return ticket. Goisy Tours often 

offers reduced fares of CHF 25.- (CHF 40.- for a return ticket), however all providers 

offer special fares for students, families or children10. 

 

On top of the bus services and ordinary taxis, there exist a number of companies 

which offer private luxury limousine transfers for one up to about 15 persons, starting 

at around CHF 150.- per direction (per transfer, not per person). Mr. Fabretto argues 

that many make use of these private services, with single companies driving to MXP 

up to 15 times daily (personal communication, August 9, 2013). Mrs. Oppi states that 

she personally knows customers who are willing to pay several hundred francs for a 

                                            
9 www.milanomalpensa1.eu/en/flight-information/Routes 
10 See appendix III for detailed schedules and fares of all providers 
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transfer to MXP which is – considering the much lower airfares out of Italy (see 

4.7.2.5) – still cheaper than flying out of a Swiss airport (personal communication, 

July 18, 2013). 

 

As illustrated in figure 35, the airport is also reachable by train. From Bellinzona, 

there is a direct train service (S30, green line) to MXP which takes about two hours. 

Alternatively, train connections also are available via Milano. Considering, however, a 

journey time between two and three hours and that several transfers may be 

necessary, the bus services are much more convenient. Currently, a new train 

connection between Mendrisio and Varese is under construction (grey, dashed line in 

figure 35). 

 

It was projected that the new link would be put into operation in December 2014. As 

the construction work is behind schedule on the Italian side, only the line between 

Mendrisio and Stabio will be operational at the time. However, the Italian authorities 

communicated that the Italian part will be ready before the EXPO in 2015. Once 

finished, the ride from Lugano to MXP will take about 60 minutes. At least one 

change of trains will still be necessary in Gallarate and possibly also Mendrisio 

(LITRA 2012), thus the (direct) bus service will still be more convenient. 

Consequently, the new service will hardly have an impact on the business in LUG (D. 

Pedrioli, personal communication, May 15, 2013). 

 



Luca A. Giordani 

 63 

 

Figure 35: TILO network plan, with the projected route between Mendrisio and Varese11 

 

4.7.2.2 Milano Linate (LIN) 

With 9.2 million passengers in 2012 (Assaeroporti 2013), Linate is the smaller airport 

in Milan, but located closer to the downtown area (about 8km southeast of the city 

center). When looking at the direct services offered out of LIN, it becomes apparent 

that the airport is mainly used for domestic services in Italy as well as for flights to 

some important European cities. There are currently no intercontinental flights out of 

LIN (Milano Linate 2013). 

 

Due to the comparatively remote location of MXP from Milan, some airlines have 

moved their operations from MXP to LIN, which is much more a ‘city airport’ and 

consequently more attractive for business passengers. Air France, Lufthansa and 

British Airways have already reduced their operations in MXP and offer more 

rotations out of LIN. SWISS on the other hand still serves only MXP. Should more 

airlines decide to move their operations to LIN, LUG could make favorable gain as it 

takes significantly more time to access LIN from Ticino. If arriving from Switzerland, 

access to MXP is comparatively easy as one may avoid the heavy traffic around 

                                            
11 www.tilo.ch/downloads/2012_Ticino_A3.pdf 
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Milan. Accessing LIN is only possible via the often heavily congested bypass and 

may easily take an additional 30 minutes up to one hour (S. Fabretto, personal 

communication, August 9, 2013).  

 

Furthermore, there are no scheduled bus services from Ticino to Linate, but only 

companies who offer services upon request (e.g. LuxuryBus/StarStation), the fares 

however are significantly higher. The most convenient way to get to LIN from Lugano 

is by train to the main train station in Milan, then connecting to the AirBus to Linate, a 

service offered by the public transport company in Milan for €5 per person (ATM 

2013). The lack of services to LIN is proof that LIN is not nearly as important as MXP 

for the Swiss market. 

 

4.7.2.3 Bergamo Orio al Serio (BGY) 

With almost 9 million passengers in 2012, Orio al Serio (also called ‘Il Caravaggio 

International Airport’) handled about as many passengers as Linate in the same year. 

The airport registered a tremendous traffic increase in the last couple of years as in 

2000, only 1.2 million passengers used the airport (Assaeroporti 2013). Even if the 

airport is located 45km east of Milan, the airport is often called ‘Milan Bergamo’ (by 

Ryanair). With around 80 destinations (of which around 30 are served only 

seasonally), Ryanair is certainly the biggest player in Bergamo and largely 

responsible for the increase in traffic. Besides Ryanair, only a few other – mainly 

charter companies and LCCs – are serving BGY, including Wizz Air serving around 

15 destinations in eastern Europe. No long-haul flights are currently offered (Orio al 

Serio 2013a). 

 

Regarding surface transport, there are many bus companies connecting Milan, 

Brescia and Bergamo, starting at only a few Euros one-way. It takes about 45 

minutes from BGY to Milan, however the highway is one of the busiest in northern 

Italy and often congested. Alternatively there is a shuttle bus to the train station in 

Bergamo with frequent train services to Milan and many other cities (Orio al Serio 

2013b). 
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From Lugano, it takes roughly one and a half hours to get to BGY by car. As with 

Linate, there are no scheduled bus services to BGY. Again, the best option is to take 

the train to Monza or Milan’s central station and then take a shuttle bus or train to 

BGY which takes between two and a half and three hours altogether depending on 

the availability of services. 

 

4.7.2.4 Zurich Airport (ZRH) and AlpTransit 

With roughly 25 million passengers and 188 destinations served by 78 airlines in 

2012, Zurich airport is the largest airport in the extended catchment area of LUG. 

From Lugano, it takes more than two and a half hours by car (if the traffic situation at 

the Gotthard road tunnel is fine) and approximately three hours by train to get to the 

airport and is thus too far away to play a decisive role in the competitive set of LUG. 

At most, ZRH may be an alternative for the residents of the Sopraceneri due to the 

poor public transport link to LUG. In total, only 0.7% of the passengers who use ZRH 

as a starting point for their travels arrive from Ticino, while 0.3% arrive from Italy 

(Zurich Airport 2013).  

 

With the Gotthard Base Tunnel and the Ceneri Base Tunnel (AlpTransit) to open in 

the next few years, the journey time from Lugano to Zurich airport by train (via Zurich 

main station) will be substantially reduced to only two hours by 2019. None of the 

interviewees however see the AlpTransit as a potential threat to LUG in the short or 

medium term. Figure 36 provides an overview of access times to the most important 

airports from Lugano: 

 

 Private (car) Public (train, bus etc.) 

MXP 1h 1h (bus) 

min. 2h (train) 

min. 1h (train, as of 2015) 

LIN 1¼h – 2h 1½h – 2h (train & bus) 

BGY 1½h – 2h 2½ – 3h (train & bus) 

ZRH 2½h 3h (train) 

2h (train, as of 2019) 

Figure 36: Estimated access times from Lugano to MXP, LIN, BGY and ZRH 
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Only Mr. Pedrioli argues that with the final phase of the project (to be completed by 

2050) which will allow access to ZRH in somewhat more than one hour only, LUG will 

possibly face problems with ZRH becoming (more) relevant for the residents of Ticino 

as well (D. Pedrioli, personal communication, May 15, 2013). 

 

4.7.2.5 Italian fare structure 

Apart from the geographical proximity of some Italian airports, the lower airfares out 

of Italy are at least as important – despite ignoring the presence of LCCs. According 

to Mrs. Oppi of SWISS, the fares of FSAs out of Italian airports are among the 

cheapest in Europe – similar to those out of, say, Greece. This is mainly – but not 

only – due to the lower wage level in Italy. The airfares in Switzerland are 

significantly higher, which has often been criticized even by the Swiss consumer 

protection authorities (WBF 2013). Generally, the situation has recently improved and 

the price difference has diminished – also for departures on SWISS from LUG – but 

is still today often substantial (N. Oppi, personal communication, July 18, 2013). 

 

Not only residents of Ticino profit from the lower fare structure ex Italy. There are 

even passengers living in the greater Zurich area, for instance, who either take the 

train or fly from ZRH to MXP to actually start their journey in Italy – often but not 

exclusively if flying long-haul in business or first class. People then fly from MXP 

(often back via ZRH on SWISS) e.g. to Los Angeles, thus benefiting from the 

cheaper tickets with point of departure Italy. On their way back, they transfer again in 

ZRH and forfeit the last segment of their ticket from ZRH to MXP. In contrast, as 

described in chapter 4.6.2, it is no longer possible to forfeit any other segment in a 

ticket than the last as the fare is only valid if all flights are fully flown in the booked 

sequence. Overall, an interesting phenomenon which illustrates the effect the 

substantial differences in fares may have – not only to people in Ticino.  

 

Figure 37 is just one instance of a SWISS-flight to Los Angeles (LAX) in November 

this year. The dates and flight numbers from ZRH to LAX and vice versa are 

identical. For the departure ex MXP, the connecting flights to and from ZRH with the 

shortest layover in ZRH has been selected. For both flights, the cheapest available 

business class fare available on September 2, 2013 has been considered. Mind that 



Luca A. Giordani 

 67 

the total fare ex ZRH is shown in CHF, the one ex MXP in EUR. Still, the difference 

of over CHF 3’000 is remarkable. This is not a particular policy of SWISS, but can be 

observed with all major airlines. 

 

 

Figure 37: Fare example from MXP and ZRH to LAX12 

 

For the sake of completeness, the fare out of LUG for the same connecting flights to 

LAX would have been approximately CHF 1’000 cheaper than the fare ex ZRH – but 

still CHF 2’000 more expensive than the fare out of MXP. In light of this considerable 

price difference (in all travel classes), it is indeed questionable whether or not a 

reduced travel time to Zurich airport will have an impact on the business in LUG. As 

long as the fare structures remain discriminative, it will possibly outweigh the benefits 

of faster access to ZRH. 

 

                                            
12 booking.swiss.com, retrieved September 2, 2013 
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4.8 Non-aviation revenues 

According to the CEO of LUG, the poor financial performance of the airport is not 

mainly because not enough passengers are flying out of LUG, but because the 

airport is neither the owner of the hangars nor is it able to rent out office or retail 

space which would generate important revenues. Even today, Mr. Sozzi argues, the 

airport would break even if it was in possession of these assets (A. Sozzi, personal 

communication, June 11, 2013).  

 

Mr. Pedrioli also argues that the airport needs more revenue through non-aviation 

business. In 2004, Dutch investors had plans for a large new terminal combined with 

a shopping mall at the current location of Migros at the southwest end of the runway, 

but the authorities did not buy the necessary grounds and the project was withdrawn. 

Currently, the airport generates only revenue through passenger departure taxes, 

landing fees, parking (public as well as aircraft parking) as well as through 

commission on jet fuel. Other companies who operate at the airport are private and 

do not contribute to the earnings. The ground of the runway and taxiways belongs to 

the city, the hangars and other space however – where the airport could generate 

revenues (e.g. by renting the space out) – is in private hands. Earlier, they belonged 

to Crossair, later SWISS, and were then bought by private investors and – 

unfortunately, in retrospect – not by the airport. A considerable sum of money is 

currently generated through parking fees – that’s why the airport is trying to increase 

the number of parking lots – yet not only: with a total investment sum of CHF 70 

million as pointed out above, they want to build, among other things, a new hangar 

and additional apron parking space to ultimately rent out. To finance this investment 

however, more passengers (and ultimately departure taxes) would be needed. As it 

seems to be difficult to reach the critical number of 300’000 passengers/year which 

would be required according to Mr. Pedrioli, the airport management is evaluating 

whether or not to raise the departure tax of currently CHF 29.40 per passenger as a 

short/medium-term solution (personal communication, May 15, 2013). 

 

4.9 Outlook 

Whether or not the investment or parts of it will be granted is presently difficult to 

forecast and will be further discussed in the concluding chapter. At the moment, the 
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more pressing question is how the situation, caused by the withdrawal of Minoan Air, 

will be solved and whether the management of the airport will be able to gain (or 

regain) credibility in the industry and in the region – with a reliable, consistent and 

lasting service to two or three destinations out of LUG. The outcome of the appeal at 

the federal court regarding the north runway extension is highly anticipated in order 

to improve the reliability of the operations with the current equipment in use. In the 

medium term, the enhanced access projects (train, tram) together with the hopefully 

improved traffic situation – and consequently less congested access to the airport by 

car – will be an opportunity the airport has to seize and make the best use of. 

 

On the other hand – even if not discussed above – the business/private aviation is 

already now and will also be in future a very promising business for LUG . Politically, 

however, it is not very well accepted. The residents of Agno and Bioggio in general 

are willing to accept the noise of some (larger) passenger aircraft. They are however 

less sympathetic to the noise if it concerns an aircraft for one passenger only. This is 

a governance issue, which the airport might have to look into (D. Pedrioli, personal 

communication, May 15, 2013). Mrs. Oppi states that she feels that the airport and 

the consequential noise and pollution are less and less accepted in Agno and 

Bioggio. More and more people move into the area and then complain about the 

airport – even if there are only about 10 turboprop rotations a day. This is nowhere 

near the state of things 10 to 15 years ago with up to 60 rotations (N. Oppi, personal 

communication, July 18, 2013). 
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4.10 SWOT 

Figure 38 summarizes the collected sentiments of the interviewees, the study of 

Wittmer et al. (2009) as well as selected media coverage. 

