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CHAPTER 4 
AVIATION FORECASTS 

 
This chapter presents the passenger, air cargo, and aircraft activity forecast for the Duluth International 
Airport (Airport).  The objective of the forecast is to identify the long-term trends for the types and levels 
of aviation activity that could trigger the need for Airport facility expansion or improvement. This forecast 
chapter was approved by the FAA on May 6, 2014. 
 
 

4.1 FORECAST SYNOPSIS 

Over the last 20 years, the Airport has averaged 133,000 annual enplaned (boarding) passengers per 
year.  The highest number in recent years occurred in 2007 with over 160,000 enplanements and the 
lowest was approximately 106,000 in 1998.  Such annual variations are typical at airports as economic 
conditions and airline service changes.  The average annual growth rate in this 20-year period was 1.2 
percent, or an equivalent increase of about 6,000 passengers per year.  During this period, the airline 
service and passenger levels have fluctuated, not always leading to a steady growth of passenger 
enplanements.  Most notably in recent years, the Airport believes the passenger enplanement trends 
have been largely influenced by the following factors: 
 

 The proximity of Duluth to the Northwest (now Delta) hub in Minneapolis 

 The absence of a daily scheduled low-cost fare carrier 

 The changes and shift of carriers and destinations offered over the years 

 Periods of dominance by Northwest (now Delta) over available seats and fares  
 
However, the recent introduction of leisure destination flights by Allegiant has increased passenger 
levels, suggesting that higher levels of passengers are possible, if a low fare carrier or new destinations 
were available to stimulate travel.  Further, the recent United Airlines service to Chicago-O’Hare has 
introduced a new competing carrier at Duluth, and another large market with an alternative connecting 
hub.  Other significant Duluth air service issues are fuel costs, and the “leakage” of potential Duluth 
passengers to alternative airport facilities, i.e. Minneapolis.  This leakage has likely exceeded 50 
percent during certain periods.  Therefore, this forecast provides a base forecast of continuation of 
current passenger trends and two scenarios of higher potential passenger activity representing 
stimulation of traffic.  In addition, two projections of air cargo activity are developed. 
 
 

4.1.1 The Regional Base for Aviation Activity 

This section identifies the geographic area served by the Airport and that region’s characteristics that 
influence aviation demand.  It is recognized that air passengers can come into the region from outside 
and local residents can use other airports; however, this regional analysis provides a basis for 
identifying and understanding the greater Duluth area and its ability to support aviation activity. 
 
 

4.1.2 Identification of the Air Service Area and County Population 

The prime geographic region served by an airport is referred to as an Air Service Area.  For the 
purposes of this report, the Duluth, Minnesota/Superior, Wisconsin Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) 
will be defined as the Air Service Area.  This MSA is identified by the U.S. government as the prime 
business market of greater Duluth and it is the source of the majority of existing passengers.  Note that 
the MSA definition used in this report is the November 20, 2008 revision from the U.S. Office of 
Management and Budget, which added Carton County, Minnesota to the MSA. 
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The MSA consists of three counties.  The population in 2010 was 274,184.  The names of the MSA 
counties and the 2010 Census Bureau estimate of population are shown in Table 4-1. 

Table 4-1 
MSA COUNTY IDENTIFICATION AND 2010 POPULATION 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
St. Louis County contains over 70 percent of the Air Service Area’s population and 85 percent of the 
MSA population resides in Minnesota.  However, the cities of Duluth, Minnesota, and Superior, 
Wisconsin, are located across St. Louis Bay from each other.  Local residents usually refer to the cities 
as the “Twin Ports,” because each is a major lake shipping center. 
 
The City of Duluth has approximately 86,000 residents and the City of Superior approximately 27,000 
residents.  Therefore, the Twin Ports of Duluth and Superior, by themselves, represent approximately 
40 percent of the MSA’s population.  Various suburban areas which surround Duluth and Superior add 
to the concentration of population around the City of Duluth.  In fact, the Airport itself is bounded by the 
community of Hermantown, just northwest of Duluth. 
 
 

4.1.3 Extended Service Area 

The extended service area of the Airport goes beyond the three county prime MSA area listed above.  
This is because, outside of the Twin Port region, the area is not densely populated.  Further, no other 
major commercial service airports serve the region.  The larger area of the U.S. and Canada served by 
the Airport includes: 
 

 The Airport is the largest in northeastern Minnesota in terms of number of flights and passengers; 
therefore, the Airport attracts passengers from much of the northeastern part of the state. 

 

 In the same manner, many passengers from northwestern Wisconsin choose the Duluth 
International Airport versus the airports that serve Rhinelander-Oneida County, Eau Claire-
Chippewa Falls, or other northern Wisconsin locations.  In addition, a few passengers from the 
Upper Peninsula of Michigan also use the Airport based upon license plate counts in the Airport 
parking lots. 

 

 Further, Canadian passengers seek the lower flight taxes, easier customs clearance, and direct 
service to vacation destinations not available in the southwestern Ontario area. 

 
Delta service to the Airport is usually on jet aircraft versus the turbo-prop aircraft available at most other 
regional airports.  The larger scheduled aircraft at Duluth International Airport also provide capacity for 
air cargo and oversized luggage that is not available to many of the other regional airports. 
 
Finally, the Airport offers extensive leisure market and package vacation flight opportunities from 
Allegiant and certain other airlines.  These all-exclusive and low-cost “vacation” flights attract 
passengers from as far as southwestern Ontario, Canada, as well as northern Minnesota, northwestern 

County State Population Share 

St. Louis Minnesota      200,226  72% 

Douglas Wisconsin        43,765  16% 

Carlton Minnesota        35,386  13% 

Total MSA        279,377  100% 

Source: Bureau of the Census, 2011 
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Wisconsin, and far western Michigan.  This is because the Airport is one of the few in the surrounding 
region to offer direct low-fare scheduled and charter airline service to warm weather and gambling 
destinations. 
 

4.1.4 Regional Demographic and Economic Information 

This section identifies the key demographic characteristics of the Air Service Area.  In addition, large 
regional employers and sources of employment are identified.  The Air Service Area’s population, 
employment, and per capita income will be presented with comparable information for the entire United 
States and the State of Minnesota. 
 
