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BRIEF 

          Ref: 

SUBJECT:  Proposal for a General Aviation airfield at 
Williamsdale 
 
To: Minister for Economic Development  
 

 Director-General, Economic Development Directorate 

 Chief Operating Officer, Strategy and Corporate Division 
 
From: Senior Manager, Strategy and Corporate Division  
 
Date: 16 August 2011  
 
 

Critical date and reason 
The Canberra Region Aviators Association is aware that the Deloitte Access 
Economics report has been completed and will be seeking meetings with the Chief 
Minister and yourself in relation to progressing a development. 

Purpose 

To brief you on the outcome of the financial feasibility study on the Williamsdale 
General Aviation proposal undertaken for LAPS by Deloitte Access Economics, and 
indicate options for the way forward. 

Background 

Privatisation has led to pricing GA activities out of major airports, including Canberra 
Airport, with the last of six flying training organisations (Brindabella) ceasing flying 
training activities in 2010.  Canberra is the only Australian capital city that does not 
have an alternative GA airfield, and the former Chief Minister was approached on 
three occasions by delegations from the local GA community requesting that the ACT 
Government develop a GA airfield as an alternative to Canberra Airport.   
 
The proposal that the ACT Government should develop a General Aviation (GA) 
airfield at Williamsdale was put forward in 2004 by Mr Chris Price.  The proposal 
requires the use of an existing recreation reserve (Block 1648 Tuggeranong), a 
travelling stock reserve (Block 1647 Tuggeranong) and resumption of Block 1482 
Tuggeranong (a rural lease) – see Attachment A.  Investigations have not revealed 
any other site in the ACT suitable for GA activities which include flying training. 
 
The proposal put forward by Mr Price was the first which was based on a business 
case built around an identified, suitable site.  A significant part of that proposal was 
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that development of the airfield at Williamsdale would provide a capability to 
operate NSW Rural Fire Service fixed-wing fire-fighting aircraft into the northern 
Monaro and the Tinderry ranges to supplement Canberra’s fire-fighting helicopters 
(the Yarowlumla/Queanbeyan NSW Rural Fire Service provided a letter in 2004 
confirming its interest in being able to undertake operations from the Williamsdale 
site, following the major fires in 2003).  Whilst emergency services aircraft have 
priority at all major airports, operating fixed-wing aircraft from Canberra Airport for 
fire-fighting activities in the Tinderries is problematic. 
 
A study commissioned by Chief Minister’s Department in 2004 established that GA 
operations, including flying training, could take place from the proposed site.  
 
In 2010 Access Economics undertook a ‘desk top’ financial feasibility study of the 
Williamsdale proposal on behalf of the Canberra Region Aviators Association (CRAA). 
This study indicated that the proposal was viable, but that returns would be low.   
 
The Department of Land and Property Services commissioned a survey-based study 
from Access Economics (now Deloitte Access Economics) using the ‘desk top’ study as 
a foundation.  The report has now been completed.  A copy of the report is at 
Attachment B.  
 

Findings of the Deloitte Access Economics Study 
 
The study determined that there is a relatively strong demand for an airfield at 
Williamsdale.  Establishment costs (including land acquisition) for the development 
would be $1.95m, but this would facilitate a development which would have a 
positive revenue return from Year 1, with patronage growing strongly over the first 
three years. 
 
The study assessed the net return on investment on both a stand-alone basis and on 
the basis of broader economic returns to the ACT.  On a stand-alone basis, the 
internal rate of return (IRR) is estimated at 5.0% per annum, and on the broader 
economic returns basis at 11.86%.  The broader economic returns include a 
component of consumer surplus (less travel time to alternative GA airfields), 
increased economic activity (increased overnight visitations, and business activities at 
Williamsdale), and other flow-on effects to the ACT economy.  It did not estimate a 
financial benefit to the ACT from improved fire-fighting capabilities. 
 
The airfield would break-even (that is, repay the investment) in 2025 on the stand-
alone basis, and in 2021 on the basis of broader economic returns. 
 
Sensitivity testing was conducted on a number of the variables and demonstrated a 
fairly robust outcome.  A 10% increase in costs, or a 10% decrease in revenues, 
resulted in a worst-case outcome reducing the IRR from 5% to 2.97%, or from 11.86% 
to 9.12% for broader economic returns.   
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The biggest risk is in failing to achieve the estimated number of users.  The study 
survey identified that 64% of respondents would store aircraft at Williamsdale, and 
the study then assumed that 64% of non-respondents would also choose to use the 
airfield.  The sensitivity testing explored this assumption by reducing assumed 
patronage by non-respondents to 32% (ie half the rate identified from those who did 
return surveys) and IRR’s of 2.97% and 11.86% resulted (as noted above). 
 
The study found that creating critical mass (ie credibility) at Williamsdale is essential 
to achieving the potential levels of patronage indicated by the survey results, which 
form the basis of the business case.  The capital costs of the development were 
therefore based on achieving this ‘critical mass’, the key element being the provision 
of aircraft hangars for lease from the outset and the provision of an on-site caretaker 
for security, as income is largely based on leasing fees. 