 

 Beneficial Harmful 

In
te

rn
al

 

Strengths 

• Short Check-In times 

• Short distances, efficiency, 

flexibility 

• Up to 7x daily feeder flights  

(to ZRH and GVA hubs) 

• Value creation (local economy) 

 

Weaknesses 

• Short runway 

• Approach system (ILS) 

• Property situation (hangar) 

• Image/Mental Map  

• Inconsistent schedules 

(other than SWISS) 

Ex
te

rn
al

 

Opportunities 

• Growing general aviation sector 

• Better access 

o Road (new bypass) 

o Public transportation  

(new train stop & tram) 

• Less services out of MXP 

• EXPO 2015 in Milan 

• Planned 70 million investment 

 

Threats 

• Dependency on one or few 

carriers 

• No investors 

• Regulations (e.g. by FOCA) 

• Need for special pilot 

qualifications 

• High-speed rail competition 

• Noise and environmental 

issues 

• Competition (mainly MXP, 

but also LIN and BGY) 

Figure 38: SWOT analysis for Lugano Airport 
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 5. LUG vs. BRN 

The high density of airports in Switzerland and those just beyond the border create 

problems, particularly for smaller regional airports offering commercial flights. Unlike 

in other regions such as North America, or within Scandinavian countries, the 

distances between cities and (larger) airports are not that great in Switzerland. On 

top of that, Switzerland has an excellent train and road network, thus the airports 

have to offer products and services which compete well against those offered by 

larger airports nearby. The question arises how the individual regional airports in 

Switzerland are dealing with this challenge. 

 

Looking at the traffic and passenger volume and its development over time as 

illustrated in figure 39, the airport of Lugano Agno compares well to the one in Bern 

Belp, especially if looking at the last ten years. For two years now, BRN, for the first 

time since the 80s, handles more passengers than LUG – as many as Agno counted 

during the Crossair days.  

 

 

Figure 39: Number of passengers (local and transfer) of scheduled and charter traffic in LUG and 

BRN, 1950-2012 (FSO 2013b, own illustration) 

 

To what extent the two airports are comparable at all and how they differ will be 

discussed in this chapter. 
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5.1 Network 

5.1.1 Feeder flights 

A strategic edge for LUG are the four daily feeder flights to ZRH. These flights ensure 

the availability of connections to and from Lugano in GDS around the globe. Today, if 

someone looks for flights from New York or Tokyo to LUG, a solution via ZRH will be 

shown. Due to the lack of codeshare flights from BRN to an intercontinental hub, no 

connections are currently displayed, an issue Mr. Kafader has been working to 

resolve for quite some time. With the recent IATA Operational Safety Audit (IOSA) 

certification of SkyWork, it would technically be possible to offer codeshare flights 

e.g. to Munich in collaboration with Lufthansa. As pointed out in chapter 3.4.5, 

codeshare agreements may also pose a risk for a (regional) airline (H. Kafader, 

personal communication, July 4, 2013). 

 

5.1.2 Point-to-point flights 

With the discontinuation of the flights to Vienna and in particular to Rome by Minoan 

Air, there are only two scheduled destinations left in LUG: the Darwin flights to GVA 

as well as the SWISS flights to ZRH. Apart from the seasonal holiday flights offered 

by Darwin to some destinations in southern Italy, no international destinations are 

served out of LUG anymore. 

 

BRN, on the other hand, boasts an ample set of destinations offered by SkyWork, 

year round, as well a respectable selection of flights to holiday destinations operated 

by both SkyWork and Helvetic (see appendix V for a detailed summer schedule of 

both airports). At first glance, it is not apparent why BRN outperformed LUG in only a 

few years – the passenger numbers were not continuously increasing, the market 

environment did not significantly change – in short: ceteris paribus, there were 

suddenly more flights and destinations out of BRN.  

 

5.1.3 (Single) airline dependency 

The growth in BRN was only possible due to the investment of Daniel Borer, a 

member of the Rolex-family. With an estimated amount of CHF 30 to 50 million, he 

contributed substantially to the expansion of SkyWork. Before making his 
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contribution, he evaluated the company structures as well as the potential for an 

expansion in BRN, together with the management of SkyWork (Liechti 2011). If it 

weren’t for him, the airport as well as SkyWork would in all probability still be where 

they were before 2011.  

 

Today, the lack of investors with a strong commitment to a base is Lugano’s biggest 

weakness. Not that nobody attempted to invest – the investors around Darwin, which 

started its operation in 2004, tried out many routes, destinations and partnerships, 

including those to and from LUG, but registered only a slow, unsatisfactory growth. 

From 2005 to 2007, apart from the routes to Geneva and Rome, Darwin offered 

flights from Lugano via Bern to London City – obviously without the desired success. 

The codeshare connections out of FCO (on AirOne) to a number of destinations in 

southern Italy as well as out of LCY (on VLM) to various destinations in the UK (see 

figure 40) did not lead to a noticeable increase of passengers on the respective 

Darwin flights, nor did the route from LUG to Luxembourg, offered for a few month 

only. In 2010, they took a chance and made a big step forward with the acquisition of 

the Geneva-based airline Baboo.  

 

 

Figure 40: Darwin network in 2006 (airliners.net13) 

 

                                            
13 http://www.airliners.net/aviation-forums/trip_reports/read.main/83868/ 
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With two larger aircraft available which were originally operated by Baboo, Darwin 

approached SWISS in Ticino shortly after the acquisition in 2010, offering to operate 

the flights to ZRH with the 72-seater Dash-8 Q400 instead of the 50-seater 

SAAB2000 and proposed to put SWISS flight numbers on the Darwin flights between 

LUG and GVA (codeshare). According to Mrs. Oppi, SWISS considered both offers 

to be a perfect fit. The operation with the larger aircraft was successful with 

passenger numbers increasing on the route to ZRH – even if due to the short 

runway, the capacity was limited to a maximum of 66 passengers for the flight from 

LUG to ZRH (but not v.v.). For SWISS, according to her a larger aircraft made much 

more sense than an additional rotation, because the main departure-waves ex ZRH 

are already being served. The chance of offering flights between LUG and GVA was 

a good opportunity for SWISS. On one hand, SWISS was able to offer point-to-point 

flights between the two cities (also in combination with other flights in the same 

itinerary); on the other hand, the flights also had a feeder-function to the growing 

SWISS-network out of GVA (personal communication, July 18, 2013). 

 

After a few months, Darwin intensified the cooperation with Alitalia and started a 

partnership with Czech Airlines, a SkyTeam member as well, on the Darwin routes 

between Switzerland and the Czech Republic. Subsequently, they cancelled the 

codeshare agreement with SWISS, possibly on request of the two SkyTeam 

members who disliked the cooperation of Darwin with SWISS, belonging to another 

alliance. Darwin also got rid of the two Dash aircraft, resulting in the SWISS flights to 

Zurich being operated by the smaller SAAB2000 aircraft again (N. Oppi, personal 

communication, July 18, 2013). 

 

The two exemplary route maps of Darwin (figure 41) out of GVA and Cambridge 

illustrate well that the originally Ticino-based airline has without a doubt turned away 

from its operation in LUG – with the exception of the route to GVA, some seasonal 

flights, as well as its headquarters which are still located in Bioggio. Today, they 

predominantly serve (niche-)routes abroad as well as routes from their base in GVA. 

Many (new) routes are offered in collaboration with other airlines such as British 

Airways, Alitalia, Czech Airlines or Belle Air Europe who place their flight numbers in 

the respective markets – what consequently leads to lower marketing and sales 

efforts for Darwin. Some routes are subsidized by (local) governments, lowering or 
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eliminating a financial risk: the service between Bozen/Bolzano and Rome, for 

example, is backed by the government of Alto Adige with EUR 100’000 per month 

(ch-aviation 2013). 

 

 

Figure 41: Darwin network out of GVA and Cambridge in 2013 (www.darwinairline.ch) 

 

The currently ten SAAB2000 aircraft (nine in operation and one spare/stand-by) are 

based in Cambridge (1), Leipzig Halle (1), Ancona (1), Bozen/Bolzano (1), Rome (2), 

Geneva (2) and Lugano (1) with the latter in operation exclusively for SWISS to ZRH 

(Raemy 2013).  

 

In summary, the network in LUG currently compares unfavorably to BRN because 

one airline turned away from LUG and another invested in BRN. Because of this, in 

only a few years, the situation has changed completely. Mr. Kafader agrees that it is 

indeed a risk to become very dependant on one airline. In BRN, they have a second 

player in summer (Helvetic Airways), but it would pose a big problem if SkyWork 

decided to turn away from BRN, especially after having invested millions in the 

infrastructure – investments which have to be amortized after all (personal 

communication, July 4, 2013). 
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5.1.4 Domestic connection: BRN – LUG 

One of the first routes served by Crossair in the 80s was BRN – LUG. For many 

years, this operation was one of the few services which remained in place. During the 

90s, there were between 30 and 50 weekly frequencies between the two airports 

(see figures 10 and 17). Crossair and SWISS kept the connection in their schedules 

until 2003, when SWISS drastically reduced their flights from and to regional airports. 

Two years later, Darwin reactivated the route introducing the above mentioned 

triangle flights (LUG – BRN – LCY), for a period of two years. Since the 

discontinuation of the domestic link in 2007, the governments of both cantons 

together with the national parliament considered subsidizing the route to attract a 

new operator for the route. In 2007, the Federal Council would have granted CHF 3 

million start-up funds in a call for proposals, but no airline was interested at the time. 

In 2012, SkyWork showed interest in restarting the route which would have served 

mainly as a feeder for the extended network out of BRN, but also as a domestic 

point-to-point link. Because they think that it is, even with start-up funds, not feasible 

to operate such a route at profit in the long run, the Swiss Federal Council decided 

not to offer the 3 million subsidy, and SkyWork decided not to initiate the domestic 

service at the time (Reichen 2012). One year later, in summer 2013, a number of 

politicians (mainly from Ticino) tried to push the subsidies again whereupon a vote 

was conducted in the National Council: with 84 votes for a subsidy and 85 against it, 

the outcome was a close run to the detriment of the supporters of such a route 

(National Council 2013). With this decision, SkyWork definitively dropped the plans to 

link the two Swiss regional airports. In many respects, this was a lost opportunity for 

LUG, as the 2-3 daily flights of SkyWork would have had – apart from the connection 

to BRN – the function of another feeder flight with some interesting destinations out 

of BRN, including short transfer times, similar to the former Crossair-model in BSL. 

 

5.2 Infrastructure 

5.2.1 Runway 

As the 2004 FOCA restrictions were limiting operations of the prevalent aircraft in 

BRN as well (see chapter 3.4.3), they had to act fast. Only shortly after the far-

reaching provisions, the airport came up with a development proposal which was 

approved by the public in 2006. Two years later, only four years after the restrictions 
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taking effect, BRN inaugurated the extended runway and therewith solved the most 

pressing infrastructure problem. 

 

LUG on the other hand is still suffering from the 2004 provisions. They did solve part 

of the problem by introducing a new approach system, but they are still struggling, 

with many aircraft types not being able to operate at maximum capacity. One must 

admit that the airport in Agno is positioned worse than the one in Belp. The 

challenging topography in Ticino as well as the surrounding streets and buildings 

complicate matters further. Yet the time-consuming decision-making process is an 

impediment for LUG. Certain aspects (such as better access) have been discussed 

for decades and nothing has happened. Mr. Fabretto argues that this also leads to a 

certain disenchantment with the airport as he has heard plans to improve the 

situation decades ago – with none of the constructive suggestions being realized in 

the end (personal communication, August 9, 2013). In addition to that, the 

relationship with the residents becomes more and more difficult and the support, 

especially from the local communities, is decreasing. The formal objection of the 

runway extension towards the north is just one example, which complicates even the 

smallest development proposals regarding the airport infrastructure. On the other 

hand, the different votes clearly in favor of the airport confirm that BRN is, so far, 

well-supported and accepted by the local population, industry and politicians.  

 

5.2.2 Apron (parking) and hangars 

Both airports face capacity problems in parking aircraft on the apron, especially 

during peak times. With some adjustments in 2007 and 2008, LUG did mitigate part 

of the problem by constructing additional space and another taxiway accessing the 

runway (SIAA 2013). The rather cramped conditions make a further expansion more 

difficult, but not impossible. So far, there are no specific plans on where to build 

additional apron parking space. Lugano Airport SA intends to build their own hangar 

of one of the current tennis fields. This not only relieves the congestion on the apron, 

but also contributes to the financial situation of the airport management company 

(Ticinonews 2013). In BRN, the problem arises especially in winter, when the private 

aircraft of affluent holiday-makers are parked for several days. Therefore, BRN plans 
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a decentralization of commercial and private aviation, making more space available 

for both sectors as pointed out in chapter 3.4.8 (Bern Airport 2013b).  

 

5.2.3 Non-aviation revenues 

Even if such revenues are still somewhat connected to the aviation business, they 

may be generated irrespective of the number of passengers flying out of LUG. When 

SWISS sold the hangars, the airport missed the opportunity to buy them – a wasted 

opportunity in monetary terms. BRN on the other hand already generates important 

revenue through renting of hangar space, as well as parking receipts and 

commission on fuel. Regarding the latter two, LUG can also generate some income, 

though on a smaller scale.  

 

Today, the parking lot in LUG is well attended and the airport management would 

therefore like to increase the capacity. However, the high parking fees might be an 

obstacle for a family who considers getting to the airport by car. In BRN, the family 

would pay CHF 48.- to park the car for one week, in LUG CHF 114.- and in MXP 

around CHF 40.- (see appendix IV for a full list of parking fees). Thus, Mr. Fabretto 

argues that with cheaper long-term parking options, especially during the holiday 

season from June to September, the airport and holiday flights out of LUG would 

become more attractive for leisure travelers. His travel agency gets around 50 

vouchers a year for reduced parking – in his eyes a drop in the bucket (personal 

communication, August 9, 2013). 

 

Regarding the variety of shops, bars and restaurants, both airports have a 

comparable selection. In BRN, there is even a small hotel next to the terminal 

building which features small conference facilities and a restaurant. Furthermore, 

there is a small lounge in BRN for business class passengers (operated by the 

airport), where in LUG, there is only a privately operated ‚Priority Pass’ lounge (for 

members or with paid admission). Even if this is nice to have, a lounge is not of 

strategic edge if an airport wants to distinguish itself as a quick getaway with short 

check-in times. 
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Figure 42 provides a brief overview of the most important infrastructure aspects: 

 

  BRN LUG 

Runway length 1’730m 1’350m 

Airport opening hours 6:00am – 11:00pm 7:00am – 11:00pm 

Check-in counters 5 4 

Gates (non-Schengen gates) 3 (2) 2 (0) 

Aircraft stands 15 9-10 

Car parks 4 1 

Shops / Restaurants / Hotels 2 / 1 / 1 2 / 1 / 0 

Lounges of the airport / private 1 / 0 0 / 1 

Figure 42: Infrastructure Facts and Figures of BRN and LUG 

 

5.2.4 Access 

Both airports are well accessible by car; from downtown Bern or Lugano respectively, 

it only takes 20 minutes to get to the airport. With congestion being an issue in 

Lugano however, the journey may take up to twice as long. As the highways around 

Bern are very busy during rush hour, the problem might also occur in BRN.  