Population Growth:  The rate of population growth in the MSA has historically been much slower than 
the State of Minnesota and the United States.  The MSA has, in fact, lost population over the last 40 
years as the traditional labor-intensive mining, railroad, lake shipping, forestry, and other local industries 
have mechanized.  However, as projected by Woods and Poole Economics, the regional population is 
expected to grow at a 0.2 percent annual average rate over the next 30 years versus a 0.9 percent rate 
for United States and Minnesota.  The historical and projected comparison of MSA growth to these 
other geographic areas is shown in Table 4-2. 

Table 4-2 
HISTORICAL AND PROJECTED POPULATION GROWTH RATES 

 

 
 

Per Capita Personal Income:  Per Capita Personal Income (PCPI) in the MSA has historically been less 
than the United States and Minnesota averages and that trend is expected to continue.  In 1969, the 
United States and Minnesota had similar PCPIs in the $16,000 range versus the local average of 
$13,412.  By 2009, the comparison between the three areas remained similar, but with the state 
average pulling ahead of the United States.  For the future, the three areas are expected to grow at 
similar rates.  Note that all these amounts are provided in constant year 2004 dollars as presented in 
Table 4-3. 

Table 4-3 
COMPARISON OF PER CAPITA PERSONAL INCOME AVERAGES (2004 $) 

 

 
 

 
Employment:  The rate of employment growth is analyzed in this section.  Between 1969 and 2009, the 
United States, Minnesota, and the Air Service Area all saw employment grow.  The rate of employment 
growth was higher in the United States and Minnesota versus the Air Service Area; however, despite 
the lack of population growth, the number of employed individuals in the Air Service Area actually 
increased.  For the future, the rate of employment growth is expected to be roughly similar among the 

Area 1969-2009 2010-2030

United States 1.1% 0.9%

Minnesota 0.8% 0.9%

Duluth MSA -0.2% 0.2%

Source: Woods and Poole Economics

Area 1969 2009 2030

United States $16,465 $35,142 $46,851

Minnesota $16,169 $37,625 $49,546

Duluth MSA $13,412 $30,686 $40,499

Source: Woods and Poole Economics
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three areas.  The growth rate for comparative area employment is presented in Table 4-4.  A 
comparison of the U.S., Minnesota, and Air Service Area growth rates of population, PCPI, and 

employment is presented in Exhibit 4-1. 

Table 4-4 
COMPARISON OF TOTAL EMPLOYMENT GROWTH RATES 

 

 

Exhibit 4-1 
COMPARISON OF AIR SERVICE AREA DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

 

 
 
     Source: Woods & Poole; 2010  
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2010 - 2030

PCPI Growth Rates

2004 Dollars 2004 Dollars 2004 Dollars

-0.4% -0.2% 0.0% 0.2% 0.4% 0.6% 0.8% 1.0% 1.2%

1969 - 2009

2010 - 2030

Population Growth Rates

USA Duluth, MN (MSA) Minnesota

0.0% 0.2% 0.4% 0.6% 0.8% 1.0% 1.2% 1.4% 1.6% 1.8% 2.0%

1969 - 2009

2010 - 2030

Employment Growth Rates

USA Duluth (MSA) Minnesota

Area 1969-2009 2010-2030 

United States 1.7% 1.1% 
Minnesota 1.8% 1.1% 

Duluth MSA 0.9% 0.9% 

Source: Woods and Poole Economics 
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Major Employers and Other Economic Indicators 

As in any community, the major employers in the Air Service Area include a large number of 
governments, schools, hospitals, and retail establishments.  Essentia Health System is the largest 
single regional employer with approximately 5,000 full-time equivalent employees.  The largest 
employers in the MSA are listed in Table 4-5. 
 

Table 4-5 
TEN LARGEST EMPLOYERS IN THE MSA 

 
 

Of note is the fact that two large regional employers are at the Airport.  These are the Duluth Air 
National Guard base and Cirrus Design, an aircraft manufacturer.  The Air National Guard has 
approximately 450 to 480 full-time employees and over 500 part-time employees.  Cirrus has 
approximately 1,000 full-time employees. 
 
Regional employment is greatly impacted because the Air Service Area lies at the center of the iron ore 
mining industry in the United States.  The richest concentration of iron ore in the United States is found 
in a small band across northeastern Minnesota, northern Wisconsin, and northwestern Michigan.  The 
most productive area of present day mining is the Iron Range of Minnesota (located about two hours 
drive northwest of the Airport) with approximately 80 percent of U.S. iron ore production.  The low 
density iron ore is usually processed to increase its concentration and it is then called taconite.  
Railroads transport the taconite from the processing facilities to ports along the western shore of Lake 
Superior where it is loaded on ships for transport to Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit, and other areas for 
conversion to iron and steel. 
 
The cities of Duluth and Superior serve as the corporate offices and supply center for the mines, 
concentrating facilities, railroads, and lake shipping operations serving the taconite industry.  The Twin 
Ports of Duluth and Superior are the westernmost ports of the Great Lakes, as well as being the largest 
Great Lake’s port by tonnage shipped.  The Twin Ports also serve the northern plains states by shipping 
large amounts of coal and grain.  In addition, these ports handle limestone, cement, rock salt, and other 
commodities destined to or from the region.  Finally, information from the American Association of Port 
Authorities indicates that in 2008, the Duluth-Superior port was the ninth largest in the United States for 
export tonnage with 14.5 million tons shipped. 
 
In addition to the MSA’s traditional iron ore, railroad, forestry, and lake shipping firms, new industries in 
the Air Service Area are a $1.6 billion Essar Group steel mill under construction near Nashwauk which 
will process iron ore into steel without having to incur transport costs.  Another plant under construction 
in St. Louis County is going to process discarded iron ore mine tailing for precious metals such as lead, 
gold, and silver.   
 

Employers Business Employees

Essentia Health Systems Health Care 5,272

St. Louis County Government 1,956

University of Minnesota-Duluth Education 1,700

United Healthcare Health Care 1,634

St. Luke's Health System Health Care 1,622

Duluth Public Schools Education 1,426

Allete (MN Power) Utility 1,400

Minnesota Taconite (USS) Natural Resources 1,200

Air National Guard Base (Duluth) Defense 1,068

Black Bear Casino Resort Entertainment 907

Source: Northspan, 2011
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Tourism is another major local industry with the Airport serving, among other sites, the Boundary Water 
Canoe Area Wilderness.  The most popular sports for visitors are fishing, hunting, and snowmobiling.  A 
number of colleges and technical schools are in the MSA.  These include the University of Minnesota 
(Duluth), The College of St. Scholastica, Lake Superior College, and the University of Wisconsin 
(Superior). 

