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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The debate of whether to keep Chicago’s Meigs Field downtown reliever airport open or convert it into a park has been going on for the past decade, however, the debate increased significantly over the past 7 years.  Although it recently received national publicity, the transformation of Meigs to a park has been proposed throughout the terms of many previous city mayors.  Certainly, the current Mayor Richard Daley was not the first in his family to want to convert the airport into a park.  His father, Mayor Richard J. Daley wanted to do the same in the 1970s, along with many other mayors since.  

In June 1995, Gov. Jim Edgar opposed Daley’s plan to close Meigs, citing economic benefits to Chicago, but Daley still named his wife to head a commission that aimed to turn it into a lakefront park.  In September 1996, Meigs closed after a federal judge refused to block the city’s plan to keep it open.  It reopened shortly afterwards in February 1997, when Edgar and Daley reached an agreement to operate Meigs for five more years.  In December 2001, Daley and Governor George Ryan cut a deal to revamp O’Hare International Airport while allowing Meigs Field to remain open until at least 2026, although Meigs could have been closed anytime after January 1st, 2006, by a vote of the General Assembly (Mola 2002).  Daley agreed to the deal in order to win federal legislation that would back the $6.6 billion expansion of O’Hare International Airport as well as a potential third Chicago-area airport. 

During this timeframe, strong supporters of each use setout to prove their position.  Friends of the Park, which is a voluntary not-for-profit group that consist of citizens, environmentalist and others, along with the Chicago Park District, certainly were advocates of the park.  The group’s arguments included “unfavorable environmental” issues with noise and aircraft pollution at the top of its list.  Friends of Meigs Field (FOMF), a non-profit group that proposed the significance of keeping Meigs open consists of over 6,000 members pulled from approximately 25 associations comprising many pilots as well as Chicago citizens, some of whom are business leaders within the city.  Arguments for the airport included the considerable economic impact on Chicago, as well as Meigs’ convenience to downtown, the latter noted as part of the timesavings, flexibility and choice of destination standards considered beneficial to all general aviation users.  Public health and safety were major concerns of Meigs closing.  FOMF presented recreational and educational opportunities by the airport, also.

Both, the Friends of the Parks and the Friends of Meigs Field, researched and gathered information that would support the debate, however, clearly from the research for this paper, FOMF went all the way.  Very little data was found for the park case, which appeared to be political in nature.  Or, it was backed by similar cases such as the Toronto Island or San Diego park case, which seemed to surface and offer only hearsay rather than factual evidence for the park supporters to argue.

Regardless of the arguments, considering that the agreement between the governor and mayor was based on the expansion of O’Hare, if plans for O’Hare were not completed or only in part, things could have eventually changed, thus Meigs fate was never completely out of the woods.  The deal was supposed to be solidified in federal legislation endorsing the O’Hare expansion, but U.S. Sen. Dick Durbin, an Illinois Democrat, earlier this month declared the federal bill dead because of opposition from his Republican counterpart, U.S. Sen. Peter Fitzgerald (Daley cites, 2003).  The absence of this federal legislation became quite evident on March 30th, 2003, when bulldozers showed up at Meigs around 10:00 p.m. and the runway was ripped up by midnight, orders from Mayor Daley.  Although some found Daley’s act too authoritarian and arrogant, according to the FAA, the agreement with former Gov. George Ryan to keep Meigs open until at least 2006 had been incorporated into federal legislation that never passed.  Daley’s reason for the demolition was based on his fear that the no-fly zone over greater downtown was temporary and that the nation’s homeland security bureaucracy was moving too slowly to address the city’s fear of terrorist attacks (Daley rips, 2003).

Despite Daley’s reason for the demolition of Meigs, the city is in financial agony; so to see a $27 million conversion of the airport to parkland should raise the question of where the money is coming.  It will be interesting to see what the future holds for Chicago’s lakefront.  Certainly, a lot of effort went into saving Meigs, but ultimately, its fate resided in political hands, and rightly so, if federal legislation for it did not exist.

INTRODUCTION

On September 30, 2001, the city of Chicago’s lease on Meigs Field, a downtown reliever airport was scheduled to expire.  Before that date, in 1996, Mayor Richard M. Daley announced his proposal for a $27 million conversion of Meigs Field to a 72-acre park and nature preserve.  The park would include an 11-acre wetland area, 17-acre prairie, 20-acre meadow, a campground, nature center, sky-mound for a skyline view, and an indoor-outdoor cafe (Barrett 2001).  The entire site found on Northerly Island (Meigs landfill island) would be fully accessible by the disabled and include sensory gardens to focus on smell, touch and sound.  

The Meigs Field facility was closed by Mayor Daley on October 1, 1996.  On February 10, 1997, the lakefront airport reopened under a 5-year agreement between Chicago and the State of Illinois with the provision that it would close for good in February 2002.  During the next 5 years after reopening, many views were represented for and against Meigs Field lakefront airport as well as the proposed park.