 

By public transport, however, it is much more convenient to get to BRN than to LUG. 

With the AirportBus and some regional bus lines stopping in front of the terminal 

every 15 minutes, the airport is very well connected and integrated into the public 

transport system. Even in BRN however, one transfer (to a connecting train) is 

necessary to get to downtown. The shuttle bus in LUG might be a convenient 

service, but it does not cover all arrivals and departures. To get to the train station, it 

is a 15 minutes, not very well signposted walk. Every 15 to 30 minutes, a service is 

provided to a train station a few steps away from the main station in Lugano.  

 

5.3 Catchment areas and state of competition 

Figures 43 and 44 illustrate the population density in the respective (extended) 

catchment areas of the two airports. Both airports share parts of their market with 

other, larger airports in a competitive system. BRN shares its catchment area with 

those of GVA, BSL and ZRH, LUG with those of MXP, LIN, BGY and maybe even 

ZRH. It is therefore essential to build the respective business on a competitive basis, 
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namely to stand out with products and services, and compete on a level where larger 

airports have difficulties to keep up with.  

 

 

Figure 43: Population density in the primary (inner circle) and secondary (outer circles) catchment 

area of BRN (FSO 2010, own add-ons) 

 

BRN as well as LUG excel with geographical proximity to the respective city centers 

as well as with very short check-in deadlines of only 20 minutes before departure, 

where often they accept passengers even a few minutes before departure if 

circumstances allow, for instance, if the passenger does not have bags to check-in or 

if the boarding is not yet completed. This is a strong starting point, but if access to the 

airport is often congested, even the shortest check-in times become irrelevant. In this 

regard, LUG has a lot of catching-up to do. A ray of hope for this situation is the 

projected by-pass together with the public transport alterations, namely the tram. 
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Figure 44: Population density in the primary (inner circle) and secondary (outer circles) catchment 

area of LUG (left) in confrontation with the approximate catchment areas of airports in the Insubric 

region (FSO 2010; EuroGeographics 1999, own add-ons) 

 

Regardless of the fierce competition of Italian airports, the consistently respectable 

occupancy rate of around 70% on the route from LUG to ZRH (see figure 29) speaks 

for itself. Passengers clearly appreciate the comfort of a feeder flight from a quick 

getaway to a hub. With 95% of the SWISS passengers transferring in ZRH, they 

could also have chosen MXP for their departure, possibly enjoying the comfort of a 

direct flight or a lower fare. Thus, despite these arguments, LUG and SWISS could 

stand their ground.  

 

While there are no indications that SWISS will reduce or stop the flights to ZRH at the 

moment, with a total capacity of only 200 seats per direction per day, the service to 

and from LUG is not of strategic importance to the SWISS network, particularly with 

regard to the proximity of MXP and ZRH. The fact that over 60% of today’s business 

class passengers travelling on SWISS from MXP to ZRH are resident in Ticino 

acknowledges that SWISS is well established in the Italian-speaking part of 

Switzerland – and could possibly retain the majority of their customers without 

offering flights to LUG. 
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5.4 Future 

With an occupancy rate of 50% in 2011 and 55% in 2012 (Dütschler 2013), it is yet to 

be proven that the business model of SkyWork in BRN is economically sustainable. 

Thus far, SkyWork has not derived profits from their model (SkyWork 2012). Earlier 

this year, they communicated the termination of services to five destinations and less 

frequencies to some others, as well as a new fuel surcharge and other cost-cutting 

efforts. At the same time, investor Daniel Borer left the management board (Raths 

2013). In August 2013, SkyWork introduced an adapted ticket concept where 

checked-in baggage is not included anymore, a concept similar to those of LCCs 

(Sulc 2013). Keeping in mind that BRN constantly handled less passengers than 

LUG until only two years ago, claiming that BRN has a secure future would be a 

hasty conclusion. The projected expansion as part of the ‚Master plan 2020’ 

(decentralization of commercial and private aviation as outlined in chapter 3.4.8) 

proposed by the airport management in BRN will definitely be promoted. 

 

In LUG on the other hand, especially after the discontinuation of the flights of Darwin 

to Rome and the failed market entry of Minoan, it is increasingly uncertain if, and 

when, the 70 million investment will be realized. So far, there are no concrete plans 

and the approval by the city council as controlling shareholder is still outstanding. 

The canton, holding 12.5% of the shares, already pointed out that they are not ready 

to increase their equity, thus no further financial aids may be expected from the 

minority shareholder (CDT 2013). 

 

Irrespective of the development of the commercial aviation in BRN and LUG, the 

private aviation will, also in the future, be of utmost importance for both airports. In 

contrast to the scheduled and charter traffic, the private and business aviation is an 

important constant in this otherwise very volatile industry. 
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Figure 45 combines the previously discussed aspects and puts the two airports in a 

contrasting juxtaposition: 

 

 

Figure 45: Comparison of BRN and LUG 
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6. Conclusions and discussion 

Following the consideration of developments within the global airline industry with a 

focus on regional airports around the globe, a closer look at the Swiss market was 

taken. The overview of the airports in Sion and St. Gallen followed an in-depth 

analysis of the airports in Bern and Lugano, which were complemented by the results 

of five in-depths interviews. Comparing the two airports, some essential facts 

became apparent. When considering the small size of the country, the set of 

challenges the airports are faced with in the different regions vary considerably. With 

a focus on Lugano Agno airport, possibilities given the current infrastructure, political 

conditions and market environment have been evaluated, with the following 

considerations emerging. 

 

After the discontinuation of Minoan combined with Darwin’s shift of strategic focus 

away from LUG, Lugano’s airport management faces a serious challenge: finding a 

new strategy for covering the partial loss of their most important source of revenue. 

In a hastily arranged meeting, the responsible persons of the municipality, canton 

and airport expressed urgent need for action (CDT 2013). This raises the question 

whether, in the best interest of all parties concerned, a chance has been missed to 

seek dialogue with Darwin, looking for alternative solutions in order to keep the 

carrier in LUG with more capabilities. 

 

Having missed that chance, rather than pursuing policy-makers and arguing for 

investments, the airport management must accept the current situation – with the 

current infrastructure – and make the most of it. The city and the canton, as owners 

of the airport, are well aware of the situation and the need to invest wisely. Obviously, 

the (political) mills grind slowly.  

 

In the short term, the airport must find a solution for the loss of the route to FCO 

served by Darwin. More important than finding another provider for the same route is 

finding an airline with the necessary equipment, evaluating the latent potential in 

Lugano for the airline and the relationship of the airline with the airport. An obstacle 

in convincing a larger company to serve Lugano, in possession of the necessary 

equipment, is the specific pilot training required to land in LUG. Therefore, it would 
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make the most sense to again establish an aircraft (and crew) based in LUG, as 

Darwin and Minoan did. 

 

If the airport management is convinced of the economic feasibility of certain routes 

out of Lugano, but all efforts to engage additional airlines fail and Darwin does not 

increase operations at its (former) home-base again, it might be worth considering an 

alternative solution. LUG could refer to the successful business model used by the 

airport in St. Gallen (see chapter 3.3), evaluating the feasibility of an intensified 

airport-airline cooperation, or offering an own service. This does not necessarily 

require buying an aircraft and employing a cabin and cockpit crew. A company which 

would fly on a wetlease basis, as it is the case with Darwin and SWISS at the 

moment, could be an option. The Dutch company Denim Air, for instance, offers 

aircraft and crew capacity with either a Dash-8 Q315 or a Fokker 50, both featuring 

50 seats. 

 

If considering this, the airport management together with the city has to bear in mind 

that the costs of a new regional route are very high in the beginning. According to the 

Austrian aviation expert Kurt Hofmann, start-up costs of around EUR 4 to 5 million 

have to be calculated for the first two years of operation, a period during which hardly 

any new regional route in Europe operates at profit (Raths 2013). The announced 

subsidies of the Federal Council were justified with the argument that it is not unusual 

in the airline business for a new route not to be profitable for the first two years of 

operation. In 2007, the city of Lugano as well as the canton signaled that they would 

have been willing to contribute with CHF 300'000 per year initial funding for the new 

route to BRN (National Council 2013), and might thus still be willing to fund another 

route out of LUG instead. 

 

Considering the facts above, it is inconceivable why Minoan Air drew a conclusion 

after only four months and subsequently discontinued the operation in LUG. Further, 

negligible lead time, lack of advertising or any other standard marketing efforts in 

Lugano, Rome or Vienna prior to and following the introduction of the new routes 

allowed the product very little chance of becoming established. Without codeshare 

agreements, for instance, with Alitalia on the route to Rome or Austrian Airlines on 

the route to Vienna, strong (marketing) partners were missing as well. Mr. Kafader, 
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acknowledging the arguments above, says it makes no sense to discontinue a newly 

introduced route already after a few months and suggests that what would have been 

required to successfully establish a new route are 2-3 daily flights offered over a 

period of 3-5 years, and thus a patient (and affluent) investor (personal 

communication, July 4, 2013). 

 

Regarding the infrastructure issues in LUG, Mr. Sozzi claims that the considerable 

expansion in BRN was triggered by the runway extension in 2008 (personal 

communication, June 11, 2013). This might be true to some extent, however another 

look at figure 39 shows that for three years following the extension, passenger 

numbers actually decreased in BRN. The extent in which a longer runway had an 

influence on the 2011/2012 investment decision of SkyWork is questionable, 

especially if considering that they operate a fleet which would work very well in LUG 

(five Dornier 328 with 31 seats and one Dash-8 Q400 with 72 seats) with the current 

infrastructure. Mrs. Oppi stated that the Dash-8 would have been the „perfect aircraft 

for SWISS in Lugano“ (personal communication, July 18, 2013). 

 

It is debatable whether an expansion given the current circumstances is justifiable. 

Back when Crossair was operating in LUG, there were up to 60 rotations a day. That 

does not mean that there was no space problem, but it does prove that 60 rotations a 

day were technically possible – even with an inferior infrastructure (less apron space 

and taxiways). A longer runway would allow larger aircraft to operate in LUG. Even 

with the foreseeable extension towards north and the (at the moment) implausible 

extension towards south, LUG will not be technically realistic for short haul jets such 

as the A319 with 130 seats. That, however, is not particularly relevant as trying to 

compete with MXP, LIN or BGY makes little sense as long as the north Italian airport 

system is so strong. At the moment, the number of flights offered, but particularly the 

much lower fares are parts of a convincing strategy which attracts not only many 

Swiss, but also inhibits Italians living not far from the Swiss border to make use of 

LUG. 

 

It should be Lugano’s strategic goal for the infrastructure to allow unrestrained 

operation of aircraft with 50 to 80 or even 90 seats at full payload, regardless of the 

weather (visibility, wind). With a few point-to-point flights (2-4) to industry-relevant 
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cities and perhaps another feeder flight to a hub other than ZRH, the airport should 

endeavor to reestablish its credibility in the reliability and availability of services. This 

requires a clear commitment from the city (as controlling shareholder) to the airport. 

The promise of a prestigious regional airport in Lugano, with worthy commercial 

value (INFRAS 2011), makes it a viable proposition. 

 

6.1 Assessment of methodology, limitations and further research 

With very limited literature available analyzing (specific) issues of small regional 

airports in Switzerland, the in-depth interviews permitted unique market insights. The 

interviewees disclosed invaluable information first hand, and it was possible to 

elaborate on the subject extensively. As only five in-depth interviews were 

conducted, the applicability and the findings are limited to those perspectives. 

Although the representatives are key personalities when it comes to Lugano airport, it 

would have been desirable to conduct interviews with other influential people in the 

environment of the airport(s) as well. Notably, the position and arguments of 

representatives of other airlines such as Darwin, Minoan or SkyWork would have 

been of interest. In addition, passenger surveys in LUG, BRN and MXP as well as 

questionnaires for residents of the respective catchment areas would certainly have 

enriched the study and findings. 

 

This is where further research could follow up on the findings herein. It would be of 

particular importance and interest to survey the details of the passengers’ (air) travel 

behavior together with the airport choice of the businesses and residents of the 

different areas in Ticino and in the Insubric region, as well as the reasons behind it. 

Such data would allow for more precise implications to be drawn regarding the 

significance or insignificance of LUG – not only for airlines and airports, but also for 

policy makers in the public administration. 
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Appendices 

I: Summaries of in-depth interviews  

 

A: Summary of the interview on May 15, 2013 with 

Eng. Davide Pedrioli (D.P.) 
Civil Aviation Delegate of the Canton Ticino 

 Director of Locarno Airport 
 

L.G.: Apart from the current financial crisis and the FOCA-restrictions, what do you 

think are the main issues which led to so much less traffic in LUG in recent years? 

 

D.P.: The aviation industry has changed fundamentally. Airlines started operations 

out of LUG in the 80s with an aircraft carrying about 7-8 passengers, later +/- 20. 