 

 
4.2 HISTORICAL PASSENGER ACTIVITY 

This section identifies the historical passenger air traffic activity at the Airport. 
 

4.2.1 Historic Air Service 

The Duluth International Airport has provided passenger air service since the 1940s, predominately to 

Minneapolis and Chicago.  During this period, passenger levels have shown a gradual increase, 

resilient to the succession of multiple network, regional, and affiliated commuter air carriers, operating a 

fleet with a wide range of turboprop and jet transport aircraft.  Below is a chronology overview of airline 

service at Duluth.  

 

1940 to 2009:  Northwest (Minneapolis) – from piston to turboprops to narrow-body jets 

1976:  Mesaba (for Northwest, Minneapolis) - various turboprops 

1960s to 1976:  North Central Airlines (Minneapolis) - various jets and turboprops 

1983 Midstate Airlines - turboprops 

1980 to 1986:  Republic Airlines (Minneapolis) – narrow-body jets 

1986 to 1987:  American Airlines (Chicago) – narrow-body jets 

1998 to 2002:  American Eagle (for American, Chicago) – regional jets 

2004: American Eagle (for American) – regional jets 

2005:  Allegiant (2005 Las Vegas, 2009 Orlando) – narrow-body jets 

2007:  Midwest Airlines (Milwaukee) – regional jets 

2009:  United Express (for United, Chicago) – regional jets 

1984 to 2009:  Northwest Airlink (for Northwest, Minneapolis and Detroit) – Saab 340 / Avro RJ85 

2010:  Delta and Delta Connection (replaces Northwest, Minneapolis and Detroit) - Generally 

narrow-body jets and regional jets 

 

During the past 10 years, the network and regional airlines have gone through an acquisition phase in 

which carriers have consolidated and re-aligned the affiliated carrier service.  Over this period, air 

service has been provided with aircraft typically ranging from 30 to 130 seats.  The Duluth market, with 

130,000 to 150,000 annual passenger boardings, has historically supported narrow-body aircraft.  In 

2010, at over 153,000 enplanements, the scheduled airlines operated 50 to 150-seat jets at Duluth. 

 

4.2.2 Historic Passenger Enplanements 

Airport records start in 1951 and indicate 966 enplanements and 898 deplanements occurred in that 
year.  From 1951 to 1979, the Airport’s enplaned passenger records show a dramatic increase from 
less than a thousand passengers in 1951 to almost 140,000 enplanements in 1979.  The number of 
enplaned passengers first reached 100,000 in 1976.  With the exception of a few years in the early 
1980s, passenger traffic has remained over 100,000 annually since 1976.  Since 1992, the traffic has 
remained over 120,000 passengers annually.  However, individual years have been more erratic as 
airlines have frequently introduced and withdrawn service or the economy impacted traffic volume.  A 
sharp decline followed the next few years until traffic started growing again throughout the 1980s, 
1990s, and into the 2000s. 
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4.2.3 Annual Enplaned Passenger Trends 

The annual variations indicate changes in local and national economic conditions, as well as repeated 
changes in air service.  A record of passenger traffic and rate of growth at approximate ten-year 
intervals and a graph of almost 60 years of enplaned passengers (1951-2010) shows a long-term trend 
of increased enplanements as presented in Exhibit 4-2. 
 

Exhibit 4-2 
HISTORICAL ENPLANEMENTS 1951-2010 

 

 
Source:  Duluth Airport Authority, 2011 

 
 
 
The last 20 years of passenger activity generally shows a different type of growth trend.  During the 
1990s, passenger traffic appeared to stagnate with a particularly low volume in 1998.  However, since 
1998, the long-term trend indicates a slow growth of enplanements until the nationwide economic 
recession and airline service cutbacks caused traffic to fall in 2009.  The last 20 years of enplaned 
passenger activity are shown in Exhibit 4-3. 
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Exhibit 4-3 
HISTORICAL ENPLANEMENTS 1990-2010 

 

 

Source:  Duluth Airport Authority, 2011 
  
 
 

4.2.4 Monthly and Other Seasonal Trends 

The Airport’s passenger traffic shows a relatively small seasonal variation.  Based upon an average of 
the last six full years, passenger traffic is usually lowest in November, December, January, and 
February.  July and August are usually the busiest months.  The peak month has been August in four of 
the last six years with July beating August by a small margin in the other two years.  On average, the 
peak month of August sees about 40 percent higher traffic than the lowest month of November. 
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Note that this mid-summer peak and decline of winter traffic is typical of most domestic airports.  The 
Airport’s flight schedule does not vary substantially throughout the year due to fluctuations in seasonally 
adjusted flights offered; rather it is the aircraft load factors that usually changes.  The average monthly 
passenger traffic for the past six years appears in Exhibit 4-4. 

 

Exhibit 4-4 
MONTHLY PASSENGER TRAFFIC 2005 TO 2010 

 

 
 
 
 Source: Duluth Airport Authority, 2011. 

 
 
 
4.2.5 Current Airlines Providing Service 

Three airlines currently provide regularly scheduled service to the Airport.  These are Allegiant, Delta, 
and United.  With the exception of Allegiant, the Airport is served by two of the so-called “legacy” 
airlines, who operate national route systems.  Actual legacy carrier flights are often provided by one or 
more of Delta’s or United’s regional commuter affiliates, rather than the mainline carrier itself. 

 
4.2.6 Flight Schedule 

Each of the legacy airlines serving the Airport flies to one or more of their respective hubs.  Allegiant 
serves a variety of leisure vacation destinations.  The May 2011 cities served non-stop by commercial 

passenger airlines are shown in Table 4-6.  Scheduled airline passenger service is provided by Delta 
and United, with seasonally scheduled service provided by Allegiant (two flights per week with MD-80s), 
and occasional charter operators including Allegiant (MD-80), Sun Country (Boeing-737), and 
previously Xtra Airways (Boeing 737). 
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Table 4-6 
SCHEDULED PASSENGER AIRLINES SERVING THE AIRPORT 

 

 
Table 4-7 summarizes the scheduled airline service activity at the Duluth International Airport, which 

totals approximately 4,500 flight departures per year. 