The notion of closing Meigs Field did not start with the current Mayor Daley.  Closing the airport and converting it to a park appeared to be a family matter.  His father, Mayor Richard J. Daley wanted to do the same in the 1970s (Collins 2000).  Mayor Jane Byrne also proposed to do so in 1980.  Daniel Burnham, Sr.’s 1909 Plan of Chicago obviously did not include airports since the airplane had barely been introduced, however, Burnham’s son included Meigs Field as part of a comprehensive regional airway structure in his 1956 “Planning the Region of Chicago” masterplan.  Adversaries of the airport felt that the land was not meant for airport use, but rather park use from the beginning.  Supporters believed that Burnham Sr. might have not recognized airports, but certainly planned transportation around the lakefront making Meigs appropriate for the site.  Neither planning argument would support the decision to keep the airport or convert the site to parkland, hence many other debates sprung up from various leaders and organizations.  Eventually, the National Aviation Capacity Extension Act of 2002 provided the means to keep Meigs Field open until 2026.  However, although the deal was supposed to be solidified in federal legislation endorsing the O’Hare expansion, the federal bill became dead in early March, 2003, this was due to U.S. Sen. Peter Fitzgerald’s opposition to the expansion.  Thus, right before midnight on March 30th, Mayor Richard Daley ordered Meigs runway to be ripped up closing Meigs down permanently.  It was in response to his fear that terrorist attacks would be made using aircraft.  Some argued his reason, but the FAA acknowledged his political right because there simply was no federal legislation.

BRIEF HISTORY  

Although Burnham Sr.’s masterplan of 1909 did not include airports in his transportation section, news articles recently discovered by the Friends of Meigs Field (2001) showed that in 1919, Burnham's partner Edward H. Bennett himself advocated that the city's downtown airport be located on the Meigs site.  "The lake front appears to offer a site naturally adapted for [airport] terminal facilities," Bennett is quoted in the Chicago Tribune on July 13, 1919. "A site on the lake front would appear also to be more conveniently placed than any other large area available within a short distance of the central business district" (Friends 1998).  The city of Chicago and the Parks Commissions as well as others decided that a downtown airport would indeed reside on the lakefront; therefore, construction of a manmade island in Lake Michigan, known as Northerly Island, began in 1922.  

The Great Depression in 1929 put the project on hold and later in 1933, the city decided to host a world’s fair to celebrate Chicago’s 100th birthday and boost its economy.  Aviation was the theme of the Century of Progress Fair and upon its closing in 1934, plans for the airport began​(finishing in 1946.  Since construction of the original landfill, nearly 1/3 (24 acres) of lake bottom was added to create the current Meigs site, the airport enjoyed its grand opening on December 10, 1948.  In 1956, Meigs was included in the comprehensive planning of the regional airway structure by Burnham Jr. Its present passenger terminal was added in 1961.  Meigs closed briefly in 1996 and reopened in 1997.  When the city’s lease of Meigs was up, an agreement made in 2002 would potentially keep it open for another 25 years.

GENERAL AVIATION

General aviation (GA) is any aviation not classified as scheduled air carrier service or military.  It covers flight training to sightseeing to aerobatics to search and rescue and is the primary training ground of most commercial airline pilots (Annual 2003).  Business aviation is a significant portion of general aviation and ultimately, to reliever airport operation.  

The following statistics offer a comparison of aviation types and indicates the impact of business aviation  (all data 2002 unless otherwise stated).

	General Aviation Manufacturers Association
GAMA reports:
	The National Business Aircraft Association represents companies that operate and use aircraft to conduct business.

NBAA reports:
	The Air Transport Association represents scheduled air carriers (commercial).

ATA reports:

	Over 214,000 GA airplanes, ranging from two-seat training aircraft to intercontinental business jets, are flying in the U.S.
	Entire U.S. fleet of business jets and turboprops totals are greater than 10,000.

3,505 members of NBAA alone operated 5,485 of the above including 2,870 jets (1994).
	All 7 major scheduled carriers combined operate a total of 2,781 commercial aircraft (1994).

	GA aircraft fly over 29 million hours  

GA is #1 form of transportation carrying 166 million passengers annually.
	About 20.3 million GA aircraft hours were for business purposes.
	Scheduled air carriers combined flew about 14 million revenue aircraft hours.

	More than 5,000 communities rely exclusively on GA for

air transportation needs 
	 
	Scheduled airlines serve less than 500 communities.

Only 30 big hub airports are used to serve 70% of scheduled operations.


It is easy to underestimate the impact of business aviation, since it typically is at odds with the air space of a metropolis and thought to not contribute much fundamentally to the economy.  This is because GA does not advertise for passengers or operate on published schedules.  

Current General Aviation Billings and Shipments 
GAMA reported that the total worldwide general industry billings dropped from an all-time high of $13.9 billion in 2001 to $11.9 billion in 2002, a 14.4% decrease.  The U.S. portion of it dropped $8.6 billion to $7.8 for the same annual period, a 9.9% decrease.  Accordingly, shipments of general aviation airplanes worldwide fell from 2,994 in 2001 to 2,539 in 2002 at a 15.2% decrease.  A large percent of the total airplane shipments were U.S., falling from 2,634 to 2.214, a 15.9% drop for the same period.  When breaking these shipments down into categories of business jets, turboprop shipments and piston shipments, one can see that these decreases could affect reliever airports that cater to business and personnel entertainment.  The figures below represent total shipments manufactured worldwide.  Business jet shipments were down 12.7 percent to 683 units last year, which was the first drop in business jet units since 1996.  The all time high of business jet shipments were between 1998 and 2001, with the current figure still being greater than 1999 levels.  The greatest decrease in shipments was turboprops that fell 33.5 percent to 280 units in 2002.  Finally, total piston shipments were down for the second straight year, falling 12 percent to 1,576 units in 2002.   

