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BACKGROUND 

NOTICE 

This PRC Performance Insight document has been prepared by the EUROCONTROL Performance Review Unit (PRU) for 

the Performance Review Commission (PRC). 

The PRC conducts independent measurement, assessment and review of the performance of the Pan-European Air 

Navigation Services (ANS) system, including its contribution to the efficiency of Pan-European aviation. The PRC strives 

to identify future improvements and makes recommendations as appropriate.  

The PRC maintains open and transparent dialogue with relevant parties, including but not limited to States, Air Navigation 

Service Providers, Airspace Users, Airports, social dialogue partners, civil-military organisations, international and 

national organisations, etc. The PRC conducts research into the development of performance measurement. This 

includes, inter alia, investigating how performance could best be described/measured in the long-term, developing and 

testing proposals for future indicators and metrics, and contributing to future improvements in performance.  

The PRC disseminates the results of its analysis to relevant parties, provided that no sensitive data are involved, in order 

to demonstrate the PRC’s commitment to transparency and to promote the application of PRC analysis.  

The PRC produces independent ad-hoc studies, either on its own initiative and/or at the request of relevant parties. The 

PRC’s website address is: https://www.eurocontrol.int/air-navigation-services-performance-review

The PRU has made every effort to ensure that the information and analysis contained in this document are as accurate 

and complete as possible. Should you find any errors or inconsistencies we would be grateful if you could please bring 

them to the PRU’s attention by sending an email to: PRU-support@eurocontrol.int.
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Introduction 

The pan-European ATM system is primarily 

financed through the collection of en-route 

charges. This continuous flow of revenue is 

ensured via the Route Charges System and 

managed by the EUROCONTROL Central Route 

Charges Office (CRCO) which is tasked with 

billing, collection and disbursement of route 

charges for the contracting Member States.  

The operation of the EUROCONTROL Route 

Charges system is, by design, tied to 

traffic (service units1 (TSUs)). The sudden and 

unexpected collapse in traffic levels in 

March 2020 as a result of the COVID-19 

pandemic has had a major impact on the ANS 

funding in Europe. 

The amounts billed to airspace users reflected in 

this analysis do not necessarily imply collection 

or disbursement of these amounts2.  

Impact of COVID-19 on the en-
route charges billed 

Figure 1 shows the en-route charges billed by 

the CRCO between 2016 and 2021 at a pan-

European level for 38 charging zones3. 

Between 2016 and 2019, on average, some €8.0 

billion were collected through 

the EUROCONTROL Route Charges system 

annually. This changed dramatically in March 

2020 when the COVID-19 pandemic hit 

the European aviation industry in an 

unprecedented way and the amount billed by 

the CRCO dropped by -59% 

1 Metric used for charging purposes based on aircraft weight and 
distance factors.  

2 It should be noted, however, that weighted average long-term 

recovery rate for route charges billed over the period 2017-2021 
amounts to 99.6% as reported by the CRCO [6].

3 Data from CRCO report on the operation of the Route Charges 

system for 2021 [6] which for the purposes of this publication 
excludes information relating to Portugal Santa Maria charging 

compared to 2019, reaching merely €3.2 billion in 

2020. 

Figure 1: En-route charges billed, 2016-2021 in 
billion EUR (nominal terms) 

In 2021, traffic gradually recovered and charges 

billed subsequently increased by +28% over 2020 

reaching just about half of the amount billed in 

pre-COVID years (some €4.1 billion). 

It should be noted, that these billed amounts are 

not affected by the deferral of payment of en-

route charges for the first half of 2020 (some €1.1 

billion) approved by the EUROCONTROL Member 

States in April 20204. While this measure helped 

reducing the financial strain on airspace users, it 

had an impact on States’ revenues and cash flow. 

