
Why UK Regional Airports Matter More Than Ever
for Travel
For years, the conversation around air travel in Britain has been dominated by the big London
hubs. Heathrow Airport, Gatwick Airport, Stansted Airport, and Luton Airport tend to soak up
the headlines, the investment, and the passenger numbers. But anyone who has spent time
travelling beyond the M25 knows that the real backbone of national air travel is found
elsewhere. The network of UK regional airports is what keeps the country connected, not just
to Europe and beyond, but to itself.

I have lost count of the times I have stood in a departure lounge in Liverpool or Glasgow and
heard someone say they wish they had flown from a regional airport sooner. The convenience
factor is hard to overstate. Driving to a major hub can add hours to a journey before you even
step inside the terminal. Regional airports offer a simpler, less stressful experience, and they
are often the only realistic option for people living outside the South East.

The Role of Regional Airports in National Connectivity
When people talk about regional connectivity, they usually mean trains and roads. But air travel
is just as important, especially for the remoter parts of Scotland, Northern Ireland, and the
English regions. UK regional airports like Glasgow Airport, Edinburgh Airport, and Bristol Airport
handle millions of passengers every year, many of whom are travelling for business, family
visits, or leisure. Without these airports, many of those journeys would take an entire day by
road or rail.

Take the example of a family living near Liverpool John Lennon Airport who want to visit
relatives in Northern Ireland. The flight takes under an hour. The same journey by car and ferry
could take six or seven hours, even with good weather. That is the kind of practical difference
that regional airports make every single day. They are not just alternatives to the big hubs. They
are essential infrastructure for millions of people.

The Low-Cost Carrier Revolution

The rise of low-cost carriers like Ryanair and easyJet has transformed the economics of
regional aviation. In the early 2000s, flying from a regional airport often meant limited routes
and higher fares. That has changed dramatically. Both Ryanair and easyJet now operate
extensive networks from regional bases, offering routes to dozens of European destinations
that were previously only available from London. This has opened up travel for people who
might not otherwise have considered it.
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I remember flying out of Birmingham Airport to a city in southern Spain for under 40 pounds,
including taxes. That same journey would have cost three times as much from Heathrow, and I
would have spent an extra two hours getting to the airport. That kind of saving is made
possible by the combination of regional airports and low-cost carriers. It has also helped to
spread the economic benefits of tourism more evenly across the UK.

The Business Case for Regional Investment
Airport expansion is a contentious issue, but it is worth noting that much of the recent debate
has focused on the South East. While Heathrow Airport and Gatwick Airport have been at the
centre of political battles over new runways, many regional airports have quietly invested in
their own facilities. Manchester Airport, for example, has undergone a major transformation,
with a new terminal and improved transport links. Bristol Airport and Birmingham Airport have
also upgraded their terminals and expanded their route networks.

These investments are not just about passenger comfort. They support local jobs, attract
inward investment, and help to balance the UK economy. When a regional airport adds a new
route, it can boost local tourism, create jobs in the supply chain, and make the region more
attractive to businesses. That is why local authorities and chambers of commerce often lobby
hard for airport expansion. They know what the national conversation sometimes forgets: that
airports are economic engines, not just transport hubs.

The Pandemic and the Recovery

The COVID-19 impact on aviation was brutal, and regional airports were hit particularly hard.
With international travel effectively shut down for months, many regional airports saw
passenger numbers drop by 90 percent or more. Some, like Flybe, which was a key operator
from several regional bases, collapsed entirely. The loss of Flybe was a severe blow to regional
connectivity, especially for routes that linked smaller UK cities without viable alternatives.

Recovery has been uneven. Some regional airports have bounced back strongly, helped by the
continued demand for leisure travel and the flexibility of low-cost carriers. Others are still
struggling to restore routes and rebuild passenger numbers. The pandemic also accelerated
some trends, such as the shift towards online check-in and contactless processing, which
regional airports have adopted often faster than their larger counterparts.

How Regional Airports Compare with the Hubs
There is a common misconception that flying from a regional airport always means paying
more or having fewer options. In reality, the picture is more nuanced. Yes, the big London
airports offer more long-haul routes and a greater frequency of flights. But for short-haul travel



within Europe, regional airports often offer comparable choice at lower prices. The difference
is especially stark when you factor in the cost and time of getting to the airport itself.

Consider a trip from the Midlands to a Mediterranean destination. From Birmingham Airport,
you can fly direct to dozens of European cities with a single carrier like Ryanair or easyJet.
From Heathrow, you might have more airlines to choose from, but you also face higher parking
costs, longer security queues, and a more stressful overall experience. For many travellers, the
trade-off is clear. The convenience of a regional airport outweighs the marginal benefit of a
slightly wider choice of airlines.

Practical Tips for Using Regional Airports

If you are used to flying from the big hubs, a regional airport can feel like a different world. The
check-in desks are closer to the entrance. The security queues move faster. The walk to the
gate is shorter. But there are a few things to keep in mind. First, check the IATA code for your
destination to make sure you are booking the right airport. Some regional airports have similar
names, and it is easy to confuse them. Second, be aware that smaller airports may have fewer
facilities, so check what is available before you arrive. Third, if you are flying with a low-cost
carrier, remember that they often use smaller aircraft from regional bases, which can mean
less legroom and stricter baggage policies.

The Future of Regional Aviation
Looking ahead, the outlook for UK regional airports is cautiously optimistic. Demand for
domestic and short-haul European travel remains strong, and the shift towards hybrid working
may encourage more people to fly from local airports rather than commuting to a distant hub.
There are also ongoing efforts to improve surface access to regional airports, with better rail
links and more parking capacity. At the same time, environmental concerns are putting
pressure on the whole industry to decarbonise. Regional airports are well placed to lead on
this, because they are smaller and can pilot new technologies like electric aircraft and
sustainable aviation fuel more easily than the giant hubs.

Ultimately, the strength of national air travel depends on having a balanced network. The big
London airports will always be important, especially for long-haul and connecting traffic. But
the UK regional airports are the ones that keep the country connected on a day-to-day level.
They serve communities that would otherwise be isolated. They provide competition that
keeps fares down. And they offer a travel experience that many people genuinely prefer. The
next time you book a flight, it is worth checking what your local regional airport has to offer.
You might be surprised at how far it can take you.