Consequently, the used market in 2002 was strong with unit prices selling at approximately 20% below what used aircraft sold for in 2001, especially for business jets.  However, though shipments in all three categories mentioned fell in 2002 and used prices were below 2001, business jet flight activity was still up last year.  The FAA reported the number of business flights 13% higher in 2002 than 2001, with 5% of them being U.S. activity.
Other Trends
Student pilot certificates held steady at 86,000 in 2002 despite employee layoffs at commercial airlines and the fallen economy.  There were 10,191 corporate operators utilizing a fleet of 15,569 U.S. aircraft in 2002, this represented 69% of worldwide operators, which contributed to the 5% increase in business jet flight activity last year.  Fractional share holding by individuals and corporations has increased in the U.S. by 20% from 3,415 to 4,098 in 2002.  The number of airplanes in fractional programs grew just over 11% in 2002, from 696 to 776.  GAMA member companies reported that approximately 15% of their total 2002 turbine deliveries went to fractional programs. 

Future Trends

One future trend of the general aviation market is to increase sales tax incentives for individuals and companies to buy now. GAMA lobbied for a provision that actually became law last year that allows accelerated depreciation to companies that buy airplanes before September 11, 2004.  Perhaps a greater incentive to purchase airplanes can be created by a new tax bill being debated in Congress now.

New airplane models from among others, Bombardier, Cessna, Dassault, Gulfstream and Raytheon will create an array of new products using new technology and is expected to appear over the next couple years.  An interest in business jets is also being stimulated by an increase in international travel by corporations concerned with safety.

Timesavings, flexibility, choice of destination and safety are the most cited benefits of using general aviation, especially business aviation, according to NBAA.  Business aircraft not only provides point-to-point service, but also decreases the block of travel time by using smaller airports to get closer to where they conduct business.  Having the ability to arrive and leave according to one’s schedule offers much more flexibility than adhering to a scheduled air carrier timeframe.  Access to approximately 5,400 airports in the U.S. by business aircraft verses the 500 scheduled airports makes getting to remote destinations easier, especially for the 300 of Fortune 500 companies that have corporate aircraft and belong to NBAA.  GA travel is also safe and secure compared to airline travel, since you fly with thousands of strangers in the latter.

MEIGS BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Operation and Attributes
Until March 31st, 2003, Meigs Fields (CGX) was a general aviation reliever airport for Chicago with a single 3,899-foot long x 150-foot wide runway.  Its taxiway system was a main 3200-foot long parallel taxiway with transition taxiways leading to the north, south, east and west terminal ramp areas.  The apron area accommodated approximately 100-parked aircraft by the use of cable tie-downs on approximately 471,388 square feet.  Meigs also accommodated four public helicopter pads on the south ramp.  

The airport opened at 6:00 am and closed at 10:00 pm when its tower closed, which was operated by a private contractor that managed all take-offs and landings.  However, when Microsoft’s Flight Simulator was used to fly, departure after 10:00 pm was permitted.  Signature Flight Support was Meig’s FBO (Fixed Based Operator).  Its products and services include aircraft sales, air charter, pilot lounges, cabin cleaning, fuel purchasing, weather/flight planning, as well as hotel and restaurant reservations.

As far as landings, runway use per day was unclear.  Richard Steinbrecher, operations manager for Friends of Meigs stated that the number of landings after the reopening of the airport was slightly down compared to before the 1996 closing.  The airport had 51,058 operations in 1995 compared to 41,725 operations that the tower handled in 1999 (Collins).  This might have been due to the landing fees going up 33% after the airport reopened.  These landing fees were the highest compared to any other U.S airport.

Economics of Meigs

Very little data has been published on the economic impart of Meigs Field, however advocates such as Friends of Meigs Field (FOMF) have used other methods of estimating it.  The city of Chicago Department of Aviation had an economic study conducted (the McGrath Study by PolicySource) in the summer of 1996 and the only mention of the impact of Meigs Field users on the Chicago economy was $8 million, to which the study thought the impact of closing the airport would generate only a loss of $1 million.  However, letters to Mayor Daley from Meigs users suggests that a significant number of users spend over $1 million each annually on services purchased in Chicago. One user indicated spending over $60 million per year as well another spending approximately $300 million in one year in advertising purchased from a Chicago agency (Myths, 1997).  

The city of Chicago Department of Aviation published a previous comprehensive study in 1993, but the study focused almost exclusively on commercial passenger traffic at O’Hare and Midway, and basically ignored general aviation and Meigs Field altogether.  However, applying derived factors indicating the value that commercial passenger operations contribute to Chicago’s economy to the mix of passengers arriving at Meigs, the value indicated a significant impact by Meigs (FOMF).  The factors would suggest that Meigs contributed approximately $80 million annual income to the region.