Issues 

The Access report notes that whilst the IRR is positive, it is not sufficient to attract 
private sector investment.  In addition, land will need to be resumed and, as the land 
use will not require a change from ‘Rural’ to a higher-order use, providing a lease to a 
private sector operator would be problematic.  The report therefore adopts the 
approach that the development will necessarily be funded and operated by 
Government through a not-for-profit company or some similar arrangement. 
 

Options 
 
Allow the proposal to lapse 
There is significant interest from the local aviation community in the potential 
development.  The CRAA, which was set up specifically to lobby for this development, 
is aware of the study as it was required to give its agreement for its ‘desk-top’ study 
to be used as a basis for the ACT-commissioned study.  CRAA is in frequent contact 
regarding its progress, and has indicated its intention of seeking a meeting with the 
Chief Minister at which it will no doubt also request that the report be released.   
 
Encourage a private sector development 
Whilst the Deloitte Access Economics report indicates that the rate of return on a GA 
development at Williamsdale would not be sufficient to attract a private sector 
development per se, it is possible that the GA community in and around Canberra is 
enthusiastic enough to fund such a development. However, there are two issues with 
that approach: 
 

 Development of a runway of the required length (1000m) requires acquisition 
of Block 1482 Tuggeranong, valued by Deloitte Access Economics at $500 000, 
a value confirmed by EDD.  The lessees have previously indicated that they 
have no interest in selling the land as it has been in the family for some 
generations, although they no longer farm the property.   

 
The block would therefore need to be resumed.  However, under the Land 
Act, if land is resumed and does not have a significant variation to its lease 
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purpose clause, it cannot be sold to a third party within seven years without 
first offering it to the original lessee.  As “airfield” is permitted under the 
current land use, it would be impractical for the Territory to resume the block 
with the intention of on-selling it to a third party. 
 
Although the report focuses on Williamsdale as the GA site, the economics of 
a private sector airfield development would remain similar whichever side of 
the ACT-NSW border it occurred, and the opportunities to obtain a suitable 
site for a private development in NSW are significantly greater.  Most of the 
economic returns included in the broader business case would still accrue to 
the ACT for a development close to, but on the NSW side, of the border, 
although the additional emergency-services benefits would be less for a 
development north of the ACT.  Public release of the report could possibly act 
as a stimulus for such a development. 
 

Explore development by the Territory 
Although construction is likely to require only a few months, processes leading to a 
Government decision would require around eighteen months. If the ACT wishes to 
progress the proposal itself, there are a number of issues which need to be resolved.  
These include: 
 

 Planning; 

 Funding, including validation of the business case by Treasury; 

 Land resumption; 

 Environmental, including the requirements for an EIS;  and 

 Compatibility with the proposed neighbouring solar farm development by 
ActewAGL. 

o This does not appear to be an issue overseas, but ActewAGL is still to 
finalise its plans and make its own assessment on compatibility. 

 Requirements by the ACT Emergency Services Authority and the NSW Rural 

Fire Service to enable fire-fighting operations from Williamsdale. 

 
It is proposed, with your agreement, to convene an inter-directorate committee (IDC) 
comprising key agencies to consider the development, identify issues and options, 
and provide a recommendation on the way forward.   

Consultation 

If the decision is to continue with Government consideration of the proposal, internal 
consultation will be conducted through the IDC, and external consultation through 
the CRAA.  Public consultation would be through an EIS if the project proceeds. 

Financial 

The IDC will be examining the proposal in order to assist develop a Government 
position.  There are no financial implications until and unless Government makes a 
decision to proceed with development.  The initial financial implication flowing from 
a decision to proceed is likely to be the requirement to fund an EIS and consultation 
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process.  Funding of an EIS and a development, if approved, would be in the 2012-13 
Budget at the earliest.  
 

Media 

The aviation industry is fully aware of the report through industry networks, 
predominantly the CRAA, and will be expecting the release of the report.  A 
Government decision to undertaking further investigation of the proposal could be 
seen as commitment to a development, rather than simply progressing investigation.  
If the decision is to proceed with further investigation, a media statement will be 
prepared clarifying that a final decision has not yet been reached.  If the decision is 
reached to terminate consideration but to release the report, a media statement to 
that effect will be prepared. 

Recommendation 

That you: 

 note the Deloitte Access Economics report finding that development of a 
General Aviation airfield at Williamsdale will generate a positive rate of 
return, but not sufficient to attract private sector investment; 

NOTED/PLEASE DISCUSS 
 

 Agree that an inter-directorate committee be established to examine 
issues and provide recommendations on a way forward; and 

AGREED/NOT AGREED/PLEASE DISCUSS 
 

 agree that the Deloitte Access Economics report be made available 
publicly. 

AGREED/NOT AGREED/PLEASE DISCUSS 

 
 
 
 
 
Andrew Wilson 

 
Andrew Barr MLA .....................………........   /    / 

 
Action Officer: Andrew Wilson 
Phone:   70274 

 
 