 

Table 4-7 
SCHEDULED PASSENGER AIRLINES SERVING THE AIRPORT 

 
 
 

4.3 SIGNIFICANT FACTORS INFLUENCING PASSENGER AIR SERVICE 

This section identifies the most significant factors expected to influence regional aviation demand.  
Competition among airports and airlines results in a situation where regional passengers have multiple 
choices for travel. 

 
4.3.1 Price and Availability of Fuel 

The price and availability of jet fuel has been a major determinate of airline service.  Based on U.S. 
Department of Transportation information, fuel has become the largest single cost of airline operation, 
surpassing labor.  From an average of under $1.00 per gallon in the years prior to 2003, jet fuel is now 
averaging over $2.00 per gallon.  Because the price of fuel is relatively high, airlines are cutting 
marginal routes and parking inefficient aircraft.  A key issue is that older, smaller turboprop and regional 
jets are being retired first.  This reduction in feeder service is particularly influencing rural airports that 
depend upon small aircraft. 
 

4.3.2 Airline Company Shifts 

For many years, the legacy or system airlines provided most service.  Today the so-called low-cost 
carriers have captured an increasing share of the domestic market.  In less than ten years, the low-cost 
carriers have grown from less than 20 percent to over 30 percent in U.S. market share.  The growth of 
the low-cost carriers is based on the efficiency and market strategies of each successful airline. 
 

2010 Available Annual Annual

Airline City Pair Destination Aircraft Enplanements Seats Departures Operations

Delta Minneapolis, Detroit CRJ-200 105,684           50 3,285           6,570          

United Chicago (O'Hare) CRJ-200 21,840             50 1,095           2,190          

Allegiant Las Vegas, Orlando MD-80 25,942             150 130              260             

Charters Various Various 2,489               

Total 155,955           4,510           9,020          

Source: Each airline's schedule, May 2011; Duluth Airport Authority, 2011

Carrier Destinations Served Non-stop 

Allegiant Las Vegas, Orlando 

Delta Detroit, Minneapolis 

United Chicago (O'Hare) 

Source: Duluth Airport Authority, May 2011 



Duluth Airport Authority 

Duluth International Airport Master Plan Update 
 

Aviation Demand Forecast  4-11  
  January 2015 Version 6.0 

The low-cost carriers include Southwest, Frontier, and Spirit, among others, who seek-out high density, 
big city markets.  These route decisions generally concentrate air service at the largest cities and 
busiest routes.  This concentration of air service works to the advantage of big city residents, but often 
forces rural residents to drive to major cities.  The future of each airline and the success of their 
marketing play a large role in the success of certain airports versus others. 

 
4.3.3 Location and Other Characteristics of Regional Airports 

The Airport serves a unique Air Service Area located relatively far from other population centers and 
airports.  At the same time, there are a number of other commercial service airports within driving 
distance.  By far the most important competitive airport is the Minneapolis/St. Paul International Airport 
(Minneapolis) located about 150 miles south of Duluth.  The Minneapolis airport is a hub for the nation’s 
largest airline - Delta Air Lines.  Further, Minneapolis has service from most U.S. carriers including low 
fare carriers such as Southwest, Sun Country, and AirTran. 
 
Other airports such as those in Hibbing, Brainerd, Bemidji, and International Falls may be reasonably 
close in distance, but none are believed to be serious competitors for passengers or air cargo due to 
their small size and considering the extensive air service available in Minneapolis and Duluth.  Key 
information including the city-to-city mileage and driving time for the main competitive airport cities is 

provided in Table 4-8.   
 
The Airport was the 202nd largest U.S. airport in 2009 in terms of passenger activity and is the second 
largest in Minnesota, after Minneapolis.   Minneapolis is linked to the Air Service Area by an interstate 
highway that makes driving relatively easy.  However, congestion on highways in and around 
Minneapolis can hinder access at peak times, as well as snow and ice in winter that slow travel. 

 

Table 4-8 
INFORMATION ON SURROUNDING REGIONAL AIRPORTS 

 
 
 
4.3.4 Airport Efforts to Improve Air Service 

The Airport has been aggressive in efforts to increase and improve air service to the Air Service Area, 
as will be recognized in the two alternative forecast scenarios.  These efforts include submitting 
applications to increase air service under the Small Community Air Service Development Program and 
working with the state and other airports to improve regional air service.  Further, the Airport recently 
built a new terminal which provides better vehicle access and passenger facilities to improve the 
travelers’ experience.  The terminal improvements include larger facilities to process passengers and 
baggage, as well as greatly expanded and improved security screening. 

 
 

Highway Driving FAA 2009 Size

Airport City Miles Time Classification Rank

Hibbing 76 1:24 Commercial Service 400

Brainerd 116 2:11 Primary 352

Bemidji 153 3:20 Primary 327

International Falls 157 3:30 Primary 350

Minneapolis 158 2:25 Large Hub 15

Source: GeoNova Road Master Atlas, 2009; FAA, 2010
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4.4 PASSENGER FORECAST 

This section presents the enplaned passenger forecast.  This forecast is based on the FAA Terminal 
Area Forecast (TAF) and two alternative scenarios of future traffic.  The forecasts will be used for 
Master Plan analysis purposes. 

 
4.4.1 Presentation of FAA TAF Forecast – Base Case 

This Master Plan assumes the current (December 2010) FAA TAF is the basis for future facility 
planning.  The FAA prepares an annual projection of commercial passengers and aircraft operations 
traffic for all U.S. airports.  This TAF forecast is calculated based upon each airport’s historical activity 
and national averages for change in passengers, aircraft operations, and other activity measures.  The 
TAF forecast of passengers is presented in Exhibit 4-5. 
 
The scheduled commercial passenger airline service outlook that parallels the TAF forecast is that 
Delta Air Lines remains the principal carrier with additional service provided by legacy carriers like 
United and leisure-service carriers like Allegiant.  Additional service might include larger aircraft on 
existing routes, additional flight frequencies, or new destinations such as Denver or Phoenix. 
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Exhibit 4-5 
DECEMBER 2010 FAA TERMINAL AREA FORECAST 

 

   
 
Source:  FAA Terminal Area Forecasts (TAF) for Duluth International Airport, December 2010; Year of 2010 is from Airport records.  