Also, a 1991 Park District Study reported that closing Meigs would cost $72 million per year in delays and extra operating costs (not the total economic value of the airport, but what losses would incur by closing it).  This also assumed that all Meigs traffic would still come to Chicago via Midway rather than taking its business elsewhere.

The airlines subsidized Meigs Field through fees and charges they paid to use O’Hare and Midway airports; Meigs’ annual operating budget deficit was approximately $200,000 (Inside 2001).  The overall assumption of FOMF’s Steve Whitney, is that Meigs users contributed $57 million to $80 million annually to the local economy (Collins, 2000).
ADVOCATES OF MEIGS FIELD

Airport Owners and Pilots Association (AOPA)

The Airport Owners and Pilots Association (AOPA) is the world’s largest civil aviation organization.  Its mission is to promote the interests of those who contribute to the economy by using general aviation aircraft to conduct their business and personal transportation needs (Boyer, 1999).  AOPA leaders and other staff members have represented the association at numerous Meigs Field meetings.  In 1997, AOPA announced an additional program to its organization in light of surveys over the years suggesting that one of the most important concerns of its members is saving airports.  The focus of the Airport Support Network program is to eventually seek a volunteer in every public-use airport across the country to identify threats and help lead an airport support group.  AOPA President Phil Boyer represents airports as more than a city or state issue, he feels closing airports is more like a blow to the national air transportation system.  He once stated, “to the 340,000 pilots I represent, this closing also symbolized what could happen to their community airports” (Boyer Receives).

AOPA has participated in lawsuits, lobbied the Illinois legislature and the United States Congress, produced television commercials and newspaper ads to gain legislative and public support, and worked with Chicago area citizens on an extensive local effort to preserve the historical airport.  The association waged a six-year battle to save Meigs.  

AOPA’s support network also found that Chicago’s business community unanimously supported Meigs, although it was difficult to document because many business leaders would not speak out regarding Meigs, or did so only quietly because they were concerned about potential repercussions (Collins).  It appears that Mayor Daley had lectured some of the businesses that opposed his park plans, possibly leading to the quietness of others.  However, some Chicago corporate leaders have said they would not have located downtown without Meigs Field.  

Similar Opposition in Cleveland

The Airport Support Network program of AOPA has recently been active in promoting the need for Cleveland’s Burke Lakefront airport, emphasizing the importance to the overall national transportation system.  Burke has been considered vital by the organization in relieving Cleveland Hopkins’ strained capacity issues.  Operations at Burke were approximately 82,000 in 2001, compared to Meigs estimated 41,725 in 1999 (operations in successive years tend to fluctuate slightly either way at Meigs).  This is significant considering that the type of operations are comparable, however, Chicago’s business community downtown is quite large compared to Cleveland’s.  Supporters point to the tens of millions of dollars in economic impact Burke Lakefront provides the city (AOPA 2002), compared to the $57 million to $80 million that annually supported Chicago’s economy, which again, appears high considering the number of Chicago’s active businesses.  The one thing that Cleveland has is support from Mayor Jane Campbell; it is the members of the public as well as city counsel members that have been opposing Burke.  

Friends of Meigs Field

Friends of Meigs Field (FOMF) continued to be one of Meigs greatest supporters.  It is a non-profit voluntary organization that started out as a small group of pilots and grew to more than 6,000 members, which included Chicago citizens who felt the park plan was a waste of a valuable city asset.  A 1996 Cook County opinion poll of 450 citizens is shown in Chart 1. 
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Chart 1.  Chicago Tribune opinion poll of Cook County residents.

FOMF receives continuous support from 25 associations that include Air Line Pilots, Aircraft Electronics, Aircraft Owners and Pilots, AirLifeLine Midwest, Chicago Area Business Aviation, Chicago Firefighters Union, Experimental Aircraft, General Aviation Manufacturers, Helicopter Association International, Illinois Association of Air and Critical Care Support, Illinois Aviation Trades, Illinois Manufacturers, Illinois Pilots, Illinois State Chamber of Commerce, International Council of Air Shows, National Aeronautics, National Agriculture Aviation, National Air Traffic Controllers, National Air Transportation, National Association of  State Aviation Officials, National Business Aviation, Professional Aviation Maintenance, Small Aircraft Manufacturers, United States Pilots and Wisconsin Manufacturers and Commerce.

FOMF’s ARGUMENTS FOR MEIGS
Friends of Meigs Field conducted considerable fact-finding exercises to support its case for Meigs.  FOMF’s mission was to present the sharpest picture imaginable of Meigs’ value to the city of Chicago, economically as well as a recreational, educational, and cultural asset, all of which benefited the entire population of Chicago.  The organization encouraged better decision-making by clearly informing the city, its leaders and Chicago citizens.  Numerous observations were made regarding the value of general aviation as mentioned before as well as its value specifically to Meigs.  