Figure 1 shows that the amount billed for 2020 

(€3.2 billion) is much lower than the costs 

associated with the provision of en-route ANS 

(around €8 billion). While, as foreseen in the ANS 

cost recovery systems, the majority of “revenue 

losses” are expected to be recovered in the 

coming years, the carry-overs of these losses 

(under-recoveries) are expected to have a 

zone (oceanic) and Ukraine, which was technically integrated in 
November 2021.

4 Collection of February 2020 bills (the largest bills corresponding to 

the pre-crisis traffic levels) were delayed to November 2020. 
Collection of March 2020 bills were delayed to February 2021, 
collection of April 2020 bills were delayed to May 2021 and May 
2020 to August 2021. 
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significant impact on the en-route chargeable 

unit rates. 

Differences in ANS cost recovery 
schemes in Europe 

There are two main ANS cost recovery schemes 

in the EUROCONTROL area, depending on 

whether the State is subject to Single European 

Sky (SES) legislation. Figure 2 shows a map of the 

“SES States” and the “non-SES States” which are 

subject to different ANS cost recovery regimes.  

 

Figure 2: SES and non-SES States 

The “SES States” refer to the 27 Member States 

of the European Union (EU) in 2020, plus 

Switzerland and Norway.  

The “non-SES States“ refer to ten5 

EUROCONTROL Member States which are not 

bound by the SES regulations, but which are part 

of the EUROCONTROL Multilateral Route Charges 

System. 

The SES States operate under the “determined 

costs” method, which defines the level of ANS 

costs to be recovered through charges in a given 

                                                           

5 Ukraine was integrated into the Multilateral Agreement relating 

to Route Charges in November 2021. It is therefore excluded from 
this analysis. 

6 UK also decided to adopt a similar approach by spreading the 

under-recoveries as foreseen in the Decision of the enlarged 

reference period. It also includes specific risk‐

sharing mechanisms, aimed at incentivising 

economic performance of the air navigation 

service providers (ANSPs). Under these rules, up 

to 4.4% of the ANSPs’ revenues are at risk in the 

event that actual traffic is substantially different 

to that which is planned (±10% or more). The 

remaining revenue gain/loss (i.e. over-recovery 

or under-recovery) compared to plan is returned 

to airspace users or recovered by ANSPs in future 

years (in year n+2 based on Performance and 

Charging Regulation (EU) 2019/317) [1]. 

To account for the exceptional circumstances as 

a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, in November 

2020 the European Commission adopted 

Regulation (EU) 2020/1627 on exceptional 

measures for the third reference period (2020-

2024) [2]. The regulation determines that 2020 

and 2021 should be considered as a single period 

and that revenue losses for these two years will 

be charged to airspace users through 

adjustments to the unit rates over a period of 5-

7 years, starting in 20236. For this reason, the 

2023 unit rates for the SES States are expected to 

be significantly higher. 

Indeed based on available data and all else equal, 

2023 and 2024 en-route charges for SES States 

are expected to be on average some +13% higher 

due to the carry-over of the losses borne in 2020 

and 2021. Note that these are preliminary figures 

which are subject to change after the completion 

of the performance plans assessment process 

later in the year. 

Moreover, it is important to point out that the 

2020 and 2021 unit rates used for charging 

purposes for SES States7 were based on draft 

Commission No. 21/169, which was taken to reflect these 
exceptional measures in the EUROCONTROL principles. 

7 In the case of the UK, the unit rates for the years 2020 to 2022 

were set in 2019 on the basis of draft RP3 performance plan. The 
next regulatory period (known as NR23) will start in 2023 and will 
include a reconciliation of 2020-2022 costs. 
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Performance Plans submitted at the end of 2019, 

prior to the COVID-19 crisis. Hence the level of 

costs and traffic underpinning these rates were 

not reflective of the changes in the economic 

landscape. This will be corrected through 

retroactive adjustments to the unit rates, which 

are expected to be made when the RP3 revised 

Performance Plans are adopted in 2022.  