Enplanments

Historical

1990 126,785

2000 141,413

2010 Actual 155,955

2010 FAA TAF 137,564

Projected

2015 150779

2020 165529

2025 182004

2030 200409

Percent Change

Historical

1990-2010 TAF 0.4%

Projected

2010 TAF - 2014 1.85%

2016-2020 1.88%

2021-2025 1.92%

2026-2030 1.95%

Passengers

Average Annual Growth Rate

Year

Period

0

50,000

100,000

150,000

200,000

250,000

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030

En
p

la
n

ed
 P

a
ss

en
ge

rs

Historical FAA TAF



Duluth Airport Authority 

Duluth International Airport Master Plan Update 
 

Aviation Demand Forecast  4-14  
  January 2015 Version 6.0 

4.4.2 Scenario One – FAA TAF Growth Rate from Actual 2010 

Scenario One recognizes the higher enplaned passenger level of 155,955 recorded by the Airport in 
2010 and continues the annual growth at the 2010 FAA TAF rate of 1.9 percent.  Such a growth rate 
adds approximately 3,000 to 4,000 passengers per year and results in approximately 227,000 
enplanements in 2030 or almost 30,000 more than the 2010 TAF projection. 
 
The Airport currently has daily scheduled flights to Minneapolis, Detroit, and Chicago O’Hare, as well as 
several weekly flights on Allegiant.  The air service scenarios that could follow this trend of passenger 
growth are infinite.  Specific conceptual airline activity might include one or more of the following: 
 

 United currently has two daily scheduled flights to Chicago-O’Hare.  Under a model of increased 
passengers, the number of United Chicago flights could increase to three in the near term and 
four or more in the future.  Note that Chicago-O’Hare is the second largest hub for United and 
the nation’s third largest metropolitan area with almost 10 million residents.  Therefore, Chicago 
is both a key airline hub and a major origin and destination passenger market. 
 

 If the Chicago flights continue to be successful, United may add Denver flights in the future.  
This westward service would provide connections to California cities such as Los Angeles and 
San Francisco.  At the same time, United service to Washington Dulles or Houston 
Intercontinental might be possible in the long term. 

 
 Delta service to Minneapolis is currently on 50-seat regional jet aircraft.  Larger 70-seat regional 

jets, as well as 120 to 150 Airbus A319 and A320 aircraft are possible, as well as increased 
frequency.  Increased frequency (or larger regional jets) to Detroit is also likely as the Detroit 
Delta hub provides excellent service for both east coast and southern destinations, as well as 
better international connections.  Over the long term, Delta service to Atlanta or Salt Lake City is 
possible. 

 

 New Allegiant service to Phoenix or even Los Angeles is also possible, as well as added service 
to Florida destinations such as Tampa and Ft. Lauderdale. 

 
In this scenario, the long-term growth of passengers is expected to occur as Delta and United, as well 
as Allegiant or similar carriers, compete for the Air Service Area’s passengers.  Realistically, increased 
load factors should accommodate some of the increased volume of passengers, but, over the long 
term, more aircraft frequency and/or larger aircraft may be deployed on the existing routes.  Scenario 
One is very logical for Duluth air service, but it is likely to occur over the short to intermediate term and 
not immediately.   
 
The competition offered by having two legacy carriers serve Duluth provides vital competition among 
carriers resulting in lower fares and increased air service options; therefore, more passengers would 
use the Airport.  These increased passenger numbers result from less leakage to Minneapolis and a 
higher propensity of local residents choosing to fly to/from Duluth.  This projection results in over 
227,000 passengers in 2030.  The Scenario One forecast is presented in Exhibit 4-6. 
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Exhibit 4-6 
SCENARIO ONE – GROWTH AT FAA TAF RATE FROM ACTUAL 2010 

 

 

 
 
 
Source:  RS&H, 2011. 
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4.4.3 Scenario Two – FAA National Domestic Growth Rate from Actual 2010 

Scenario Two recognizes the higher enplaned passenger level of 155,955 recorded by the Airport in 
2010 and continues the annual growth at the 2011 FAA national average domestic rate of 2.4 percent.  
Such a growth rate adds approximately 5,000 passengers per year and results in approximately 
250,000 enplanements in 2030 or almost 50,000 more than the 2010 TAF projection. 
 
The FAA national forecast of aviation activity is published annually in the FAA Aerospace Forecast.  
The latest version was published in February 2011.  For the next 30 years, the forecast for U.S. carriers 
is a growth of 2.4 percent annually in domestic travel, 4.6 percent in international travel, and 2.8 percent 
in total.  For this analysis, the 2.4 percent domestic average annual growth rate was used. 
 
The Airport has existing daily scheduled flights to three designations, as well as several weekly leisure 
destination flights.  Again, the air service scenarios that could follow this trend of passenger growth are 
infinite.  Specific conceptual airline activity might include one or more of the following: 
 

 United is likely to expand service under Scenario Two with Chicago and Denver flights. 

 Delta would be expected to add larger aircraft and/or more frequency to Minneapolis and 
Detroit.  Additional markets, such as Atlanta or Salt Lake City, may be possible over the 
medium term. 

 Allegiant would likely add more frequency to Las Vegas and Orlando, as well as new 
destinations. 

 Other carriers such as American might be possible in the long term if United is very 
successful serving the Chicago market. 

 
Air service expectations under this scenario are that two or more major legacy carriers provide 
extensive service to the Airport.  One or more leisure destination carriers such as Allegiant, Sun 
Country, or Direct Air are also present.  Therefore, there is extensive competition for air passengers.  
This greatly increased air service and passenger scenario is unlikely to occur in the near term due to 
the national economic recession’s impact on air travel and the severe cutbacks of air service being 
made by the carriers.   
 