General Aviation: Convenience and Competition

A survey of Meigs Field users indicated that the convenience obtained by business aviation was significant.  In fact, 96% chose Meigs because it was so close to downtown.  Sixty-three percent noted that it would be a major inconvenience to them if Meigs closed and another 30% said it would be at least a moderate inconvenience.  This correlates with the timesavings, flexibility and choice of destination benefits cited by NBAA.  

General aviation in the city declined from 48.6% in 1983 to 36.7% in 1990, at the same time it grew 7% in the suburbs.  FOMF implies that the City Department of Aviation put general aviation in the “step-child” category, which contributed to its decline in the city.  Businesses moved to the suburbs where destinations were becoming easier to obtain through general aviation away from the city.  FOMF argued that closing Meigs would make doing business downtown an inconvenience and that the city ignored the potential competition of not only the Chicago suburbs, but also other metropolitan cities.  Chicago with Meigs being 2 miles from downtown was tied for sixth place behind only 5 cities among the 50 largest in the U.S.  Closing it most likely dropped Chicago down to 48th place with Midway being 9 miles from downtown.

The cost of landing fees, which were the highest in the nation, also was believed to be a contributor of the city’s decline in general aviation.  These fees were driven by the fact that the city did not want to “subsidize” air traffic to Chicago.  Another contributor was the lack of an instrument approach at Meigs for conditions of low ceilings and visibility; the state and federal aviation officials indicated that there was no technical reason why it could not be installed.  The State of Illinois actually offered to install an approach at the state’s expense and the city turned it down.  The City of Chicago limited it’s utility and value as a general aviation destination without it.  By limiting the operation hours at Meigs from 6:00 am to 10:00 pm, the City of Chicago also provided an inconvenience for business flyers as well as the need to use Midway airport after hours created a noise pattern over citizens late at night.

Convention Center Users

A 1993 survey of Meigs Field users indicated that besides over the 75% of the general aviation passengers arriving to conduct business downtown, another 11% were there to attend a trade show at the McCormick Place.  The closing of Meigs will most likely impact the “true” trade shows such as Graph Expo ‘95; however, the typical expositions that cater to the public probably will not.  The threat is if McCormick Place is no longer convenient for business aviation, trade show organizations may find another U.S. city.  Business leaders and affiliations may have a powerful influence over the decision.

Public Health and Safety of Citizens

Closing Meigs will also shift the functions of the Chicago Fire Department helicopter rescue squad based at Meigs to Midway.  One of the principal functions of this squad is to prepare evacuation of downtown high-rise buildings if occupants are trapped above burning floors as well as in case of a terrorist attack.  Boating incidents and vehicular accidents on expressways use the outfit, also.  Moving operations to Midway will increase initial response times, especially when rescues require multiple trips.  “Lifeline” flights out of Meigs will also be compromised since patients needing medical transports will not be made from the closest transfer point to or from many of Chicago’s downtown hospitals.

The tower at Meigs also performed an important function in providing traffic advisory warnings to aircraft in potential conflict with each other.  Non-commercial aircrafts operating under “Visual Flight Rules” were required to stay clear of the region of controlled airspace over Chicago.  VFR traffic was thus flying at low altitudes under the “overhang” of O’Hare’s airspace.  Also, single-engine aircraft tend to fly within gliding distance of land at all times.  These two factors contributed to “overflights” that flew within 5 miles of Meigs and which were required to establish radio contact with the tower.  Meigs contributed to air traffic safety by advising the aircrafts.

Environmental Impact

The environmentally “unfriendly” claims of the opponents of Meigs regarding air quality and noise were somewhat misleading.  In fact, multiple studies have indicated that aircraft contribute less than 3% of air pollutants and do not even account for the majority of the 35% of air pollutants in the direct vicinity of the airport.  The rest come from ground transportation sources.  Closing Meigs will most likely contribute to more air pollutants in the Chicago area since transferring traffic to Midway will increase taxiing prior and after landing, and aircraft produce more pollutants when run at inefficient idle speeds.  Also, technological advances are constantly improving the emissions performance of aircraft engines.

Meigs’ approaches over water instead of land contributed no more to ambient noise levels than any other source of urban noise, i.e., unmuffled power boats and jet skis.  In fact, with Meigs closing, the traffic flow to Midway will create a marked increase in noise levels for residents on the Southwest side of the city.

Other Meigs Field Values and Promotion
Meigs Field was a public access airport; unfortunately it had an image where the general public was not welcomed.  In actuality, Meigs was the only one of Chicago’s three airports where visitors could easily visit the control tower without difficulty.  This presented opportunities for the thousands of school children that enjoyed field trips to the airport as well as when parents took them.  Meigs also provided “a daily air show” for anyone near 12th Street beach and Burnham Harbor.  The problem was that there was no advertising to promote the other values of Meigs such as its public access, tourism, the Chicago Air and Water Show or other recreational activities.

Volunteer pilots of the Experimental Aircraft Association and Tuskegee Airmen offered over 150 Chicago children on any given Saturday introductions to the world of flight through free rides from Meigs.  This was significant when compared to the increase in fees for recreational leagues such as softball charged by the Park District.  It also provided a view of Meigs as a recreational facility appropriate to the lakefront in addition to local sightseers and out-of town visitors who flew to and from Meigs.  