Back then, this was a very interesting business, totally different to what has been 

offered on the market so far. Moritz Suter (the founder of Crossair) realized back then 

that there was a (niche) market for regional services – a new strategy in the airline 

business in Europe (but existing in the US for some time already). Regional airlines 

were doing very well – until the (late) 90s when the market changed due to worldwide 

deregulation efforts. This led to the entry of LCCs, serving same or similar routes, but 

with larger aircraft. Initially, they did not operate from regional airports because they 

wanted to get a share of the market, but because operations from these airports were 

cheaper. The LCCs got large markets shares very quickly, which were until then 

covered by regional carriers up to almost 100%. Initially, mostly leisure passengers 

flew with LCCs. Later however, with larger companies also being confronted with 

budget issues and spending restrictions, more and more businesspeople (had to) fly 

with LCCs as well. In LUG, this led to a huge decline of regional traffic, mainly due to 

the Ryanair hub in Bergamo Orio-al-Serio (BGY). Additionally, more LCC services 

out of airports in Milan undermined the market in LUG. Hence it is wrong to just 

compare the pax figures of 1995-2000 (roughly 400’000/year) in LUG to those of 

today – also because a large portion of these pax were in transit only and are today 

travelling on LCCs. We have to look at how to reach, say, about 300’000 pax/year. 

The inhabitants of the Ticino are already flying a lot in these days. It is hence not 

feasible trying to increase the volume of this market or to make the current Ticino 
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passengers fly more often, but rather penetrate the market e.g. in Como and Varese, 

trying to make them fly out of LUG instead of one of the Milan airports. This is where 

the airport has to get its (potential) passengers. The main ‘barrier’ today is the 

border. The airport has to prove that it is not an issue at all to travel from the cities 

close to the border through customs to LUG. In fact, it is very convenient to reach 

LUG by car. It takes an instance from Lugano Nord (highway exit) to the airport, the 

parking is very close and check-in times are more than convenient with 15-20 

minutes before departure. The marketing has to work on that barrier/filter.  

 

L.G.: To what extent do you expect the AlpTransit as well as the new train link to 

MXP from Lugano to influence the business in LUG? 

 

D.P.: You have to have products/services, namely a number of destinations to being 

able to compete against, for instance, high-speed trains which are getting more and 

more competitive. With the new AlpTransit tunnel, it will be possible to travel from 

Lugano to Zurich in approx. 2h and 15 minutes only – this might have a (limited) 

impact on the LUG-ZRH route. On routes between 400-600km, the train will be more 

important. Thus, LUG has to focus on routes where the train will not be competitive in 

the medium term. This might also have been a reason for Minoan Air to choose 

Vienna as a destination, but also Geneva or London fall into a category of 

destinations where today and also in future, the train is out of competition. 

 

The new train connection from LUG to MXP (via Varese) will however not 

significantly impact the business in LUG. First, the location of the train station in MXP 

might not be conveniently located for your flight, thus it is not very attractive to travel 

to MXP by train anyways. But more importantly in our case is that there will not be a 

direct connection, so you still have to change trains somewhere. So even then, the 

bus services which are available today are much more comfortable as they stop in 

front of the terminal you are flying from – right in time for your scheduled departure. 

 

Much more important for LUG is a more convenient way to reach the airport by public 

transport. In fact, it is planned that the tram will have an ‘airport-stop’, which will be 

connected with the terminal by a conveyor belt or something similar. Today, the train 

stop in Agno is not convenient at all as you have to walk 15 minutes from the train 
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station to the airport with your luggage. There is also a Park&Ride project featuring 

an own highway exit (actually aiming at commuters from Italy), which could also be 

connected to the terminal by tram, conveyor belt or shuttle service. 

 

L.G.: In case of adverse weather conditions, many flights to LUG have to divert to 

MXP. Departures have to be cancelled. Thus, there are passengers who – due to this 

lack of reliability – choose another airport. What can be done regarding this matter? 

 

D.P.: This has been an issue especially since October 2003 when the FOCA 

tightened the requirements to land in LUG out of the blue, as they perceived that an 

approach with an angle of sometimes 5-6.7% was too risky (where normal 

approaches move around 3%). To overcome this issue, the newly planned satellite 

approach is necessary. As a preliminary measure, those responsible elaborated an 

approach with a large left turn over Lugano to land from the north with ‘leading lights’ 

allowing a landing also with a lower visibility of about 2.5km (before 4km). This 

already helped lowering the number of flights who had to divert to MXP. With the 

satellite approach, landings would even be possible with a visibility of only 500-800m 

– and reduce the diversions to a minimum.  

 

The main technical issue in LUG is that the currently practiced ‘instrument landing 

system’ (ILS) approach does not permit to fly curves with a low visibility as the ILS 

only works with a straight approach. Due to the geographical setting in LUG, the 

airplanes are forced to fly curves in their final approach from the south (5-15km to 

touchdown) and thus a minimum visibility is required. The new satellite approach 

system will (hopefully) be in place in about five to ten years. The new system would 

allow a segmented approach with curves even in situations with low visibility. The 

same issue arises e.g. in Samedan (close to St. Moritz), SIR or ACH. The 

certification process conducted by the FOCA however is long and requires around 

1000 test approaches. The satellite approach system would e.g. also allow the A318 

to land in LUG, given that the runway will be extended to around 1’400-1’500m by 

then. In BRN, the A318/9 may already land today as they are ILS cat. III certified and 

because they were able to extend the runway to 1’730m (due to a new bypass road). 
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L.G.: Why is it a problem to extend the runway in LUG (in the south)? A tunnel would 

be needed for the current road, furthermore two football fields would have to move. 

 

D.P.: It is a political matter. A new road is planned anyways to bypass Agno as well 

as Bioggio (‘Circonvallazione Agno-Bioggio’). The plans include a tunnel in the south 

of the runway. The process however is long and even if it will be completed (including 

a longer runway), the airport will never be certified beyond ILS cat. II (min. visibility of 

500m). For an ILS cat. III, the authorities would need to expropriate various buildings 

around the runway worth approx. CHF 100 million in order to have more space. This 

is definitively not feasible. 

 

L.G.: In the reports of the airport, Paris and London are often listed as destinations 

desired by passengers. Why Paris? 

 

D.P.: Lugano and Paris maintain business and cultural relations. Earlier, when there 

was a (Crossair-)flight from LUG via BRN to Paris, passengers on board were a) 

travelling to Paris only (for business or leisure), and b) to a large part also travelling 

via the hub in Paris – as Crossair had a codeshare agreement with Air France – to 

various destinations around the world (same with the SWISS flight to ZRH today). On 

an airplane with 50 seats, a seat load factor (SLF) of about 50-60% is necessary to 

operate profitably. If you have 10-15 travelers from Ticino who travel to Paris, 10-15 

who continue their journey (via the hub) and 5 French who were on business/holiday 

in Ticino, the airline will earn something. With local Ticino-Paris traffic alone, the 

route was not profitable. 

 

L.G.: So what about LUG as a quick getaway for flights to London city or other 

attractive cities in Europe? 

 

D.P.: A direct flight to London did not work out until today, for various reasons. There 

was an idea to start a new service from BRN via LUG to Rome and even to extend 

the routes via BRN e.g. to Munich or Vienna (hubs as well). With not only local 

passengers but also passengers in transit, it would have been more feasible to start 

a new service between BRN and LUG. Unfortunately, Darwin was not interested. 
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They now focus on a collaboration with Czech Airlines and operate flights between 

ZRH/GVA and Prague together (codeshare agreement on all flights).  

 

L.G.: At the moment, LUG is very dependent on the services / routes of Darwin and 

SWISS. Do you expect more market entries (similar to e.g. Minoan air to FCO/VIE)? 

 

D.P.: It looks like larger airlines are not very interested in new routes to/from LUG, 

but rather focus on services between Milano and their hubs (like Zurich, Munich, 

Vienna, Paris, London, …) where they may operate with larger aircraft – with lower 

operating costs and thus lower costs per available seat (about half the costs of a 

regional aircraft). Actually, LUG has to be happy that Darwin still operates out of LUG 

– to GVA, but also to some holiday destinations e.g. in Italy or France during 

summer. Darwin originated in Ticino, so they do have some goodwill towards 

Lugano, but the indications are not very beneficial considering that they are focusing 

more and more on routes and airports abroad. But: they are trying to buy new 

SAAB2000 aircraft. 

 

SWISS on the other hand is somewhat dependent on Darwin as they do not have an 

own aircraft for the route to Zurich. Also their new Bombardier jets will probably not 

be able to operate at full payload to Zurich, so it makes no sense to fly with an own 

aircraft to Lugano if you may only ‘fill’ it with a certain number of passengers.  

 

L.G.: Darwin stopped its services to FCO – Minoan Air resumed the service after a 

short interruption. But why did Minoan start services to Vienna? 

 

D.P.: It would be interesting to know what their considerations were to open the new 

route to Vienna. As a regional carrier, they would as well need a SLF of 50-60% (the 

Fokker 50 of Minoan has a capacity of 50 seats). Currently they sell tickets at about 

CHF 400 return which is rather high compared to the fares you get out of MXP. 

Regarding the outgoing market, the airline would need to sell packages, similar to 

e.g. what Darwin does with flights to their seasonal destinations. Without such 

collaborations and a coordinated marketing, it will be difficult to establish the new 

route. 
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L.G.: The airport wants to invest a rather high sum in the infrastructure. Are these 

investments justified? 

 

D.P.: To sustain financially and to justify investments for new buildings, the airport 

needs about 300’000 pax/year. Also, the airport needs more revenue through non-

aviation business. So far, the airport generates only revenue through passenger 

departure taxes, landing fees, parking (public as well as aircraft parking) as well as a 

commission on fuel. Other companies who operate at the airport are private and do 

not contribute to the revenues of the airport. The ground of the runway and taxiways 

belong to the city, the hangars and other space where you could generate revenues 

(e.g. by renting out space) is in private hands. Earlier, they belonged to Crossair, 

later SWISS, and were then bought by private investors – and not by the airport. The 

only large non-aviation revenues are generated through parking – this is why they 

are trying to enlarge the number of parking lots. With an investment of approx. CHF 

70million, they want to build new hangars and parking spaces (for aircraft) to 

ultimately rent them out. To finance this investment however, more passengers 

(departure taxes) are needed. And as it seems to be difficult to reach the critical 

number of 300’000 pax/year, they are evaluating whether or not to raise the 

departure tax of currently CHF 29.40 as a short/medium-term solution.  

 

L.G.: There were even plans for a large new terminal together with a shopping mall… 

 

D.P.: They actually have thought about it, but the authorities did not buy the 

necessary ground. It was an idea of Dutch investors in 2004/2005 to build something 

entirely new (investment of approx. CHF 400 million), together with the airport, 

Migros and the World Trade Center close to the roundabout.  

 

L.G.: What does the airport have to focus on in future? 

 

D.P.: A very promising business for LUG is the business/private aviation. But 

politically, this is not very well accepted. So far, residents of Agno or Bioggio are 

willing to accept the noise of passenger aircraft. They are however less sympathetic 

to noise if it concerns an aircraft for one passenger only. This is a governance issue 

the airport definitely has to work on. On the other hand, the final phase of the train 
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(AlpTransit) connection to Zurich will be problematic for the airport – if not fatal. Once 

you will be able (roughly in 2050) to travel within one hour by train to Zurich, it is 

more than questionable if the airport will still be able to offer commercial flights. Thus, 

the investments have to be amortized by then. Zurich will probably become the main 

airport also for inhabitants of Ticino by then.  

 
 

Addendum 
 

(email conversation with Mr. Pedrioli on August 14, 2013): 

 

As the Federal authorities are not subsidizing the planned bypass in Agno-Bioggio as 

initially intended, a tunnel at the south end of the runway will not be built in the 

medium term – which would have (technically) allowed the airport to extend the 

runway to approximately 1’500m. According to Mr. Pedrioli, operations at the airport 

are thus limited to aircraft with a capacity of max. 70/80 seats with higher operating 

costs than larger aircraft, also in future.  

 

The situation today will remain unchanged until 2020, when the policy-makers of the 

Canton of Ticino will have to re-evaluate the situation. Mr. Pedrioli however doubts 

that the Canton and/or the city of Lugano will ever finance the necessary tunnel 

which would cost several million Swiss francs. 

 

Last but not least, Mr. Pedrioli argues that the relatively short runway together with 

the limited market potential in the region are the most important limiting factors 

hindering new competitors to enter the market. 

 

(email conversation with Mr. Pedrioli on August 26, 2013): 

 

A possible extension at the north end of the runway due to the projected new course 

of the railway tracks is unlikely, mainly due to the following reasons: 

• A runway of more than 1’500m would not have a beneficial effect on the 

certification of the airport. 
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• The projected P+R will in either case limit the north-approach. Thus, a further 

extension in the north (given that an extension in the south will not be built) 

would just ease departures towards the lake / approaches from the lake, but 

not approaches from north or departures towards north. 

• The costs of the expropriation would possibly exceed the benefits of a longer 

runway (very high costs for the airport / city). 
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B: Summary of the interview on June 11, 2013 with  

Alessandro Sozzi (A.S.)  
CEO of Lugano Airport SA 
and 
Flavia Ferrandin (F.F.) 
Commercial & Marketing Director of Lugano Airport SA 

 

L.G.: Apart from the current financial crisis and the FOCA-restrictions, what do you 

think are the main issues which led to so much less traffic in LUG in recent years? 

 

A.S.: First of all, if we speak of less traffic, we compare the figures of the year 2000 

to the figures of today. The passenger numbers are actually increasing since a few 

years, not decreasing. However, you cannot compare the Crossair-times with today, 

not at all. At times when we counted around 440’000 pax/year, more than 50% of the 

pax were in transit. The determining factor back then were missing agreements with 

the European Union, which would have allowed a Swiss company (Crossair) to 

operate direct flights to larger Italian cities. They had to fly via LUG. So actually, the 

local traffic during Crossair-times was comparable to the figures of today. Also, the 

whole economy was different. LCCs did not (yet) have such a large impact, the tariffs 

were different and flying was not a mass phenomenon yet. We are comparing two 

worlds which are not comparable. In the last four years however, we counted more 

passengers. 

 

L.G.: What would be the number of passengers needed in LUG that would allow 

sustainable operations? 