Almost all U.S. airlines are grounding aircraft and cutting flights in order to increase load factors.  
Further, these airlines are cutting fares in order to keep their flights as full as possible.  In addition, 
airlines usually like to serve their “spoke-service” cities from the closest hub; therefore, increased 
service to Minneapolis, Chicago, and Detroit, or larger aircraft on these routes, might be expected 
before new destinations (such as Denver) are added.  
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Exhibit 4-7 
SCENARIO TWO – GROWTH AT FAA NATIONAL DOMESTIC RATE FROM 2010 ACTUAL 

 

 
 
 Source:  FAA Terminal Area Forecasts (TAF) for Duluth International Airport, 2009. 
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4.4.4 Passenger Forecast Comparison and Summary 

Three forecast cases were developed based on the FAA TAF and two scenarios of higher levels of 
passengers.  The TAF indicates passenger levels will be approximately 200,000 by 2030, while both of 
the higher growth scenarios indicate levels well over 200,000 enplanements by 2030.  The projected 
passenger enplanements are presented in Exhibit 4-8 with the average annual growth rates between 
the periods shown.  The significant changes among the three cases and impacts on the growth of 
passengers at the Airport include: 
 

 The strength of the worldwide economic recovery and specifically the expectations for 
population and economic growth of the Air Service Area. 
 

 The expectations for continued growth of air service to greater Duluth.  Issues for growth of 
small community air service include the lack of any new 100 seat or smaller aircraft to 
economically serve such communities and the continued growth of so-called, low fare carriers, 
such as Southwest, that serve only a few large cities, such as Minneapolis. 
 

 The tendency of consumers to shop extensively for the lowest air fare and then drive hundreds 
of miles to “save money.” 
 

 The ability of specialized leisure market carriers such as Allegiant to continue to provide low 
fare service in competition with the major carriers.  In addition, the continued ability of such 
leisure destination carriers to attract Canadian passengers. 
 

 The possibility that surrounding regional airports in Minnesota and Wisconsin could lose all or 
most scheduled air service, in time, forcing passengers to larger commercial airports such as 
Duluth. 
 

All of these cases predict that the Airport will continue to increase passenger volumes over the long 
term. 

 
 

4.5 DESIGN DAY / DESIGN HOUR 

Airport facilities are not typically designed based upon their annual activity; rather, they are designed to 
accommodate a busy or peak period.  This section of the Master Plan forecast will identify and project 
that peak activity period for commercial passengers and aircraft gate usage. 
 
The peak activity at any airport is often constrained by the number of gates.  At the same time, the 
number of airlines and their number of destinations, as well as their number of station employees, limit 
any airline’s ability to schedule and handle too many aircraft at the same time.  Therefore, this peak 
period gate analysis is built from the bottom-up, based upon the existing airline schedule.  The current 
gate usage and overnight aircraft, as derived from the September 2010 actual flight schedule, are 
presented in Exhibit 4-9. 

 
The peak period most commonly used in airport planning is the design day and/or design hour.  These 
periods are not the absolute peak usage that an airport will ever see, but rather represent the typical 
busier than normal period.  There are several factors to consider in this peak hour analysis.  First, the 
number of flights per day does not vary substantially during the year because the airlines’ schedule is 
relatively stable.   
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Second, the mid-summer is normally a busier time for passengers than winter.  However, third, the key 
issue is that any time of year the daily peak departing passenger hour normally occurs during the early 
morning aircraft departure period.  The arriving passenger peak is typically during a late afternoon 
aircraft arrival period.  These peak passenger activity hours are usually particularly noticeable on 
Monday mornings and Friday evenings.  Therefore, a peak gate usage analysis will be based upon full 
aircraft and the current flight schedule will be developed. 

 

Exhibit 4-8 
PASSENGER FORECAST SUMMARY - GRAPH BY SCENARIO 

 

  
       

Source: FAA Terminal Area Forecasts (TAF) December 2010 |  RS&H Analysis, 2011 
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The peak month was identified from 2010 activity as being August with a six-year average of 10.1 
percent of the year’s activity.  The Average Day of the Peak Month is represented by 1/31 of the peak 
month’s activity.  The current airline schedule was analyzed to identify the peak hours for scheduled 
aircraft arrivals and departures.  This analysis excludes the several times per week Allegiant flights.  
Based on the current airline schedule, the maximum number of scheduled aircraft on-the-ground in any 
single hour is four.  These are the four aircraft that currently overnight in Duluth – three Delta aircraft 
and one United. 
 
The gate usage by aircraft is identified differently.  Under the current schedule, Delta can use two gates 
and United one.  Allegiant can use its own gate or ground load, but is more likely to use a Delta or 
United gate during a non-busy time.  However, for the purposes of this analysis, Allegiant is assigned its 
own gate.  The reason that the number of gates is so variable is that regional jets can be easily ground 
loaded. 
 
For the future, maximum major carrier gate usage is assumed for departing flights and related 
passenger enplanements based on carrier gate projection.  The exception is Allegiant which has no 
peak hour flights projected because it does not typically operate at the busy early morning and late 
evening flight times of the major carriers. Furthermore, Allegiant only operates two or three days a 
week.  Full aircraft are assumed based on a typical busy day schedule such as Monday morning or 
Friday evening.  The deplaning passenger schedule has typically been less peaked than the enplaning 
passenger schedule with fewer aircraft arriving during the peak hour. 
 
Based on this analysis, the peak departing passenger hour is 6 to 7 am when three 50-passenger 
regional jets depart.  If all are full, 150 passengers use the Airport.  The peak arrival hour is represented 
both by the 2 to 3 pm and 8 to 9 pm period when two regional jets arrive.  With full aircraft, this results in 
100 arriving passengers.  The peak gate usage hours are overnight when four jets are on the ground 
and as many as four gates are utilized.  For the future, similar conditions are expected, but with higher 
activity over time factored into the analysis. 

 
 

Exhibit 4-9 
MAY 2011 AIRLINE SCHEDULE BY GATE 

 

 

 
 

Source:  Airline Schedules, May 2011 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Airline Midnight Over-

Destination 12 AM 1 AM 2 AM 3 AM 4 AM 5 AM 6 AM 7 AM 8 AM 9 AM 10 AM 11 AM 12 PM 1 PM 2 PM 3 PM 4 PM 5 PM 6 PM 7 PM 8 PM 9 PM 10 PM 11 PM night

Delta Arrive 10:56 2:06 4:43 8:18 1

MSP Depart 8:25 11:21 2:37 5:10

Delta Arrive 12:16 10:41 1

MSP Depart 6:50 12:41

Delta Arrive 9:50 3:28 8:36 1

DTW Depart 6:05 10:20 3:55

United Arrive 2:12 11:08 1

ORD Depart 6:34 2:52

Allegiant Arrive Note: Allegiant seasonal schedule varies by day of week and destination. 0

Depart          One gate is used and aircraft do not overnight in Duluth.
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The peak month for each of the forecast scenarios, as well as the peak day, has been calculated.  The 
projected maximum number of gates used and the peak hour enplanements/deplanements for 2010, 
2015, 2020, 2025, and 2030 were also projected.  These peak activity calculations are presented in 
Table 4-9.  Note that this forecast is based upon the current schedule and full regional jet (50-seat) 
aircraft.  Allegiant activity does not usually occur in the peak periods of the daily scheduled flights, so 
their activity is not shown.  However, if Allegiant flights were included, each peak hour shown would be 
150 passengers higher. 
 