Meigs Field’s proximity to all tourist attractions such as the Adler Planetarium, the Field Museum, The Shedd Aquarium, Soldier Field, McCormick Place, the Loop, etc.; gave it a great location for advertising Chicago as a general aviation tourist destination in aviation publications, but very little promotion had been done.

Meigs was considered to be one of the most beautiful airports in the country and would have contributed much to the image of Chicago with increased promotion.  It certainly provided a warm welcome entry point for important officials and foreign dignitaries with their arrival to the front door of Meigs rather than the back door of Midway and O’Hare.  It should also be remembered that a great deal of the speed and coordination of airways that defined the city’s role to the nation should be attributed to Meigs.

Certainly, the coordination and safety of a future Air and Water Show exhibit on the lakefront will be very difficult without Meigs Field.  Meigs had been the main staging area for the show since it’s beginning.

Federal and State Funds

The FAA and the Illinois Department of Transportation funded Meigs for improvements with the most recent grant given in 1989, requiring the airport to stay open until 2009 (FOMF).  The closing of the airport will incur significant expenses for the City of Chicago as seen in the economic section of this paper.

Friends of Meigs’ Phonathon

Among many tools used by FOMF in the coalition to keep Meigs open was a phonathon.  The Meigs Action Coalition (the lobbying affiliate of the Friend of Meigs Field) supported H.R. 3479 by faxing all members of the House, and initiating a phonathon to Congress from Meigs supporters.  The last-minute telephone blitz in July 2002 of over 10,000 people conducted by at EAA's AirVenture in Oshkosh with added support across the country encouraged the U.S. House vote results of 343-87, overwhelmingly in favor of H.R. 3479, the National Aviation Capacity Expansion Act.  The vote reversed an unexpected failure the week before of getting a 2/3 majority vote needed for "fast track" passage of the bill.  The coalition was joined by many other organizations, but the greatest support included members of the Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association (AOPA), National Business Aviation Association (NBAA), Experimental Aircraft Association (EAA), National Air Transportation Association (NATA) and the General Aviation Manufacturers Association.

Other Meigs Field Supporters
Illinois Department of Transportation (IDOT) also gave support, threatening to sue the Chicago Park District to prevent airport closure.  And, as noted earlier, community business leaders gave support, quietly.

ADVOCATES OF THE PARK on Northerly Island

Friends of the Parks and Mayor Daley
Friends of the Park is a non-profit group that fights to expand public spaces and protect parks from encroachment (Projects). As stated in the beginning of this report, one of the most pronounced arguments for turning Meigs into parkland is that it is in keeping with Daniel Burnham's Plan for Chicago of 1909, which called for a series of offshore islands in Lake Michigan. Only one of them was built, and in 1946 it was covered with a small airport for business travelers, the city wants to return the land to the citizens (Daley, 2001).  Friends of the park agreed with Mayor Richard Daley that because Meigs was considered to not economically benefit the city, that it should be given back to the residents by converting it into a park.

Mayor Richard Daley (2001) once stated, “that there was a time when people lived in cities like Chicago because they had to if they wanted to get a job, but recent census figures proved that people have more freedom than ever before to live where they want to live. Edward Glaeser, a Harvard economist, recently told the Chicago Tribune, "By and large, the places doing well today are the ones that are the most pleasant to live. And Robert Lang of the Fannie Mae Foundation said, "The big thing is that the jobs now follow where the people feel like moving. It used to be the other way around” (Daley).

Park supporters viewed Meigs as an elitist establishment used by a private segment of the population, whereas the park would be something all Chicagoans could presumably enjoy (Kirkland, n.d.).  Environmental complaints of supporters such as the Lake Michigan Federation took the form of water, noise and air pollutants. 
Community AIR

The same argument used for other general aviation airports across the country that have closed or are proposing to close were used to support the park proposal at Meigs Field.  Community AIR  (Airport Impact Review) is a voluntary, not-for-profit group focused on stopping the Island Airport expansion at the Toronto Island airport.  Just as the Friends of Parks agreed with Mayor Daley on the proposed park on Northerly Island, it appears that there are many airports in the same situation.  Basically, the persuasion tactics used by Community AIR, i.e., is that the Toronto Island airport is not generating enough revenue and will eventually come out of taxpayer’s pockets in some form or another.  Or, the claim of the San Diego downtown general airport that it is massively disruptive and a huge source of air, water and noise pollution directly related to a wide range of illnesses in the area.  The Community AIR programs encourage the same “environmentally friendly” waterfront activities, nature preserves, beaches, dunes and wetlands, cultural attractions, restaurants and overnight accommodations.  It appears that they are not focused completely on parks, but lodging, also.

SUPPORT FOR NEITHER (Meigs or Park)
First District U.S. Rep. Bobby Rush insisted that park funds would be better spent in neighborhoods throughout Chicago (Projects).  He argued that the city did not need another park when 85% of its lakefront land is already devoted to public parks.  There are 23 miles of lakefront parks, beaches and public attractions.