 

A.S.: The actual problem is the capacity of the airport. With today's infrastructure, we 

cannot speak of a critical mass needed for sustainable operations. Already today, the 

apron (parking space for aircraft) is congested. Then, we do not have an adequate 

non-Schengen area which would allow operations to London. With a different 

infrastructure, we would need about 340’000 pax/year to operate profitably. Today, 

the airport may hardly take more traffic. We lack some important sources of revenue, 
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e.g. the hangars are not our property, non-aviation is hardly possible etc. If we owned 

the hangars and some other grounds/operations at the airport, we would break even 

already today.  

 

L.G.: So you suggest that today, an operation to London is not possible because the 

airport does not feature the necessary infrastructure? 

 

A.S.: Yes it would be possible, but the infrastructure is not adequate. London is the 

most desired destination by the passengers, but at the same time very far away. It is 

very hard for us – as the airport – to find a suitable carrier for this route. With a 

turboprop, the route is not feasible. It would be possible with a jet, but at the 

operating limit. On top of that, the non-Schengen area is very limited and not 

convenient. So again, market analysis show that there is a market for a flight from 

LUG to London, but the infrastructure is the obstacle.  

 

F.F.: SkyWork out of BRN for example flies to London with a Dash-8 Q400 (72 

seats), but you have to consider that they have another runway which allows this 

operation. 

 

A.S.: But I do not think that the route is very profitable after all. It would be possible to 

fly with the same aircraft from LUG to London, but you would have to limit the 

capacity to approx. 30 seats and thus the cost per seat available would rise. With a 

flight time of around 2-2½ hours to London, a turboprop operates at its limits. On the 

other hand, the SAAB2000 is very loud (limited passenger comfort). The route would 

indeed be attractive for the Italian market, too, which raises the issue of the 

connectivity of the airport here in Lugano. There is no nearby highway exit or 

train/bus stop, which is very inconvenient. Then, I do not think that the business 

passenger today is willing to pay three times the price of a ticket out of Milan to 

London. For the quick check-in times etc. here in LUG, his WTP is higher, but not 

significantly. So in order to keep operation costs at a feasible level, the mix of aircraft, 

airport, pricing, passenger comfort etc. has to be right. A longer runway would 

significantly increase the feasibility of such a route.  

 

 



Luca A. Giordani 

 98 

L.G.: Minoan air resumed services to FCO, but also VIE. Why VIE? 

 

A.S.: Because our market studies show that – after London and Paris – Vienna is the 

third most desired destination out of LUG (followed by Frankfurt). For the above 

mentioned reasons, it is not feasible to operate flights to London or Paris with a 

Fokker 50.  

 

F.F.: It was us approaching the airline with our market studies, suggesting that they 

would start services to Vienna. It was unlikely that we would have got a slot in Paris 

during ‘attractive’ times (peak traffic hours in Paris). With the support of our market 

studies, the airlines decide whether or not to start services between two airports. 

Rome on the other hand apparently has always been an important market. Of course 

many questioned why – after Darwin stopped services to Rome – it would work out 

with another airline. The answer is the aircraft. Operating a Fokker 50 of Minoan Air 

is much cheaper than the SAAB2000 of Darwin. Apart from Vienna, e.g. also the 

Russian market is developing fast (indicated by the number of passengers who travel 

from Russia to LUG via Zurich on SWISS). The German market (incoming) has also 

been strong historically – and still is very important.  

 

L.G.: Darwin also concentrates more and more on routes and airports other than 

LUG. Is this also due to the infrastructure issues here in LUG? 

 

A.S.: Mainly, this is due the general market situation of regional airports. I think 

Darwin now focuses on low(er) risk airports and routes where they have contracts 

which cover a large portion of their fixed costs. 

 

F.F.: On the route between Florence and Prague for example, they do have a 

codeshare agreement with Czech Airlines. Passengers of Czech Airlines occupy 

about 80% of the seats in a Darwin aircraft.  

 

A.S.: Same situation in Zurich. The financial risk on such routes is very low.  
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A.S./F.F.: Concerning the new routes out of Cambridge, the airport there together 

with private investors basically pay for the new service. They probably try to ‘boost’ 

the attractiveness of the airport with this. But we are happy for Darwin of course. 

 

A.S.: With the exception of the main hubs, this has become very common. The 

airport-airline relationship has shifted towards a model where airlines are not willing 

to pay in full anymore. This is not only valid for LCCs, but also for common airlines 

serving smaller regional airports. 

 

L.G.: Who are your customers in LUG (catchment area)?  

 

A.S.: According to a study, 49% of our passengers are resident in Ticino, 21% are 

from the rest of Switzerland, 7% from Italy, 24% from the rest of the world. It is 

obvious that there is still potential when looking at the percentage of Italian 

passengers. About half of our passengers travel for business, the other half for 

leisure/VFR. 

 

L.G.: If you compare the airport in BRN with LUG, do you see similarities in the state 

of competition – LUG vs. MXP and BRN vs. ZRH? 

 

BRN is closer to ZRH than LUG to MXP, furthermore, the two cities are very well 

connected by train. For a resident of Bern, it is very easy to reach ZRH by public 

transport. Regarding the infrastructure, it is very interesting to observe that before 

BRN was able to extend their runway, LUG has always outperformed BRN in terms 

of passenger numbers. Until two to three years ago, we had constantly 50’000-

60’000 more pax/year. Immediately after the runway has been extended, the number 

of pax in BRN has increased dramatically. In three years only, BRN has 

outperformed LUG, also because it is now possible to operate with a Fokker 100 or 

Airbus 319 (of Helvetic Airways) at full payload in BRN – 100 seats in case of the 

Fokker 100 and 138 seats in case of the A319 – thanks to the longer runway. Even 

with the very strong and close competition of ZRH, it was possible to raise the 

number of passengers and destinations significantly in BRN. Of course, the investors 

of SkyWork played their part in it.  
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L.G.: So the top priority is a longer runway… 

 

A.S.: Again, studies show that there is a market in LUG. We might argue about the 

size of this market, but there is a market which cannot be served due to an 

inadequate infrastructure. This includes the runway, access by public or private 

transport, the terminal etc. Our goal is to become a boutique city airport with about 

340’000 pax/year which can only be reached with certain arrangements mentioned 

above. It is a very long political process. Imagine if we got the green light to start 

building today, it would take about 2.5 years until the projects are completed. Thus, 

we already missed a big opportunity in 2015 (Expo in Milan which will take place from 

May to October). Today, the airport is seen as a cost factor. The airport has to be 

seen as a possible contribution, not vice versa. 

 

L.G.: Allow me a long-term outlook. Will LUG still be attractive considering that the 

train ride from Lugano to Zurich will take as little as 60 minutes in 2050? 

 

A.S.: Already today, it only takes around 60 minutes to get from Bern to Zurich airport 

by train. And still, they are able to compete pretty well against ZRH. So even if today 

we count most passengers on the flights to ZRH, it will still be more convenient for 

them to board the plane in LUG. I do not believe that the AlpTransit will have an 

effect at all on the business here. More of an issue are the very poor public transport 

connections for people who live e.g. in the ‘Sopraceneri’ (region of Bellinzona and 

above in Ticino). Imagine that today, it is more convenient for them to travel to ZRH 

instead of LUG. In future, where hopefully there will be a conveyor belt between the 

train/tram station and the terminal of the airport as well as a smoother connection in 

Lugano at the train station, the passengers who take a train to ZRH today will more 

likely choose to travel out of LUG in future. 

 

L.G.: Have you – together with SWISS – ever considered a 5th daily flight in order to 

offer a better connection to the first wave in ZRH? 

 

F.F.: Yes, there have been considerations regarding a 5th rotation. However the 

broad agreement was that it is more important to serve the four large waves ex ZRH. 

For us as an airport, it would anyways be more important to offer more point-to-point 
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services instead of another feeder rotation to an airport which is already being 

served.  
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C: Summary of the interview on July 4, 2013 with  

Heinz Kafader (H.K.) 
Head of Product & Quality Management, Bern Belp Airport (Alpar AG) 

 

L.G.: LUG is very dependent on the four daily flights of SWISS to ZRH as well as the 

services of Darwin, who is reducing operations. Why are they struggling to keep 

operations up in LUG? What is the ‘secret’ of BRN? 

 

H.K.: Until about ten years ago, during Crossair-times, the airport management in 

LUG did not have to care much about marketing or CRM (management of airlines). 

They simply let Crossair do their work as they had the necessary competencies to 

run operations in LUG. Afterwards, when SWISS started to reduce operations out of 

LUG, they all of a sudden had to take care about keeping the network/destinations 

and frequencies up. This is probably a key difference between BRN and LUG. In 

BRN, constant efforts were necessary to attract airlines since always – with varying 

success. Air Engiadina flew for many years and we regularly had scheduled flights to 

London. Crossair flew for many years as well, but never as the sole airline. So, in 

BRN there has always been a person in charge to acquire new customers/airlines. 

Latest when Swisswings and SWISS stopped their services out of BRN, Aplar started 

a ‘serious’ marketing department. In LUG, employees of Crossair were the 

professionals. Once they were gone, they left quite a gap. This is one reason, but 

there is another issue. LUG has a relatively small catchment area. There would be a 

potential in northern Italy, but for them, LUG is not attractive enough. Basically, the 

only ‘attractive’ routes are to Zurich and Geneva. At the same time, you can also fly 

out of MXP to ZRH. SWISS has a strong position in the market in Ticino, but in order 

to fly SWISS, passengers from the area may choose between LUG, MXP and ZRH. 

When you compare the catchment area of LUG and BRN, it becomes clear that BRN 

is better off. Our customers come from everywhere around the airport thanks to our 

central location. 30-40% of our passengers live in the French-speaking part of 

Switzerland. Even a passenger who lives in Lausanne will board an aircraft faster in 

BRN with our short check-in times. If he travelled to GVA, he would be stuck in traffic 

on the highway between Lausanne and Geneva. Also for passengers from the 
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Canton of Valais who have to drive about one and a half hours to get to BRN, we are 

still located closer than GVA. In the north, we have passengers from Jura and above. 

Then, the industry is pretty strong in the area and they often choose BRN if they 

need to travel. So does the federal administration, but they also consider other 

airports and of course also have own aircraft. Speaking about the share of 

outbound/inbound pax, e.g. on the Munich-flight operated by Lufthansa until about 

two years ago, there were about 60% inbound pax due to the availability of BRN in a 

GDS. Unfortunately, if you look for a flight from New York to BRN today, you will not 

get a connection. With Lufthansa, there was one. With SkyWork, it is about 60% 

outbound. On seasonal (scheduled, not charter) flights e.g. to Catania, the share of 

pax from the region is much higher, about 80-90%. On the other hand, on the flight to 

Thessaloniki in Greece, the majority is from Thessaloniki and surroundings. 

Especially in winter, they choose to fly via BRN due to a lack of alternatives. 

Generally, transit passengers are uncommon in BRN, but there are some. 

 

If they introduced new destinations in LUG, they would have to get every passenger 

possible, business and leisure. The schedule has to be suitable: 2-3 flights per day 

have to be offered over a period of 3-5 years to successfully establish a new route. 

Hence an airline (or an investor) has to be patient. You cannot start a new route and 

stop services after a few months only because the payload is not satisfactory (yet). In 

BRN, flights to business-destinations always operate early in the morning and in the 

(late) evening. Back in time, when Crossair operated four daily flights to Basel, the 

planes were always full. This was because they left BRN at 6am and had very short 

transfer times in BSL. And they were able to get back to BRN by 10pm – spending 

almost the entire day at one of about 10-15 destinations. The product has to be well 

defined and businesspeople need to be able to fly back the same evening. Honestly, 

we would not have been able to fill direct flights out of BRN to e.g. Birmingham. But 

the hub system via BSL worked well.  

 

Today, we are able to offer a variety of destinations which work out because we offer 

a variety of destination. A flight to Berlin would not work that well if we only had a 

flight to Berlin. It works out because we also offer flights to a variety of other 

destinations. Destinations kind of complement one another. I would even say that 

airlines complement one another, but airlines have a different view on that. Of 
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course, with a new airline, passengers might switch to the competitor, but overall, 

there will be a higher passengers volume as the choice is larger. It is only 

problematic when there is a (super)saturation.  

 

L.G.: What you say is that the larger the set of destinations, the more likely it is that 

an airport is considered at all by passengers? In other words, do you think that LUG 

with only 2-4 destinations is not really on the mental map because of a lack of point-

to-point flights? 

 

H.K.: Generally, the expectations towards passengers may not be too high. The 

offer/product has to be well defined and clearly communicated to the point that 

passengers think immediately of your airport when they need to go somewhere. 

Presuming that the passenger just ‘knows’ that there might be a suitable solution out 

of BRN is wrong. The passenger does not depend on our airport. That is an 

important prerequisite to start working with. 

 

Partners – such as travel agents or tour operators – on the other hand are also very 

important. The company Universal Travel offers charter flights (mainly to Mallorca) 

out of BRN since 5-6 years also because they argue that their customers do not like 

large airports. Their customers are willing to pay a surcharge of approx. CHF 50.- 

compared to a flight out of ZRH. And their flights are always full. Generally people 

are willing to pay slightly more here in BRN. It may however not exceed what they 

save because they do not have to pay a train ticket or parking in ZRH at the airport. 

The surcharges may not be exaggerated. Of course there have to be cheap tickets 

on the market, but with our volume here the number of these tickets is limited 

compared to other airports or airlines which operate with larger aircraft. We try to 

communicate very clearly that there are competitive prices for flights out of BRN.  

 

L.G.: In 2012, BRN counted around 270’000 pax, 47% more than the year before. 

The number of movements, however, was slightly falling. Are larger aircraft the key to 

success? Or a longer runway (expansion in 2008)? 

 

H.K.: Partly, yes. Charters such as Helvetic Airways which operate with larger aircraft 

of 100 or 137 seats are important, but mainly it is due to the commitment of SkyWork 
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which offered more flights and destinations out of BRN with their new business 

concept in 2010. 2011 was strong, 2012 even stronger, 2013 will be a consolidated 

year. 

