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Airport Funding

Airports are generally funded by users of the system.  Passengers pay a surcharge on the ticket price for use of the facility, lessees pay a monthly fee to operate at the facility, and concessionaires pay a fee in order to operate at the facility.  Both the Feds and State tax aviation fuels for maintenance and construction of airport facilities.  The federal tax goes directly to the Airport / Airway Trust fund and the State tax goes to a State Airport Fund.  

Airports also use a combination of cash reserves, debt capital / municipal bonds, loans, grants (both State and Federal), and the sale of tax exempt bonds to fund projects.  Federal aid typically comes via the Airport Improvement Program (AIP) which can provide up to 90% of project costs leaving the other 10% for the county, municipality or other administrative agency overseeing airport activities.  

City of Cleveland owned Airports

Burke Lakefront Airport

Burke Lakefront Airport was opened in 1947.  It was built on fill from dredging the Cuyahoga River and Lake Erie shipping channels as well as some incinerated waste from the City of Cleveland.  Burke’s initial purpose was to serve as a downtown port for amphibious and air taxi service to Cleveland Municipal Airport.  Burke Lakefront Airport had regularly scheduled commercial service as recently as 1991 that handled 313,000 passengers in 1987.  

Burke operates today as a general aviation airport.  Primary use has shifted towards corporate, private, medivac, freight, and flight training operations.  Burke’s current capacity is 220,000 operations / year but averages less than half that number.  Burke is considered to be a reliever airport for Hopkins and employs 17 city employees.  

Cleveland Hopkins International Airport

Cleveland Municipal airport opened in 1925.  The name changed to Cleveland Hopkins International Airport in 1964.  The primary use of Hopkins is commercial air operations.  Hopkins handles approximately 10 million passengers and 263,000 operations annually.  Hopkins serves as the Midwest hub for Continental airlines and as a port for other major national passenger carriers, international carriers, cargo airlines, commuter carriers, and charter flight operations.  

Finances

It is impossible to discuss the finances of these facilities separately.  They are both owned by the city of Cleveland and administered by the Department of Port Control.  Not only are their budgets intertwined but they are considered jointly by the FAA as an integral piece in the Midwestern aviation system.  Although Burke is only one of 5 reliever airports for Hopkins, it is recognized by the FAA that these two facilities operate in tandem.  Burke is the best equipped of the reliever airports.  

The Cleveland airports are considered to be an enterprise system.  They do not receive any funding from the city’s general fund nor do they contribute to the general fund.  As is typical with most main commercial / main reliever airport relationships Burke’s deficits are subsidized by surplus revenues at Hopkins.  Airline rates and charges at Hopkins are based on revenues collected at Burke.  

Federal grants awarded by the FAA to either facility legally bind the city to maintain the two airports and their current purposes.  The city would be obligated to return any funds to the FAA if either facility was to close or drastically change in operations.  The city might also be required by the FAA to build a replacement reliever airport or aid in the expansion of other airports to handle the load of Burke.  

Akron-Canton Regional Airport

Akron-Canton airport began passenger operations in 1948.  This airport is the result of collaboration between Stark and Summit County authorities.  Currently the airport is governed by an eight member Board of Trustees appointed by the executives of the two counties.  

The airport provides the same type of service as Cleveland Hopkins but claim lower landing fees, costs at the ticket counter / baggage claim, and overall lower cost per passenger at $2.25.  Akron-Canton has seen a steady increase of passenger traffic over the last 10 years and offers competition to Hopkins.  

County Airports (GA’s)

Most other small county and municipal airports operate as general aviation and reliever airports for the large commercial airports.  Most are self funded and may have budget tie-ins with the commercial airport which it serves, as is the case with Burke and Hopkins.  Revenues for these airports come from tenant ground leases, annual rents, hanger fees, and fees on fuel sales.  They are also eligible for grants from the FAA for improvements and facility maintenance.  

Regionalizing Airport Authorities / Services

Airports tend to function as entities independent of other local government functions.  They are for the most part self-sufficient in funding but do serve as fuel for local economic development.  The Akron-Canton Regional Airport Authority is already regionalized as it is governed by members appointed and approved by both Stark and Summit Counties.  

The bigger question regarding some of the reliever airports is whether or not that is the highest and best use of county or municipal land.  It has been proposed that Burke Lakefront Airport could better serve the public good as a park or residential neighborhood.  Akron Fulton Municipal Airport is facing the same question.  

A Region-Wide Airport Authority?

A region wide Authority to govern the airports within the jurisdiction could serve to lower costs per passenger through collaborative buying mechanisms as well as attract new carriers.  Airports would have to standardize fees to passengers, tenants, and carriers for this to work.  This regional authority would have authority to make recommendations based on the most efficient results for the aviation system which airports make the most sense as reliever ports thereby where to dedicate funds for improvements and maintenance.  I do not envision this system overseeing all airports in the region.  General aviation airports that are currently municipal or county owned would continue to function as is or become private.  

Pros

Regional business could benefit from this proposal.  Expanding choices for air travel would make Northeast Ohio a better and more profitable place to locate.  Fallout could include a transit / business corridor along I-77 to facilitate travel and commerce between the two major airports.  Air travel to and from Hopkins and Akron-Canton would become cheaper through joint purchasing and non-competition.  This proposal would certainly heighten Northeast Ohio’s status as a business destination and would promote access to regional events.  Local chambers of commerce, business and transit authorities would endorse this proposal.

Cons

County and municipal governments that are already undecided on how the land that the airports reside on should be used would have that decision taken out of their hands.  The home rule mentality is the toughest obstacle to overcome in regionalizing anything.  The local authorities that currently administer airports would either dissolve or focus only on airports / other port activities within their jurisdictions that did not merge.  The FAA also has much political force as they deal out funding for large scale improvement and maintenance projects.  