For this reason, the impact of the significant 

reduction in traffic, and, in some cases, 

implementation of various cost-saving measures 

by the ANSPs [3], did not substantially affect the 

chargeable unit rates set for 2020 and 2021 for 

the SES States. 

For SES States the first notable effect of the 

COVID-19 crisis will only become visible after 

2023 with the inclusion of these adjustments 

and under-recoveries in future unit rates. 

Non-SES States, which are part of the 

EUROCONTROL Multilateral Route Charges 

System, apply the “full cost-recovery method”. 

This is different for the UK, which voluntarily 

applies determined costs methodology. 

Additional details on the situation for the UK will 

be provided in the Performance Review Report 

(PRR) 2021. 

With this method, all gains/losses compared to 

forecast revenues are returned/charged to 

airspace users (usually in the year n+2, but can be 

spread over a period of up to five years) [4].  

For non-SES States, the traffic reduction in 2020 

was therefore already reflected in the 2021 unit 

rates, while under-recoveries for the year 2020 

have been included in the unit rates for 2022.   

                                                           

8 National chargeable unit rates are presented in Euros in nominal 

terms as published by the CRCO on an annual basis for each year of 
the analysis. These national unit rates do not include the 
administrative unit rate for billing and collection of route charges by 
the CRCO. 

9 More information on the charging schemes can be found in the 

Principles for Establishing the Cost-Base for En-Route Charges and 

Changes in unit rates (2019-2022) 

Figure 3 provides a summary of National 

chargeable en-route unit rates8 for the years 

2019 and 2022 for the 38 en-route charging 

zones9 included in this analysis.  

The percentages in the figure indicate the 

changes of the 2022 unit rates10 as compared to 

2019. 

Overall, unit rates increased for 29 out of 38 en-

route charging zones between 2019 and 2022.  

The underlying drivers for the observed changes 

varied notably by charging zone. For instance, the 

observed increase in some charging zones is due 

to the fact that the 2019 unit rates were 

exceptionally low, owing to the carry-over of over 

recoveries from 2017 when traffic was notably 

higher than expected. This is, for example, the 

case for Portugal Continental charging zone. 

For other charging zones, the increase in unit 

rates is due to much higher planned costs for 

2022. This is particularly the case for Belgium-

Luxembourg, the Netherlands and the United 

Kingdom. In these cases it is important to recall 

that for the SES States the revised performance 

plans for RP3 have not yet been adopted, 

therefore these planned costs are still subject to 

change. As highlighted before, any differences in 

planned costs between those currently included 

in the 2022 unit rates and in the final adopted 

performance plans would be recovered/charged 

retroactively in the coming years. 

the Calculation of the Unit Rates [4], the Commission Implementing 
Regulation (EU) 2019/317 [1] and the Commission Implementing 
Regulation (EU) 2020/1627 [2]. 

10 Since the unit rates in Figure 3 are expressed in Euros in nominal 

terms, for some States operating outside of the Euro zone the 
changes between 2019 and 2022 are also partially driven by the 
variation of exchange rates over this period. 

https://www.eurocontrol.int/publication/information-conditions-application-route-charges-system-conditions-payment-and-unit
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Figure 3: National en-route unit rates in 2019 and 

2022 in EUR (nominal terms) 

The increase for some States is driven primarily 

by the lower planned TSUs for 2022. This impact 

can also outweigh the lower planned costs as well 

as the effects of over-recoveries carried from 

previous reference period. This is the case for 

Czech Republic, for which the impact of lower 

TSU forecast effectively cancelled-out the 

positive impact of lower planned cost-base. 

Similarly for France, lower TSU forecast outweigh 

the positive effects of substantial carry-overs 

from previous periods to be reimbursed to 

airspace users.  

In other cases, particularly for States operating 

under the full cost-recovery regime (non-SES 

States), the increases reflect a combination of (1) 

lower TSU forecasts, (2) an increase in the cost-

base and (3) the inclusion of under-recoveries 

from 2020. This is particularly the case for 

Georgia and Turkey, which also decided to spread 

these under-recoveries over a five year period, 

thus slightly alleviating the impact on the 

airspace users. 