 

Before the runway was expanded, the same aircraft have already been able to fly to 

BRN, but with limited payload. The expansion was especially necessary due to the 

FOCA restrictions. Crossair was able to fly with a Saab340 from BRN to Paris at full 

payload (31 passengers and 700kg freight). Later, with the restrictions, it was not 

even possible to fly from BRN to Basel at full payload. With the runway extension, the 

problem is partly solved. Now the situation is fine, but not perfect. We should have 

expanded it by another 300m. In LUG, the expansion would really be necessary 

because on top of the short runway, the airport is technically difficult to approach.  

 

L.G.: Lugano offers flights to 9 destinations at the moment, BRN to 35. Is the demand 

really that high or is it due to the strategy and the investments of SkyWork? 

 

H.K.: Well, many of these 35 destinations are only offered seasonally (1-3 

flights/week), mainly in summer. And yes, SkyWork is important. About two thirds of 

the destinations are offered by them. They really tried to expand the network together 

with the investor. We helped them in developing the network and offered them our 

data (market studies), but the airline always takes the final decision. We can ‘help’ 

by, for instance, offering lower handling fees or free advertising space at the airport.  

 

But there are (were) also others. SWISS flew out of BRN for a long time (mainly 

codeshare/wetlease, e.g. also with Darwin to London), however they signaled that 

they are not interested anymore. In my eyes, that is a pity of course, not only 

because we would like to have more airlines, but also because I think that SWISS 

with its good reputation would be successful. Also in GVA where they are currently 

expanding – or in BSL. We also had many ski charters from England (mainly London 

and Birmingham) who flew to BRN for many years – with the exception of the last 

season. This might be due to the strong Swiss Franc or the English economy, but 

also because the competition from ZRH and GVA was strong. I hope that they will be 

back this season. After all, there were up to 7-8 flights on a Saturday with 60 pax 

each.  
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L.G.: LUG was (and still is) very dependent on Darwin Airline which focuses more 

and more on routes abroad. How dangerous is it for a (regional) airport to be 

dependent on one (or a few) airlines only? 

 

H.K.: That is indeed a risk. We constantly seek to attract more airlines. With Helvetic, 

we at least have a second partner in summer. It would be particularly important to 

offer flights (of an alliance airline) to another hub. As the airport, we have to work on 

that, we have to find airlines and prove that operations to BRN would be feasible for 

them. 

 

L.G.: BRN has a ‘name’ in the region, whereas LUG is struggling to be on the mental 

map of the residents in Ticino. What is the secret? 

 

H.K.: As the airport, we do a lot in terms of marketing. But also SkyWork did a good 

job. If you read something about the airport from time to time, the presence on GDS 

helps. But it is a tough job. And again, it is important that you do not blame the 

passenger for not considering BRN. You have to find out why he flew e.g. from BSL 

and work on that. Then, we also have a very good public transport link. There is a 

bus at least every 15 minutes connecting the airport with the train station. LUG 

missed that opportunity already a long time ago. A regular public transport 

connection is essential.  

 

L.G.: For BRN, the competition with ZRH is substantial. For LUG, MXP is the main 

competitor. How can BRN sustain its position against ZRH? 

 

H.K.: It is important not to think that passengers just ‘come’. We have to demonstrate 

what the benefits of our airport are, day by day. The local industry which is very 

interested in a well working airport helps, the government is benevolent as well. We 

have to work together. Then, we offer some niche products. The flights to Figari or 

Elba for example are unique, and passengers arrive from well beyond our usual 

catchment area. People are also willing to pay a little surcharge to enjoy the benefits 

of a small airport which is close to home, but not more than CHF 50-100.-. Young 

travelers however are not willing to pay more, they are very price sensitive when it 

comes to air travel. 
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L.G.: Is the airport or SkyWork interested in offering a codeshare with large alliance 

airlines (e.g. on the route BRN-Munich)? 

 

H.K.: In the case of BRN-MUC, it is Lufthansa who does not want a codeshare. I 

guess that it is SWISS who does not want LH to ‘absorb’ passengers in BRN. It might 

also be a risk for SkyWork when a codeshare partner e.g. offers fixed amounts, say, 

CHF 80.- for BRN-MUC-BRN and the rest of the ticket value goes to Lufthansa. That 

is not a lot if LH fills the plane of SkyWork… KLM for example is interested in flying to 

BRN, but they do not want to fly with an own aircraft as they consider the risk to be 

too high with a 70-seater. British Airways was very interested as well. We (the 

airport) would really wish for at least two links to a hub. Best would be if the airlines 

would fly themselves, but we would also be happy with a codeshare on SkyWork.  

 

L.G.: SkyWork did not start its BRN-LUG service due to subsidies which have not 

been granted. Do you anyhow see a potential for this route? 

 

H.K.: Without subsidies, I do not think that anyone would operate this flight. The 

problem is that it is not seen as a public service obligation to offer a quick link 

between the capital Bern and the Ticino. It takes four hours by train between Lugano 

and Bern and 5½ hours between Lugano and Geneva. If the government thinks that 

it is important to bring the different parts of the country closer together, subsidies are 

needed. Why would the government subsidize the train but not the plane? The route 

does not have to be profitable, I am convinced that the overall economic benefits 

would outweigh the losses on that route. 

 

L.G.: The airport in LUG is very dependent on the passenger taxes as source of 

revenue since a big part of the infrastructure (e.g. hangars) is in private hands. How 

important is the non-aviation business in BRN? 

 

H.K.: In BRN, almost everything is in possession of the Alpar AG. The revenues from 

parking together with the fuel-business are very important. Then, we rent out office 

and retail space and we have our own travel agency which promotes the sale of 

holiday packages out of our airport. 
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L.G.: With 1’350m, the runway in LUG is about 400m shorter than the runway in 

BRN. Is a sustainable development actually possible in LUG with this disadvantage 

(especially because only aircraft with under 100 seats may operate accordingly)? 

LUG seeks to invest a lot of money in a better infrastructure… 

 

H.K.: Look, the DASH-8 Q400 with 72 seats may operate pretty well out of LUG 

already. So you cannot argue that solely the runway is responsible for the current 

issues. But of course, there are limits due to a shorter runway. The difference 

between BRN and LUG is that we are a private company and thus have to fund the 

infrastructure ourselves – with the exception of the extension of the runway and the 

non-Schengen area of the terminal which has partly been financed by public funds. In 

LUG, as the public authorities have to fund new projects, things look different.  

 

L.G.: How do you see the future in BRN and generally the future of regional airports 

in Switzerland / Europe? 

 

H.K.: In BRN, we are currently planning to further extend e.g. apron parking for 

airplanes as we already have a space problem. So the plan is to separate the 

business and commercial aviation. The commercial aviation will be handled close to 

the terminal, the business and private aviation will be on the other side of the runway. 

The business and private aviation are very important for us, year round, but 

especially in the winter season when we run out of apron parking space. 

 

Overall, the airline business will grow. The big hubs will profit from this growth, the 

smaller airports however will be exposed to up- and downturns. Regional airports 

have to be well connected to 1-3 hubs (feeder) and offer some point-to-point flights. 

There, you have to find an equilibrium between attractive business- and holiday 

destinations in order to compete successfully against the strong hubs. The best 

situation is when you as an airport have a home carrier which operates its base or 

one of its bases out of your airport. The risk however is – as pointed out before – that 

you become very dependent on this airline, so you have to be very alert. We have 

invested millions and depend on continuous operations in future to amortize our 

investments. 
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D: Summary of the interview on July 18, 2013 with  

Natascha Oppi (N.O.) 
Manager, Sales & Market Communications Ticino 
Swiss International Air Lines Ltd. (LX) 

 

L.G.: How important is the LUG route for LX and how has the route developed over 

time? 

 

N.O.: We are the national carrier and would like to serve all regions in Switzerland. 

But of course SWISS would not serve LUG anymore if the route would loose a lot of 

money. LUG-ZRH is the 10th most important feeder for SWISS in ZRH, our 

passengers are (almost) all connecting to another flight in ZRH. We bring valuable 

customers to ZRH. Only about 5% of our passengers fly point-to-point between LUG 

and ZRH. During the last years, we lost many point-to-point customers, as mainly 

employees of banks nowadays use the train, for financial considerations. Therefore, 

as of July 1st, 2013, we started offering attractive fares between the two cities – also 

one-way. With around CHF 200.- return, we are again very competitive and hope that 

banks and other industries will consider us again. Generally, the corporate customers 

(agencies) consider LUG as a point of origin, but the public thinks that flights out of 

LUG are very expensive and do not even check whether there are competitive offers 

out of LUG. 

 

L.G.: Last year, you flew the route partly with a Dash-8 Q400 of Darwin (wetlease). 

That led to a significant capacity increase. Would LX have wished to continue the 

operation with a larger aircraft than the SAAB2000? Might the new Bombardier C-

Series be an option for LUG? 

 

N.O.: We do have a demand for more seats, but we are restricted to 50 seats with 

the Saab2000. Darwin approached us and offered to operate with a Dash 8 with a 

capacity of 72 seats (formerly of FlyBaboo) instead of the Saab2000. From LUG to 

ZRH, we were able to load a maximum of 66 pax due to the short runway (weight 

restrictions). From ZRH to LUG, full payload was possible. In our view, a larger 
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aircraft makes much more sense than to introduce a fifth daily rotation – due to the 

waves in ZRH which are already being served. The operation was quite successful 

and we were able to increase passenger numbers. Unfortunately after three months, 

Darwin decided to get rid of their two Dash because of technical issues and the 

expiring lease contract – so we are back to the where we were before. For SWISS, 

the Dash 8 would have been the ideal aircraft for LUG.  

 

For the C-Series, as it looks now, the aircraft will be certified to operate in LUG. But 

the problem, again, will be that we cannot sell all seats due to short runway (weight 

restrictions). Even today, the maximum capacity of the Saab2000 is limited to 45 

passengers out of 50 seats if there is north wind. With the C-Series, even with normal 

operations, 30 seats would always have to be kept empty. We are evaluating the C-

Series, but at the moment it looks like it is not worth it because you can hardly offer 

more than 50 seats. 

 

L.G.: Did you ever consider another airline (featuring a larger aircraft) for the 

operation to LUG instead of Darwin? 

 

N.O.: Absolutely. We are always looking for alternatives, also because there is 

always a risk that Darwin will give up operations in LUG. The general problem with 

other airlines is that they would only have one aircraft in service for us, so if there are 

any operational problems (technical etc.), it is very complicated and expensive to find 

alternative solutions. Other aircraft have to be flown in, the crew as well, etc. 

Generally, the handling of irregularities is an issue in LUG. If the flight is cancelled or 

delayed, there are simply no other flights to offer. We have to rebook them out of 

MXP or ZRH and organize (and pay) a transport to either airport. This is very 

inconvenient for the passenger. With Darwin, they at least have some other aircraft in 

service out of LUG and have a crew base here. Thus, if there are problems, Darwin 

is able to solve them faster than any other carrier. Then, as pilots need to be 

specially trained and licensed, we would have to pay the training and licensing for the 

other airline. Darwin’s pilots are licensed anyways.  

 

On top of that, the passengers do like the Darwin crews. They are mostly also from 

Ticino, are Italian speaking, and it is still kind of a ‘home-carrier’ here in the region. 
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Many crew members and passengers know each other, especially our frequent flyers 

appreciate a personal service – even if that ‘only’ means addressing the passenger 

by name. Do not underestimate this fact. When the German company Cirrus flew for 

some time between ZRH and LUG, we got several negative feedbacks. 

 

L.G.: Did LX ever consider additional frequencies to ZRH, especially to allow 

connections to the first wave ex ZRH (e.g. similar to first GVA-ZRH flight in the 

morning which arrives in ZRH at 06:45am and allows e.g. a connection to the first 

flight to London)? 

 

N.O.: The main issue with this idea are the slots in ZRH. Already now, there is so 

much incoming traffic between 6am and 7am in ZRH that you can hardly get another 

arrival slot. Then, a fifth rotation would mean that the capacities we buy with the one 

aircraft of Darwin in operation for SWISS would have to be increased. Today, two 

crews and one aircraft are needed for our four flights. A fifth rotation with a departure 

at 6am in LUG would require another aircraft and an additional crew. This is not 

feasible. Anyways, even today a businessman from LUG can almost make a full day 

in London, arriving there at about 10am and leaving at 5pm.  

 

My duty whenever a new timetable is released (twice a year) is to check whether it is 

still possible to make all important connections in ZRH. We are very limited due to 

slot restrictions in ZRH, but maybe I can shift some departures 5-10minutes which 

allows better connection.  

 

L.G.: Why has the codeshare agreement between LUG and GVA on the flights of 

Darwin ended after such a short time? 

 

N.O.: Initially, it was again Darwin who approached us, asking whether we could 

‘help out’ a little on their daily flights from LUG to GVA (as their seat load factor was 

pretty low) by introducing a codeshare. It was a good opportunity for us as we have 

quite a few flights out of GVA as well. After half a year, Darwin mentioned that the 

contributions were not as high as they expected them to be. In my opinion, it takes 

longer than half a year to establish a new codeshare or route in general. Passengers 

were not really aware of it after only half a year. However, the main reason why the 
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agreement has been suspended was that Darwin started to collaborate more and 

more with Alitalia as well as Czech Airlines (both SkyTeam members) who are in 

another alliance than we are. Alitalia was not happy with Darwin having a codeshare 

with us. Today, I regret this even more as with the ‘Calvin’ project in GVA, SWISS 

extends the network out of GVA substantially and the feeder (but also point-to-point) 

flight to GVA from LUG would have been a perfect contribution.  

 

L.G.: ZRH is about 3h away by train, MXP only approx. 1h – how do you compete 

against MXP? As you pointed out before yourself, LUG is not really on the “mental 

map” of the residents here… 

 

N.O.: Today, travel agencies in Ticino play a very important role for traffic out of LUG. 

