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Reuters, Tuesday April 20 2010

* UK behind other European countries in opening skies
* Continued UK closures could skew European competition
By Sangeeta Shastry
BRUSSELS, April 20 (Reuters) - One of Europe's main airline bodies
criticised Britain for not moving more rapidly to open its airspace after
days of disruption caused by a volcanic ash cloud and said the decision
may be distorting competition. The Association of European Airlines
(AEA), a Brussels-based body representing 36 major commercial and
freight carriers, said British authorities appeared to be dragging their feet
while those in France, Italy and elsewhere across Europe were
reopening their airspaces after five days of travel chaos.
"We question why the UK hasn't (lifted airspace closure), because the UK
is big and important," said David Henderson, the manager of information
for the AEA. "Other people look to the UK and say 'why are they still
cautious when we are thinking of opening up' and of course this can
influence judgments," he told Reuters in an interview.
Airspace authorities in Austria, Belgium, France, Italy, Spain and the
Netherlands have already completely or almost completely reopened
their skies to traffic, despite the cloud of ash and glass still lingering in
European skies.
Germany will reassess the situation at 1800 GMT on Tuesday.
Britain's airspace, however, remains largely closed, with no flights to and
from Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted, three of Europe's busiest airports.
Some Scottish airports are open.
Britain's airspace authority has said it will allow flights above 20,000 feet
between 1800 GMT and midnight GMT on Tuesday, but restriction will
remain on flights below 20,000 feet.
The National Air Traffic Service has said it continued to have concerns
about the danger posed by the ash cloud from Iceland, which is far
closer to Britain than to southern Europe, where airports and airspace
are opening more rapidly.
All European airlines have suffered losses as a result of the grounding of
flights -- with the largest losing an estimated $15 million a day -- but
British Airways stands to suffer further if British airports remain closed for
longer.
"We're now seeing a potential distortion of competition," said Henderson.
He defended the European Union and its executive Commission against
criticism for its part in the travel disruption, saying it had done what it
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could to try to resolve the problem when it didn't necessarily need to get
involved.
He said Eurocontrol, the European air safety organisation, had also done
what it could to manage the crisis.
"I don't think the problem lies with Eurocontrol and I certainly don't think
the problem lies with the EU," said Hederson.
"The problem essentially lies with some member states who are not
following the guidelines that Eurocontrol has created for them following
the intervention of the European Commission."
The AEA represents airlines including British Airways, Air France, KLM,
Virgin Atlantic and DHL.
(Editing by Michael Shields)
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