POLITICS AND THE AGREEMENT TO KEEP MEIGS

Illinois Governor George Ryan and Mayor Richard J. Daley reached an agreement to leave Meigs Field open for at least 25 years shortly before it was scheduled to close permanently in 2002.  The state very much wanted to retain Meigs and the agreement was reached in exchange for state support of improvements to O’Hare International Airport along with new construction of an airport at Peotone, about 40 miles south of Chicago (Sen. 2003).

Senator Richard J. Durbin (D-Ill.) and Representative William Lipinski (D-Ill.) introduced and advanced legislation (S. 2039 and H.R. 3479, respectively) to solidify the preservation agreement of December 2001 between the state and the city.  The bills are similar in content and identical in name as the National Aviation Capacity Expansion Act.  Sen. Durbin’s revised legislation was originally S. 1786, the revision incorporated AOPA requested changes to the Meigs Field language (National 2002).  The new language required that funding for O’Hare was to be withheld by the FAA unless the administrator was satisfied that Meigs “is being operated by Chicago as a airport or has been closed for reasons beyond Chicago’s control.”  The revision to the bill also removed provisions that were raising objections by the environmental community.

Preservation of Meigs and modernization at O’Hare as well as construction of a new airport will be provided through federal codification.  Although legislation did not pass before Congress adjourned in 2002, Sen. Durbin and Rep. Lipinski reintroduced the bill (S. 83) in the Senate and (H.R. 592) in the House at the beginning of 2003.  Co-sponsors of the legislation included Senator Charles Grassley (R-Iowa), as well as AOPA members and pilots senators Tom Harkin (D-Iowa) and Jim Inhofe (R-Okla.).  Senator Durbin was presented the Hartranft Award, one of the highest honors bestowed by AOPA.  It is presented annually to the political leader or leaders who made the greatest contribution to the advancement of general aviation.  Sen. Durbin and Rep. Lipinski, co-winner of the award was saluted for efforts to ensure that the local agreement saving Chicago’s historic Meigs Field would be honored.

At that time, Mayor Daley commented that it was difficult to compromise to keep Meigs open since it was always his dream to make it into a beautiful park.  Senate Aviation Subcommittee Chairman John "Jay" Rockefeller (D-WV) said at the end of the hearing that he knows "the Mayor's wife was heavily in charge of the making of the parks in Chicago, so I'm sure this was an enormous compromise for the Mayor" (National).  Others agreed that the lakefront property was beautiful with many believing that Meigs Field being equally beautiful with plenty of lakefront left to enjoy.

Mayor Daley noted that with the ongoing capacity problems in the Chicago area as well as the nation, it really was logical to keep Meigs Field open.  He felt that the 14 general aviation airports in the area, including Meigs, were part of the solution to airspace congestion in Chicago and the overall system.  Daley also mentioned that Chicago’s airports were some of the busiest aviation hubs in the nation, and also among the most delay ridden.  Governor George Ryan believed that Meigs had a larger significance in the city’s economy than most had anticipated and praised Mayor Daley for his concession.  As the Mayor eluded earlier, the agreement would vastly improve the national aviation system. 

Note also that the agreement between the governor and mayor was to keep Meigs open until 2026, but the Illinois General Assembly was still able to reverse the terms with a simple majority vote anytime after Jan. 1, 2006 (Mola 2002).  After 2006, the city would need the Illinois General Assembly to pass a law to close the airport and have that signed into law by the governor. “The city will otherwise keep Meigs open until 2026,” said Ryan. Lawmakers ultimately have control over Meigs as well as the proposed O’Hare expansion with its estimated $6.6 billion cost considered by some to be a “white elephant.”  Meigs fate, basically, appeared to be based on O’Hare’s.  Daley made nice after the agreement with Ryan, but the Chicago mayor left no doubt he would rather have a park than an airport.  Thus, it was too soon to tell what would happen to Meigs if the O’Hare-Peotone proposal were not completed (Lowe 2002).  Even so, the agreement was not solidified due to opposition from U.S. Sen. Dick Durbin’s Republican counterpart, U.S. Sen. Peter Fitzgerald.  The bill was considered dead in March of 2003, leaving no federal legislation for Daley to uphold, thus the demolition of Meigs permanently at the end of the month.

CONCLUSION

The solution for the City of Chicago, of course, would be a win-win situation where a public place would be enjoyed as well as Meigs airport could stay open and provide an economic impact to Chicago.  Mayor Daley did not see it this way and no matter how authoritarian or arrogant many may find him for closing Meigs, there was no federal legislation in place to prohibit his actions.  FAA’s Tony Molinaro feels that removing a centrally located airport from the national airspace system only diminishes capacity and puts added pressure on O’Hare and Midway airports, but he also mentioned that Meigs was an unobligated airport.  Federal grant funds that had been used to improve Meigs was repaid by the city of Chicago about three years ago.  It appears now that Daley may be able to seek his family’s legacy of converting the airport to a park.  However, the growing budgetary pressures brought on by a sagging economy might make it difficult to undertake a $27 million conversion in the near future.  