Agencies support us. If someone wants to fly to Paris, they often check the fares out 

of MXP and LUG and offer both possibilities to the customer. If our flight out of LUG 

is about €50 more expensive than the one out of MXP, the customers often opt for 

our option as they save time and money without the transfer. Up until 2-3 years ago, 

the fares ex LUG were much higher as we mainly had business passengers. Today 

however, we really do offer competitive prices which are also attractive for leisure 

travelers. It sometimes takes years to change the general impression people have of 

what a ticket costs out of LUG.  

 

L.G.: Who is your target customer in LUG? Are passengers to European or long haul 

connections more interesting for LX? 

 

N.O.: Well, passengers from LUG who connect in ZRH to European destinations 

outnumber those to our long haul flights. In financial terms however, long haul 

passengers are of course more interesting for SWISS, mainly because the fares to 

European destinations are pretty low, also from LUG. On flights to Europe, we still 

have mainly pax travelling for business, on inter-continental flights we have more 

leisure travelers.  
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Top destinations (Europe) for departures ex 
LUG via ZRH 

Top destinations (intercontinental) for 
departures ex LUG via ZRH 

1. London 

2. Paris 

3. Berlin 

4. Amsterdam 

5. Istanbul 

6. Zurich (point-to-point) 

7. Vienna (now in competition with the direct 

flights of Minoan Air) 

8. Prague 

9. Barcelona 

10. Luxemburg 

1. New York (JFK and EWR) 

2. Miami 

3. Bangkok 

4. Los Angeles 

5. Sao Paolo 

6. Mumbai 

7. San Francisco 

8. Dubai 

9. Tel Aviv 

10. Hong Kong 

 

Generally, we had many more passengers travelling in business class some years 

ago. With the travel policies of the companies becoming more restrictive, we observe 

that they still fly, but in economy class instead. In summer, when the volume of 

business travelers is lower, we may profit more and more from leisure passengers – 

also coming up from Italy! In August, our fares are often better than those out of MXP 

due to the Italian holiday peak, so quite a few Italians fly out of LUG. In July instead, 

we have many Swiss holiday travelers. 

 

L.G.: Generally I observed that fares out of LUG are sometimes lower than for the 

same (connecting) flights out of ZRH without the LUG-connection. Why is that? 

 

N.O.: That is true to some extent. This has many reasons, e.g. that the wages here in 

Ticino are significantly lower that those in the German-speaking part of Switzerland. 

Then, we cannot offer direct flights out of LUG and through lower fares the 

passengers are sort of ‘compensated’ for the inconvenience of changing planes in 

ZRH – a common practice in the airline industry. The consumer protection authorities 

in Switzerland actually claimed that all departures ex Switzerland should be equally 

priced. We successfully claimed that prices for many goods and services vary for 

different parts of Switzerland, thus the different prices for different points of 

departures are justified. Our customers here in Ticino simply fly out of MXP if the 

prices are too high here. To some extent, SWISS is able to keep a part of the 

customers as many still choose SWISS for their travels out of MXP (again, via ZRH). 
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60% of our business class guests ex MXP are resident in Ticino! We even thought of 

applying the Italian fare structure for flights ex LUG, but Italy is a low profit market. 

Fares are incredibly low for flights ex Italy, one of the lowest in Europe – too low to 

extend the fare structure to flights ex LUG. I know from many recurring passengers 

who would be willing to pay about CHF 600.- to 700.- more for flights ex LUG – the 

money they spend for a private transfer to MXP and a kind of a ‘markup’ for the time 

they loose for the transfer. So what I suggested is that we apply special fares ex LUG 

which are somewhere between the Italian and the Swiss fares – to give them a little 

incentive to choose LUG over MXP. But the revenue management does not want 

that. However, the prices are generally getting cheaper out of Switzerland as well, 

step by step. 

 

I am responsible for agency sales in Ticino. Actually in the SWISS-perspective, I am 

happy if bookings are made in Ticino – also ex MXP – on SWISS or on a carrier of 

the Lufthansa Group and not on Emirates for instance. See, the overall volume ex 

LUG is low. Four times 50 seats are not a lot. I see that this does not solve the 

problems of Lugano airport. But my possibilities are limited with four flights a day with 

a total capacity of 200 seats only per direction. 

 

L.G.: Minoan Air just started operations out of LUG to Vienna. Would you happen to 

know why it is Vienna and not another popular destination in Europe? 

 

N.O.: From what I know, they did a kind of survey here at the airport with departing 

passengers. Vienna is a leisure destination, and the 7th most popular European 

destination for transit pax ex LUG on LX. Apart from that, Minoan Air passengers do 

not have the possibility to continue their journey in VIE on the same ticket. There is 

no agreement with Austrian Airlines. Minoan Air lacks the required certifications 

(ICAO, I assume) for that. I understand that they are struggling to sell tickets on 

Minoan as customers here in Ticino are very skeptical towards newcomers. The 

schedules to and from FCO and GVA were not always reliable, then they introduced 

a flight to Luxemburg for three moths only. Passengers book, but on short notice as 

they are not sure if the service will still be in place by the time they want to fly. Also 

Minoan has to work on that. An airline with a ‘name’ would not have the same 

difficulties. Actually, the service Minoan offers is pretty good. A very good on-time 
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performance, exceptional in-flight service. But people are not aware of that. I guess 

that the marketing efforts were also insufficient. Then, very important, they are not 

offering a competitive schedule for business travelers. They do not fly every day, 

sometimes they offer a flight in the morning, then again in the afternoon. This is not 

what the business traveler is looking for. He wants to return the same day. 

 

L.G.: Darwin is focusing more and more on routes abroad. What do you think is the 

main reason why Lugano Airport is currently struggling and pax numbers are 

diminishing? What should be done? 

 

N.O.: Personally, I think these are just financial considerations. Look, if Czech 

Airlines approaches you and offers you an attractive collaboration – why not? Routes 

out of LUG are simply a bigger financial risk. They either operate flights where a 

potential deficit is covered by the authorities (e.g. in Sicily) or Czech Airlines buys 

and pays for a certain number of seats – even if the seats are not occupied in the 

end. It makes sense businesswise.  

 

L.G.: Back in time, there were flights between Lugano, Bern and Basel. Just recently, 

SkyWork refused to commence LUG-BRN-LUG (as no subsidies were granted by the 

government). Would you still see potential in such a domestic route? 

 

N.O.: There is no hub anymore in BSL. Back in Crossair-times, we sold tickets with 

20 minutes transfer time in BSL to a selection of destinations out of BSL. That was a 

unique product. But Basel as a destination ex LUG today? No. BSL has become a 

low cost hub. The only interesting market in BSL is the pharmaceutical industry. But 

there is not really a relation between Basel and the Ticino. Anyways, if there are no 

subsidies, if the government thinks that faster connections between the different 

parts in Switzerland are not important, then there will be no flights. At least for 

SWISS, I do not see any possibilities. 

 

If SkyWork entered the market in LUG and offered flights from LUG via BRN to 

London, I do believe that they would ‘steal’ some of our passengers. Now, we are the 

predominant airline here in LUG and studies show that if there were market entries, 
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we would loose some passengers to them. I can live with that since the airport would 

become more attractive in general. 

 

L.G.: Where do you see potential in LUG as a regional airport / for SWISS? 

 

N.O.: In my opinion, a better access to the airport has to be a priority. It is nice to 

promote a 20-minute check-in deadline, but if it takes you 45 minutes from the center 

of Lugano to the airport, it does not help much. So there has to be another road 

access. Also, there is no connection by public transport. Nobody walks to the train 

station in winter or when it is raining with luggage and then waits 20-30 minutes for 

the train. The airport is simply not connected. The second most important point is the 

runway extension towards the south which would allow larger aircraft to land in LUG. 

Less pollution, less noise and last but not least, more airlines. There are not many 

airlines today which would even have the necessary equipment to operate here. 

Other infrastructure aspects (e.g. the terminal) are not that important. Again, if you 

promote LUG as a quick getaway, you do not need a nice terminal and a big lounge. 

Of course, if you also consider the private aviation, then we as well have to think of 

additional apron parking space and other amenities.  

 

Things are difficult as the airport is owned by the city, but we are on the soil of Agno 

and Bioggio. They do not particularly like the airport. It is the same issue as 

elsewhere. People move here because the land-price and the rents are lower due to 

the noise (and pollution) of the airport. Then, they start complaining about it. If you 

care about noise and pollution, there should rather be done something concerning 

the car traffic from Italy, where day by day, thousands of cars cross the border 

because they work in Switzerland. There are four to ten rotations per day today. Back 

in Crossair-times, there were around 60 rotations per day! And as I said, if you do not 

extend the runway, the operation is stuck with old, loud aircraft.  

 

L.G.: Do you think that the technical limitations (also those imposed by the FOCA) 

will ease in future and thus a more reliable operation will be possible? 

 

N.O.: What they did in the last couple of years to facilitate the approach was very 

important already. New approach systems are also important. You never know, what 
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if one day the FOCA – once again – comes and says that operations to LUG with a 

Saab2000 will not be allowed anymore? The Jumbolino (AVRO RJ100) has been 

operating for years without a single incident. Then, all of a sudden they prohibited 

operations with that aircraft. You have to make certain dispositions, ensuring that 

operations will always be possible.  
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E: Summary of the interview on August 9, 2013 with  

Sandro Fabretto (S.F.) 
Sales Manager 
Globus Getaway Tours S.A. Travel Agency, Lugano 

 

L.G.: Out of 100 air tickets sold today, how many of your customers are departing 

from LUG? And if not LUG, where do they depart from? 

 

S.F.: I do not have exact numbers, but approximately 20% of our itineraries which 

include air travel depart from LUG, so roughly every fifth. In the summer season, 

maybe even 25%-30% as we offer a special product in collaboration with Darwin 

Airline to a variety of holiday destinations in the south. There is a dedicated brochure 

with itineraries out of LUG airport on Darwin flights and we have allotments (of up to 

50% of the seat capacity during the high season) on these flights with special 

conditions. During the winter season however, it is somewhat less, I would say about 

15%, maximum 20% only. Overall, it is mainly – but not only – leisure travel. We do 

also business travel, but this is not our main business. Initially, Darwin approached 

us to see whether we could offer something together. They wanted to push the sales 

of their leisure flights out of Lugano around five years ago. In Ticino, we are the only 

agencies selling those seats in close collaboration with the airline, together with 

Kuoni. Today, Darwin focuses more and more on other regional hubs than LUG, so 

their efforts are not that great anymore.  

 

Almost the whole rest of the passengers is departing from Malpensa or Linate. Zurich 

or Basel are not very important, maybe around 5% leave from there. People from 

Locarno/Bellinzona and above rather leave from Zurich (up to 25%-30% of the total 

volume). We offer flights from these airports – together with e.g. Orio al Serio airport 

in Bergamo (Ryanair hub) – if there are no direct flights out of LUG, MXP or LIN to 

the required destination. 

 

L.G.: How about the ratio 10-20 years ago? 
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S.F.: That was when Crossair offered an extensive network out of LUG. The prices 

back then were pretty competitive compared to those out of Milan. Overall, we sold 

something around 50-60% of our tickets out of LUG. Today, the price difference for 

tickets with point of origin Italy is huge compared to the tickets sold with point of 

origin Switzerland. Back in the 90s, the overall price level was higher and the 

difference Italy-Switzerland much smaller if not the same.  

 

15-20 years ago, almost all tickets sold to local passengers were issued with the 

point of departure located outside Switzerland. They offered tickets originating in 

Venice, for instance, flying via LUG to any destination. The fares from Venice were 

50% cheaper than the fares from LUG. Back then, it was possible to board in LUG 

only (while not flying Venice-Lugano). The turnover of the agency which only sold 

these tickets was higher than the turnover of all IATA travel agencies in Ticino 

together. Everyone was buying from them. That was an important fact why they had 

so many passengers back then. Today, if you want to benefit from cheaper fares (ex 

Italy), you have to board in Italy.  

 

L.G.: How important are the flights out of LUG? Scheduled (ZRH and GVA) and 

charter? Would you see a demand for more direct flights? 

 

S.F.: We noticed that the local people really request direct flights whenever possible. 

Our customers choose MXP over LUG if they have to change planes in ZRH or GVA. 

Apart from the inconvenience of changing planes, it is often significantly cheaper and 

the total travel time is the same or even less out of MXP, even with the transfer to 

MXP. With direct flights (especially to seasonal leisure destinations), it is different 

and LUG becomes more attractive. People pay more and more attention to the price 

difference of equal products from MXP or LUG. If the itinerary out of LUG is CHF 

200.- to 250.- more expensive – that is ok. They still choose LUG for the convenience 

of a close, small airport. As soon as the difference is higher, they fly out of MXP or 

LIN. 

 

I do see a demand for more direct services out of LUG. The problem is that there is 

no ‘critical mass’ in the area. The potential here is around 100’000 people (adults 

flying regularly). But with the current runway, no other airline is interested in serving 
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LUG. Small aircraft are not cheap to operate, if the airlines have the necessary 

aircraft at all. On top of that, there is a huge traffic problem. It is a mess accessing 

the airport, particularly during rush-hour. A business traveler wants to leave early in 

the morning, the worst time to access LUG. People who live close to the airport need 

one to one and a half hours to get to the airport which is only 15km away. But also in 

the evening, if you leave on the 7pm flight to Zurich after a working day in Lugano 

(downtown), you drive to the airport along with all cross-border commuters on their 

way home. It takes you at least 40 minutes for 7km only! And the alternative by public 

transport is not really an alternative. 

 

The airport would be a jewel. But people talk about exactly the same issues for over 

25 years now – and nothing happened, nothing changed. Actually, it is getting worse 

as no airline is interested in serving LUG anymore.  

 

L.G.: Do you see a market for the new flight to VIE? Do you expect the service to be 

in place in future? 

 

S.F.: We sell a few tickets on Minoan, but honestly, I do not see them operating from 

LUG in 2014. There might be a potential on the route to Rome as it has been 

operated by Darwin for many years. But they stopped the services for financial 

reasons, so why should it work out with another airline? I know that the load factor of 

Minoan is even worse than the one of Darwin last year. For the route to Vienna even 

less. They are not flying regularly. Also, their target audience is unclear. Business 

passengers want at least daily services, which they do not offer. For leisure, you 

would need partners, like travel agencies – and this is obviously not the case either. 

