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Air Passenger Rights 
In recent years the travel experience for passengers in Europe has undergone significant change. 

Low cost carriers have unbundled the air travel package and customers are now charged for each 

constituent part, resulting in a markedly different market place. What was considered to be part of 

the ticket price is now charged for as extra, hold luggage, in flight refreshments, airport charges and 

booking fees all being prime examples. The most recent example, which poses a threat to the 

passenger experience, is the practice adopted by individual airlines of charging passengers for 

carrying anything on board bar a single piece of cabin baggage.  

The overwhelming majority of passengers who fall victim to the one bag rule are left with no 

recourse as there is no charter of passenger rights to protect them.   

However, this new policy also means that travellers who purchase items at airport shops that do not 

fit into their hand luggage may have to pay up to €40 ‘fine’ or throw the item away to board their 

flight.  

The introduction of this policy allows airlines to generate additional revenue by imposing ‘fines’ on 

passengers who carry anything other than one piece of hand baggage. In addition, as it redirects 

sales away from duty free and travel retail shops to the inflight services of the airlines, it is an abuse 

of a dominant position and an unfair exploitation of passengers while simultaneously diminishing 

the travel experience of passengers in Europe.   

This policy also ignores established practice and the expectations of customers who have been 

allowed to bring items such as duty free on board planes since commercial aviation began. 

Integral part of the passenger experience 
Browsing airport shops and picking up a bargain, a treat or items required for the journey is 

considered by many to be the real start of their holiday and travel experience. Airlines have always 

allowed passengers to bring a reasonable amount of duty free and travel retail purchases on board.  

Products purchased at airport shops are easily and safely stored in the overhead bins and are rarely, 

if ever, the cause of baggage congestion.  

This popular retail channel is now at serious risk by the actions of a number of airlines who see a 

commercial advantage in charging passengers to bring duty free and travel retail purchases on board 

unless they can be stuffed into their one piece of hand baggage. Moreover, cases have been 

reported in the British national media whereby airport ground handling staff are incentivised to 

ensure a given number of passengers are penalised each flight, or face disciplinary action.   

Key to future airport development 
The travel retail industry is worth more than EUR 10 billion per annum in Europe. In many cases 

airports earn more than 50% of their total commercial revenue from duty free and travel retail 

enabling them to bring down costs for airlines and passengers and to finance infrastructure 

improvements and expansion.  
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This sector is such an important means of generating revenue for airports, that a vibrant and 

attractive retail space is considered by airport operators to be a critical element of their facility 

modernisation plans. This is particularly true of regional airports that have to price their aeronautical 

charges extremely competitively in order to attract traffic. The practice of strictly allowing 

passengers only one piece of hand luggage threatens the viability of this critical source of airport 

revenue. 

Similarly many airlines now pay little or no charges to use airport facilities and the airport recoups its 

operating costs through the commercial opportunity of having significant passenger numbers using 

its terminal facilities. This commercial opportunity has been substantially diminished by the strict 

enforcement of the one bag policy. 

Airlines free to adopt unfair policies 
The lack of recognised passenger rights and the lack of an appropriate system by which consumers 

can defend those rights, affords airlines the opportunity to arbitrarily adopt policies such as the one 

bag rule.  

Consumers who are aware of the one-bag rule no longer feel secure making purchases in airport 

shops. A number of airports that rely heavily on low cost carrier traffic have seen a reduction in duty 

free & travel retail sales of up to 40% as a result of this policy.   

A recent statement by the European Low Fares Airline Association called for fairness in the 

forthcoming review of the Air Passenger Rights Legislation. The ETRC calls for the same principle of 

fairness to be applied to passengers taking a reasonable amount of duty free and travel retail 

purchases onboard. 

The U.S. experience 
In the United States of America, low cost airline Spirit Airlines has taken the practice of charging a 

step further:  

The airline now charges all passengers up to $45 for each item of carry-on luggage which is to be 

placed in the overhead lockers, and makes a further charge for luggage stored in the hold. 

Customers are allowed only to bring on board free of charge items which fit under the seat in front, 

such as a lady’s handbag. If such a blanket rule was applied in Europe, it would have a disastrous 

affect upon European airport shops, potentially destroying vibrant and successful businesses that 

are major employers and crucial sources of income for Europe’s airports. 

The introduction of this policy met with substantial opposition in the United States Senate. However 

Spirit Airlines continues to charge passengers for carry-on baggage which must be stored in the 

overhead lockers.  

Consumers need fair passenger rights  
Since commercial aviation began, passengers have always been allowed to carry certain items on 

board – including their airport purchases - without being charged for the privilege. The ETRC is 

asking Commissioner Kallas to recognise in the Air Passenger Rights Legislation, based upon 
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established practice and normal passenger expectations, that passengers have a right to carry 

specified items on board a flight - including their airport purchases.   

In the interest of European air passengers, European airports, and the European duty free industry, 

the ETRC calls on the European Commission to safeguard passenger rights by taking immediate steps 

to put an end to the unfair and restrictive ‘one bag’ policy. Established and accepted practice and 

legitimate passenger expectations are being deliberately flouted by certain airlines. Legislation must 

be put in place as soon as possible to end this abusive behaviour. 

 