Table 4-9 
PEAK PERIOD AND GATE REQUIREMENTS PROJECTION 

 
                        Source: RS&H Analysis, 2010 

 
 
 

  

Peak Average

Year Month Day Gates Enplanements Deplanements

TAF Forecast

2010 13,827 446 4 150 100

2015 14,752 476 4 150 100

2020 15,772 509 4 150 100

2025 16,897 545 4 150 100

2030 18,140 585 4 150 100

Scenario One

2010 13,827 446 4 150 100

2015 17,522 565 4 150 100

2020 18,688 603 5 200 150

2025 19,939 643 5 200 150

2030 21,264 686 5 200 150

Scenario Two 

2010 13,827 446 4 150 100

2015 20,585 664 5 200 150

2020 21,963 708 5 200 150

2025 23,426 756 5 200 150

2030 24,984 806 6 250 200

Peak Hour
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4.6 AIR CARGO FORECAST 

The record of air cargo volume at the Duluth International Airport presents an erratic history.  The latest 
change was in June 2009 when FedEx suspended service with a wide-body jet aircraft and substituted 
a much smaller turbo-prop flight.  This dramatically reduced the capacity in and out of the Airport, as 
well as the actual pounds shipped.  For the future, two scenarios are projected.  The first scenario 
projects a continuation of service similar to today with turbo-prop flights.  The second scenario projects 
a return of jet aircraft service.  In addition to the level of airline service provided, other factors impacting 
air cargo include the state of the local and national economy and the continued switch by the U.S. Mail 
and air express companies (FedEx and UPS) to more economical ground shipments. 

 
4.6.1 Historical Air Cargo 

Records of mail, express, and freight shipped in and out of the Airport extend back to 1951.  From the 
approximately 34,000 pounds (17 tons) shipped that first year, the volume has shown trends based 
upon the level of service provided.  The late 1960s and 1970s show a dramatic increase in volume, 
while the 1980s and 1990s were in the doldrums after flights were reduced.  Traffic increased again in 
the new millennium with daily FedEx wide-body jet service, but fell again in June 2009 when FedEx 
reduced flights.  The 60 year enplaned and deplaned air cargo volume is shown in Exhibit 4-10. 
 

Exhibit 4-10 
LONG TERM HISTORICAL AIR CARGO VOLUME 

 

 
Source: Duluth Airport Authority, 2010 

 
 
 
In the last eight years, FedEx has been providing five day a week service to the Airport, usually with a 
Boeing 727 or Airbus A310 wide-body, jet freighter aircraft.  The purpose of this flight was to position a 
spare aircraft in the FedEx route structure, and not necessarily to serve the Air Service Area.  At the 
same time, the capacity provided by this aircraft allowed extensive amounts of air cargo to be shipped 
to or through the Airport.   
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The stimulus provided by this capacity resulted in an average of 1.7 million pounds of enplaned air 
cargo and 3.5 million pounds of deplaned air cargo per year.  The Air Service Area is shown by these 
statistics to be a net importer of air cargo with an average of twice the amount shipped in versus 
shipped out.  However, traffic dropped sharply in June 2009 as the jet flights were discontinued, as 
shown on Exhibit 4-11. 

 
Monthly data for the last few months shows the new level of air cargo being shipped with the 
discontinuation of the jet flights.  The average over the last few months is 115,000 pounds per month 
enplaned and 45,000 pounds deplaned.  Projecting a full year based upon these average months 
indicates 1,400,000 pounds enplaned and 500,000 deplaned.  Note that based upon the monthly data 
and with the smaller aircraft in use, the amount of enplaned air cargo is greater than deplaned, which is 
a reverse of the previous activity.  The latest months’ air cargo volume is shown in Exhibit 4-12. 

 
The information on air cargo activity provided above is from Airport records.  In addition, various 
scheduled and on-demand all cargo flights occur from the general aviation ramp.  For example, it is 
observed that UPS currently provides daily service to the Airport with a Swearingen Metroliner.  Other 
on-demand check-hauler or priority package carriers also frequent the general aviation ramp.  Finally, 
Delta Air Lines carries a limited amount of air cargo on their scheduled flights, but does not regularly 
report this activity to the Airport.  In total, this non-reported air cargo volume is believed to be very 
small, but this additional activity is noted. 

 

Exhibit 4-11 
AIR CARGO VOLUME 2002-2009 

 

 
 

Source: Duluth Airport Authority, 2010 
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Exhibit 4-12 
LATEST MONTHLY AIR CARGO VOLUME 

 

 
 

 Source: Duluth Airport Authority, 2010 

 
 
A major factor influencing regional air cargo is that Duluth does not have many of the “high-tech” type 
businesses that typically ship product by air.  Products typically shipped by air include computers, 
pharmaceuticals, and consumer electronics.  Further, locations that have distribution centers or 
international air service often serve as air shipment hubs.  In contrast, the steel, lake shipping, railroad, 
and other industries of northeastern Minnesota are not traditionally large air shippers.  More specifically, 
air shipments are usually small, high value items, while the Duluth seaport specializes in bulk, low value 
products like grain, coal, and iron ore.  Therefore, without a change in regional industry, the expectation 
remains for limited air cargo service. 
 

4.6.2 Air Cargo Forecast Scenarios 

Two air cargo volume scenarios are provided in this section.  The first is a “base” case that continues 
the volume of air cargo experienced in the last few months with the smaller FedEx aircraft.  The second 
case assumes a larger FedEx aircraft provides service.  This would mean that air cargo volume returns 
to the 2002 through 2008 average.  Air cargo volume is grown through the 30-year study period at the 
average annual rate projected by the FAA in their 2010-2030 Aerospace Forecast for domestic all-cargo 
carrier revenue ton miles.  This average annual FAA national growth rate is 2.4 percent.   
 