However, in 2022 the chargeable unit rates 

reduced for nine charging zones, which was also 

due to various reasons. 

For some charging zones, the reductions reflect 

carry-overs relating to the previous reference 

period and adjustments relating to traffic which 

were to be reimbursed to the airspace users in 

2020, but due to the traffic losses were further 

carried-over to be reimbursed in 2022. This is, for 

example, the case for the Spain Continental 

charging zone. 

For Cyprus charging zone, the increase in the 

planned cost-base and the effect of lower 

planned TSUs was more than compensated by 

the traffic-related carry-overs to be reimbursed 

to airspace users from the previous reference 

period. 

In some uncommon cases, the reduction in unit 

rates can reflect the cross-financing between the 

different charging zones within a State as 

foreseen in the Regulation (EU) 2019/317 [1]. 

This is the case for Spain Canarias charging zone, 

reflecting a cross-financing arrangement with 

Spain Continental charging zone in 2022. 

It should be noted that, in order to alleviate the 

impact on airspace users, eight States have 

decided to reduce their 2022 national unit rates 

by using revenues from other sources (Belgium-
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Luxembourg, Bulgaria, Estonia, Finland, 

Germany, Greece, Ireland and Sweden).  

For instance in Finland, Fintraffic ANS (ANSP) 

received State aid in 2020 and 2021, which has 

been (and will be) carried-over and reimbursed 

to the airspace users through the 2022-2023 unit 

rates. 

In addition, two States decided to apply a lower 

unit rate in 2022 using the provisions of Article 

29(6) of the Performance and Charging Scheme 

regulation [1]. Indeed, Norway decided not to 

include the under-recoveries from previous years 

to the future unit rates and to “cap” the 2022 unit 

rate to the level of 2021. Similarly, Switzerland 

decided to reduce the 2022 unit rate with 

amounts mainly related to MET activities. 

Further details on the impact of COVID-19 on 

pan-European ANS will be provided in 

Performance Review Report (PRR) 2021 which 

will be published in June 2022. 

Conclusions 

For the majority of the States the 2022 unit rates 

may not yet fully reflect the impact of the COVID-

19 crisis since, for States bound by SES 

regulations, the considerable losses in revenues 

for 2020 and 2021 are expected to be carried-

over and charged starting in 2023. Additionally, 

future unit rates for these States will depend on 

the outcome of the RP3 performance plan 

assessment process. Therefore this implies that 

the first notable effect of the current crisis on 

the en-route unit rates for SES States will be 

seen later this year with the setting of 2023 unit 

rates which are expected to be significantly 

higher.  

This will undoubtedly put additional burden on 

airspace users which will have to shoulder both 

the regular costs for the system as well as these 

under-recoveries.  

At the same time for the States and their ANSPs, 

which have been operating under significant 

financial constraints since 2020, this dramatic fall 

in revenues led to liquidity issues11. The slow 

recovery of these losses is unlikely to 

substantially improve their financial situation in 

the short-term. 

The financial impact of the COVID-19 crisis on 

ANSPs will lead to higher ANS charges that will be 

borne by airspace users, and ultimately 

passengers, in the coming years. For this reason, 

the PRC will continue monitoring the impact of 

this crisis on the pan-European ANS system in the 

next PRR and ACE reports. 

Should you wish to comment on this publication, or to contact the PRC, 

please email us @: pru-support@eurocontrol.int. 

For more PRC products, please visit: www.ansperformance.eu 

  

  

                                                           

11 Details on the financial situation of pan-European ANSPs as well 

as changes in their key financial ratios are available on the 
https://ansperformance.eu/economics/finance.  

mailto:pru-support@eurocontrol.int
http://www.ansperformance.eu/
https://ansperformance.eu/economics/finance
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