There were some advertisements, probably done by LUG airport – which is 

understandable as they want to attract passengers.  

 

We – and I guess also Kuoni – have tried to contact them to see whether we may 

collaborate in some way, but did not get any response at all. Also, there was an 

event where the airline has been presented, but nobody I know was invited. They are 

only selling via their own website (B2C) or via GDS, but obviously not via agencies. 
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L.G.: MXP is approximately one hour away from Lugano – can you characterize the 

passengers of LUG or MXP? 

 

S.F.: The main reason to choose MXP over LUG is the price. So price sensitive 

customers are more likely to fly out of MXP. This is true not only for leisure 

passengers, but also for business travelers, as companies are not willing or able to 

pay business class anymore and have become very price sensitive. It is cheaper to 

pay a private transfer of over CHF 400.- to MXP and to cash in from the cheaper 

airfares. For business travelers, the price for a flight out of LUG may be 7%-10% 

higher than the one out of Milano. This is the willingness to pay for the convenience 

of a close, small airport. Even worse if two persons of a company are flying together 

as they may share the taxi-costs.  

 

On top of that, even if there was no heavy road traffic, in most cases you have to 

change planes in Zurich or Geneva if departing from LUG – which still makes a direct 

flight out of MXP more interesting time wise. Also, the irregularities in LUG due to the 

weather (fog, wind etc.) prevent some people from choosing LUG. Look at the 

extensive bus services from Lugano to MXP. The seat-capacity of the buses to MXP 

exceeds the seat-capacity of the flights out of LUG several times. Do not forget the 

many private taxies which are regularly going to MXP as well. I know some 

companies which drive from Lugano to MXP between 10 and 15 times a day. We 

have many customers still flying on SWISS from MXP via ZRH instead of LUG via 

ZRH. SWISS has reduced the prices ex LUG, but still MXP is cheaper. 

 

L.G.: Darwin is focusing more and more on routes abroad. What do you think is the 

main reason why Lugano Airport is currently struggling and passenger numbers are 

diminishing? What should be done? 

 

S.F.: I believe that Darwin will stay in Lugano. First of all, their investors are here. 

Then, in the past, they received huge support by the city – they will not leave Lugano. 

I just do not see an increase of frequencies or destinations. In the winter, this means 

one destination only: Geneva. Again, the population in Ticino is too small – and MXP 

is too close. Unfortunately, I do not see a future for LUG unless the runway is 

extended in order to make it more interesting for other airlines to serve LUG. See, 
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some companies now flying to Milan would be very much interested in flying to LUG 

because it is getting more and more interesting moneywise (e.g. taxes) to serve an 

airport in Switzerland instead of one in Italy. But with the infrastructure and thus the 

restrictions, it is not feasible that a new competitor will enter the market. 

 

L.G.: Would you see a potential to extend the catchment area to the regions in Italy 

which are close to the border like Varese, Como, etc.? 

 

S.F.: There were several attempts to attract more passengers in Italy. There was 

even a ‘Geneva-Bus’, picking up passengers in downtown Milan and driving them to 

LUG for their flight to Geneva as there was no service to GVA out of Milano. But it 

makes no sense today since the train from Milan to Geneva takes less than 4 hours 

and access to LUG is congested for early morning departures / evening arrivals in 

LUG. 

 

If you look at Varese, the city is 15 minutes away from Malpensa. To attract people 

from there, you have to offer either very cheap tickets or serve a destination which is 

not offered from MXP. As long as this is not the case, people from Varese will not fly 

out of LUG. But even if you offered a niche-destination, you would have to find these 

30-50 passengers who want to fly there and bring them to LUG in the first place. That 

is not easy. For the private aviation, it is a whole different story of course. 

 

Agencies in Ticino have many customers from Italy, but often for privacy reasons – 

and if they fly, they still depart from Milano, even if they choose SWISS. 

 

What could be an opportunity for LUG is the fact that many airlines move their 

operations from MXP to Linate. As a consequence, it takes at least one and a half 

hours to get to Linate – if the traffic conditions are fine. This could be(come) and 

advantage for LUG. AirFrance has nine daily flights out of LIN, and only one out of 

MXP. Similar with Lufthansa or British Airways. SWISS probably stays in MXP 

because MXP is better for leisure travelers and I guess SWISS is more interesting for 

leisure travelers. MXP today would probably have to shut down without EasyJet (the 

only airline operating out of Terminal 2) and Emirates … It takes too long to get to the 

center of Milan from MXP. Linate is much more of a ‘city-airport’.  
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L.G.: Back in time, there were flights between Lugano, Bern and Basel. Just recently, 

SkyWork refused to commence LUG-BRN-LUG (as no subsidies granted by the 

government). Would you still see potential in such a domestic route? 

 

S.F.: It depends on the power and efforts of the local politicians in Bern. Do Swiss 

taxpayers have to subsidize a route which in the end will only be used by some 

politicians? Also as a feeder, it does not make much sense. The destinations served 

from BRN are also offered via ZRH or GVA. A competitive schedule would have to be 

set up, and it simply makes no sense to offer two daily flights between Bern and 

Lugano. Back in time, when there were still flights between the two cities, the load 

factor was low already. As you say, times are different. It is sad, but the numbers 

speak for themselves.  

 

L.G.: Would you see a demand for an additional rotation in the early morning to ZRH, 

allowing connections out of ZRH with the first wave? 

 

S.F.: Years ago, the first flight was leaving at around 6am. I think that is a good idea, 

also because today, you cannot make the connection to holiday destinations which 

are often departing in the early morning as well. Generally, the route to ZRH is 

important. The main issue are the high(er) fares. I live close to the airport and I 

personally like flying out of LUG. But the population is small. Even if there were more 

frequencies, I can still go to Milano and board a direct flight at a better price.  

 

L.G.: Where do you see potential in LUG as a regional airport? What would you do to 

increase the traffic volume? 

 

S.F.: Apart from what has been already said, the parking prices are an issue on 

which the airport could work on. Leisure travelers cannot afford to pay CHF 24.-/day 

for one or even two weeks. People are not willing to pay CHF 300-400.- for parking 

on top of the higher airfare out of LUG. We do have some agreements with the 

airport for discounted parking (parking vouchers), but the prices are still too high for 

my customers. Why are they not trying to offer cheap long-term parking during the 

holiday season (June-September) for leisure travelers at CHF 5.-/day – the amount 

they would pay also in Italy. I am convinced that LUG would automatically become 
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more attractive for leisure travelers. Creating a low-cost parking area would help 

much more than trying to convince Italians to fly out of LUG. Unfortunately, there are 

no signs that the airport is considering cheaper parking. Far from it! We originally got 

150 discounted parking vouchers a year, then last year 100, this year only 50. 

 

Even the project to access the airport by tram is still only a project. The traffic 

problems exist since decades, be it for private or public transportation. There have 

been various plans for 30 or 35 years and nothing has happened yet. They are still 

talking. 

 

I think that even the future subsidies by the city are at stake due to the financial 

problems of the city. For a sustainable financial stability, the airport would need to 

double the number of passengers. Thus as long as the landing (runway) restrictions 

are in place, I do not see a future as airlines are not able to offer competitive prices 

with the aircraft currently in use, for simple financial considerations. But even a 

longer runway does not solve the other problems concerning the catchment area 

(population), competition and access to the airport. 
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II: Commercial relevance of regional airports (INFRAS 2011: p. 73-75) 
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III: Bus services between Ticino and MXP14 

 

 

 

                                            
14 www.malpensaexpress.ch/orari.pdf; www.jetbus.ch; www.luganoservices.ch/Orari.aspx 
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IV: Car parking prices in ACH, BRN and LUG 

• Most expensive airport highlighted in red for each category 

• If several car parks are available, the cheapest option is taken into account 

 
 ACH15 BRN16 LUG17 SIR18 

30min free free 1.- -.20 

1h 1.- 1.- 2.- -.20 

2h 2.- 2.- 4.- -.40 

6h 10.- 3.- 6.- 2.80 

10h 20.- 4.- 10.- 4.80 

12h 20.- 10.- 12.- 6.80 

24h / 1 day 20.- 10.- 17.- 10.- 

2 days 40.- 16.- 34.- 10.- 

3 days 50.- 24.- 51.- 10.- 

4 days 60.- 30.- 68.- 10.- 

5 days 70.- 36.- 84.- 20.- 

6 days 80.- 42.- 99.- 20.- 

7 days / 1 week 90.- 48.- 114.- 20.- 

14 days / 2 weeks 153.- 90.- 212.- 40.- 

 

                                            
15 http://www.peoplesbusinessairport.ch/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/Parkingfees-2012-EN.pdf 
16 http://www.belp.ch/kultur-freizeit-und-sport/sport/parkplaetze-freizeit-und-sportanlage-
giessenbad.html; http://www.flughafenbern.ch/en/arriving-parking/parking 
17 http://www.lugano-airport.ch/en/facilities/car-parking 
18 http://www.sionairport.ch/passengers/car-park.xhtml 
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V: Destinations and Frequencies out of LUG and BRN (summer timetable 2013) 

 

DIRECT SERVICES OUT OF: LUG / LUGANO 

FILE CREATED 27JUN13 01.28 (PARS/GDS, STT 2013) 

 
Destination Frequency Airline / 

(Codeshare) 
Aircraft Remarks 

Cagliari CAG . . . . . 5 . 7 F7 S20  

Crotone CRV . . . . . 6 . F7 S20  

Geneva GVA 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 F7 S20 up to 3x daily 

Ibiza IBZ . . . . . . 7 F7 S20  

Olbia OLB . . . . 5 . 7 F7 S20  

Pantelleria PNL . . . . . 6 . F7 S20  

Rome FCO 1 . 3 4 5 . 7 W2 F50 up to 2x daily 

(no service in 

August) 

Vienna VIE . . 3 . 5 . 7 W2 F50 (no service in 

August) 

Zurich ZRH 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 LX / (SQ) S20 4x daily 

 

F7 = DWT = DARWIN AIRLINES SA 

W2 = FXT = FLEXFLIGHT / MINOAN AIR 

LX = SWR = SWISS INTERNATIONAL AIR LINES  

SQ= SIA = SINGAPORE AIRLINES (codeshare agreement on certain flights only) 

 

S20 = SAAB2000 (50 seats, turboprop) 

F50= Fokker 50 (50 seats, turboprop) 
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DIRECT SERVICES OUT OF: BRN / BERNE 

FILE CREATED 27JUN13 01.28 (PARS/GDS, STT 2013) 

 
Destination Frequency Airline Aircraft Remarks 

Amsterdam AMS 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 SX D328 or D8Q400 up to 2x daily 

Barcelona BCN 1 . . 4 5 6 7 SX D328 or D8Q400 up to 3x daily 

Brindisi BDS 1 . . . 5 . . SX + 2L D328 or D8Q400 + 

F100 or A319 

up to 2x daily 

Berlin TXL 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 SX D328 or D8Q400 up to 2x daily 

Budapest BUD . 2 . . . 6 . SX D328 or D8Q400  

Cagliari CAG . . . . . . 7 SX D328 or D8Q400  

Cologne CGN 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 SX D328 or D8Q400 up to 2x daily 

Catania CTA . . 3 . 5 . 7 SX + 2L D328 or D8Q400 + 

F100 or A319 

 

Djerba DJE . 2 . . . . .  SX D328 or D8Q400  

Elba EBA . . . . 5 6 7 SX D328 or D8Q400  

Figari FSC . . 3 . 5 6 7 SX D328 or D8Q400  

Hamburg HAM 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 SX D328 or D8Q400 up to 3x daily 

Heringsdorf HDF . . . . . 6 . 2L F100 or A319 up to 2x daily 

Heraklion HER . . 3 . . . . 2L F100 or A319 up to 3x daily 

Ibiza IBZ 1. . . 5 6 . SX D328 or D8Q400  

Kos KGS . . . 4 . . . 2L F100 or A319 up to 2x daily 

London City LCY 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 SX D328 or D8Q400 up to 2x daily 

Menorca MAH . . 3 . . . 7 SX D328 or D8Q400  

Munich MUC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 SX D328 or D8Q400 up to 2x daily 

Naples NAP . . . . . 6 7 SX D328 or D8Q400  

Nice NCE . . 3 . . 6 7 SX D328 or D8Q400  

Olbia OLB . . 3 . . 6 7 SX + 2L D328 or D8Q400 + 

F100 or A319 

up to 2x daily 

Palma de Mallorca 

PMI 

1 2 . 4 . 6 7 SX + 2L D328 or D8Q400 + 

F100 or A319 

up to 3x daily 

Preveza PVK . 2 . . . . . SX D328 or D8Q400  

Reus REU . . . . . 6 . 2L F100 or A319  

Rhodes RHO . 2 . . . . . 2L F100 or A319  

Rijeka RJK . . . . 5 6 . SX D328 or D8Q400  

Rome FCO 1. 3 . . 6 . SX D328 or D8Q400  

Thessaloniki SKG . . 3 . 5 . 7 SX D328 or D8Q400 up to 2x daily 

Split SPU . . . . . 6 7 SX D328 or D8Q400  

Vienna VIE 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 SX D328 or D8Q400  
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Zadar ZAD . . . . . 6 . SX D328 or D8Q400  

Zagreb ZAG . 2 . 4 . 6 . SX D328 or D8Q400  

 

SX = SRK = SKYWORK AIRLINES AG 

2L = OAW = HELVETIC AIRWAYS 

 

D328 = Fairchild Dornier 328-110 (31 seats, turboprop) 

D8Q400 = Bombardier DASH-8 Q400 (72 seats, turboprop) 

F100 = Fokker 100 (100 seats, jet) 

A319 = Airbus A319 (138-142 seats, jet) 
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VI: Minoan Air summer timetable 2013 
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VII: Airline statistics per destination, Lugano Airport, 2006-2013 
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