From a general aviation standpoint, the data presented earlier suggests that business aviation is among the greatest portion of general aviation and is highly significant for reliever airports.  Although U.S. billings and shipments of aircraft continued to decline from 2001 to 2002 with a decrease of 9.9% and 15.9%, respectively; business flights grew 13% worldwide and 5% in the U.S., despite the economy.  This is good news for reliever airports that cater to business as well as personnel entertainment.  Other trends such as a steady flow of student pilot certificates throughout 2002 indicate a demand for pilot training; commercial airline pilots find general aviation/reliever airports primary training grounds.  Increased sales tax incentives, new technology contributing to new products as well as promoting airports are also future trends.  For other reliever airports, perhaps, the future is not so dim.

References

Annual Industry Review & 2003 Outlook. (2003). General Aviation Manufacturers Association. Retrieved March 2, 2003, from http://www.generalaviation.org/main.shtml
AOPA shows support for Cleveland’s Burke Lakefront Airport during annual celebration. (2002). Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association. Retrieved March 2, 2003, from http://www.aopa.org/whatsnew/newsitems/2002/02-3-104x.html
	


Barrett, M. (2001). Meigs field conversion. Community News Project of the Community Media Workshop (p. 2). Retrieved January 26, 2003, from http://www.newstips.org/lake1.html
Boyer, P. (1999). The economic benefits of airports. Statement of Phil Boyer before the Subcommittee on Aviation, Committee on Transporting & Infrastructure, U.S. House of Representative and Honorable John Duncan, Chairman. Retrieved February 16, 2003, from http://www.aopa.org/whatsnew/newsitems/1999/990211testimony.html
Boyer receives friends of Meigs “spirit of flight” award; calls Meigs Field rescue an “icon’. (1999). Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association. Retrieved February 26, 2003, from http://www.aopa.org/whatsnew/newsitems/2001/01-1-039.html
Continuing saga of Meigs Field. (no date). Wolf Aviation Fund Case Studies. Retrieved January 30, 2003, from http://www.wolf-aviation.info/lessons/res_cas01.htm
Collins, M. (2000). What fate Meigs? Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association.  Retrieved January 26, 2003, from http://www.aopa.org/pilot/features/feat0006.html
Daley cites security in closing of Meigs. Pilots’ group blasts overnight demolition of runway. (2003, April).  Chicago Tribune.  Retrieved April 1, 2003, from http://www.chicagotribune.com/templates/misc/printstory
Daley, R. (2001). Revitalizing Chicago through parks and public spaces. Transcript of Mayor Daley's keynote address to the Urban Parks Institute's "Great Parks/Great Cities" Conference, July 31, 200.  Retrieved March 1, 2003, from http://www.pps.org/topics/whats_new/daley_speech.

Daley rips up Meigs runways in surprise raid. Terror concerns prompt closing, irate mayor says. (2003, April). Chicago Tribune. Retrieved April 1, 2003, from http://www.chcagotribune.come/templates/misc/printsory
Friends of Meigs Field. (n.d.). Case for Meigs. Retrieved January 30, 2003, from http://friendsofmeigs.org/
Friends of Meigs Field. (1998). History of Northerly Island and Meigs Field. Retrieved February 28, 2003, from http://friendsofmeigs.org/
Kirkland, T. (n.d.). Czar of Chicago reneges on Meigs Field. Private Pilot Report.  Retrieved March 1, 2003, from http://www.aeronautx.net/X-Country/content/xcou_02002.htm
Lowe E., Harrell, D. (2001). Is outlook for Meigs brightening? Inside-Serving Chicago’s Northside Neighborhoods. Retrieved February 17, 2003, from http://www.insideonline.com/site/epage/3368_162.htm
Lowe, P. (2002 April). Chicago Meigs airport deal not yet set in stone. Aviation International News. Retrieved February 6, 2003, from http://www.ainonline.com/issues/01_02/01_02_lawmakerssinkmeigpg1.html 

Mola, R. (2002 January). Lawmakers can still sink Meigs/O”Hare airport pact. Aviation International News. Retrieved February 6, 2003, from http://www.ainonline.com/issues/01_02/01_02_lawmakerssinkmeigpg1.html 

National Aviation Capacity Expansion Act (S. 2039/H.R. 3479). (2002, May). Issue Brief.  Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association. Retrieved from March 2, 2003, from http://www.aopa.org/whatsnew/la-chicago.html
Searles, R. (2001 December). Will Meigs field dodge the wrecking ball again? Business & Commercial Aviation, Vol. 89, No. 6, P. 56.

Sen. Durbin formally receives AOPA Hartranft award. (2003, February). Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association. Retrieved February 26, 2003, from http://www.aopa.org/whatsnew/newsitems/2003/03-1-057x.html
PAGE  
17

_1107955472.xls
Chart2

		No Opinion		No Opinion

		Park		Park

		Meigs		Meigs



October

July

Percent Supporting 1996

Public Opinion:  Meigs Field vs. Park

21

26

31

32

48

42



Sheet1

		

				No Opinion		Park		Meigs

		October		21		31		48

		July		26		32		42





Sheet1

		0		0

		0		0

		0		0



October

July

Percent Supporting 1996

Public Opinion:  Meigs Field vs. Park



Sheet2

		





Sheet3

		