The projection of air cargo volume for the two scenarios is presented in Table 4-10. 

 
Base Case:  In the Base Case, enplaned air cargo grows from 1.4 million pounds assumed in 2010 
to 2.3 million pounds in 2030.  Deplaned air cargo rises from 500,000 pounds assumed for 2010 to 
805,000 pounds in 2030.  The growth rate is 2.4 percent annually through the period reflecting an 
increase in the national and local economies, as well as an increased tendency of consumers and 
businesses to use air cargo for just-in-time delivery. 
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Scenario One:  In Scenario One, enplaned air cargo grows from 1.7 million pounds to 2.7 million 
pounds over the 20-year period.  Deplaned air cargo grows from 3.5 million pounds to 5.6 million 
pounds.  The average annual growth rate is also assumed at 2.4 percent. 

 
These two air cargo forecasts suggest there will be one FedEx all cargo aircraft per day operating at the 
Airport.  In the base case, the average load is approximately three tons per day, which remains in the 
capabilities of the current ATR type aircraft.  In the case of Scenario One, multiple ATR flights or a 
larger aircraft (such as a Boeing 727 or 757) are required.  However, because of the peaks of 
shipments on days of the week like Thursday and periods of the year like Christmas, larger aircraft or 
multiple flights might be expected on certain days at the Airport.   

 

Table 4-10 
AIR CARGO FORECAST BY SCENARIO 

 

 
 

A graph of the projected air cargo for both the base case and Scenario One are presented in Exhibit 4-
13. 
 

Exhibit 4-13 
AIR CARGO PROJECTION BY SCENARIO 

 
 

Source: RS&H Analysis, 2010 
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Average Annual Growth Rate

Base Case 2.4% 2.4% 2.4% 2.4% 2.4% 2.4% 2.4% 2.4%

Scenario One 2.4% 2.4% 2.4% 2.4% 2.4% 2.4% 2.4% 2.4%

Source: RS&H, 2010
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4.7 BASED AIRCRAFT FORECAST 

Based aircraft represent the total number of active, civil aircraft permanently located, projected to be 
located, or registered at an airport.  In 2010, there were a total of 65 based aircraft; including 52 single-
engine planes, 10 twin-engine, 2 jets and 1 helicopter.  Nearly 95 percent of the based aircraft are 
piston-engine aircraft, with the largest aircraft being a Hawker 700, a medium-cabin business jet.  It 
should be noted that none of the based aircraft are owned by the fixed base operator and neither the 
aircraft produced at Cirrus Design, nor the 22 based F-16 fighter jets positioned at the Minnesota Air 
National Guard are not counted as based aircraft. 
 
The general aviation industry, in terms of aircraft production and utilization, is growing at about 0.5 to 
1.5 percent annually, with the business-class segment growing at a faster annual rate of 4 to 5 percent.  
These trends are supported by FAA aircraft traffic count surveys, pilot registries, aircraft production and 
shipment schedules, used-aircraft market trends, pilot certifications/ratings, and corporate tax legislation 
on aircraft depreciation schedules.  Business jet production will constitute the fastest growing segment 
of the general aviation fleet.   
 
Most profoundly since 1990, fractional jet ownership programs have expanded from 60 to nearly 6,500 
operators, and in the future these ownership arrangements will likely expand into new markets and 
involve more turboprop aircraft.  National economic conditions do have a considerable and lagging 
effect on aviation demand, in nearly all segments of the general aviation industry.  While the number of 
based aircraft has generally declined at individual airports during the latest period of economic 
downturn since 2007, in contrast, the FAA Terminal Area Forecast (TAF) shows a continued increase in 
the number of based aircraft at the Duluth International Airport. 
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Table 4-11 shows the projected based aircraft by category expected to be at the Duluth International 
Airport. 
 

Table 4-11 
BASED AIRCRAFT PROJECTIONS 

 
 
 
Note that Cirrus Design Corporation has their manufacturing facility, design operation, and 
headquarters at the Airport.  In 2010, Cirrus was the largest single firm selling general aviation aircraft.  
According to the manufactuer, each new owner gets 8 to 10 hours of instruction before delivery.  
Further, testing and owner fly-ins add to the number of Cirrus flight operations at the Airport. 
 
In addition, Lake Superior College recently added flight training to their curriculum.  These student 
flights add to the general aviation activity at the Airport. 
 
The FAA’s TAF serves as the basis for the Airport’s Master Plan forecast, which shows based aircraft 
continuing to increase throughout the planning period, at the rate of around one additional aircraft per 
year.  The FAA TAF for Duluth represents a reasonable unconstrained forecast, with based aircraft 
increasing from 65 to 88 over the 20-year period, or about 1.5 percent annual growth rate.  Reasons for 
this projected growth are attributable to: 
 

 Accommodating the typical aircraft hangar waiting list of 10 to 12 new owners 

 Spin-off of aircraft manufacturing activities and pilot services 

 Proliferation of flight training 

 The availability of FBO and SASO services complimenting general aviation interests 

 Aircraft owners upgrading into larger, more sophisticated aircraft; including the transition into 
smaller turboprop and business jet aircraft.  

 Rotorcraft are projected to remain a small share of activity.   

 Availability of Airport facilities and development areas to accommodate a variety of general 
aviation users; including facilities for multi-purpose business structures.  

 
Therefore, there may be more general aviation activity at the Airport than the based aircraft figures 
above indicate. 

 
  

Forecast

Year

2010 52 10 2 1 65 22 87

2015 54 11 3 2 70 22 92

2020 60 12 3 2 77 22 99

2025 62 13 5 3 83 22 105

2030 66 14 5 3 88 22 110

20-Year Change 14 4 3 2 23 0 23

Annual Change 1.2% 1.7% 4.7% 5.6% 1.5% 0.0% 1.2%

Source: FAA TAF, 2010; Duluth Airport Authority, Reynolds, Smith and Hills
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4.8 ANNUAL AIRCRAFT OPERATIONS FORECAST 

Forecasts of annual aircraft operations were prepared for aviation activity using the FAA Terminal Area 
Forecasts (TAF).  The operations categories include commercial service (air carrier and commuter), 
general aviation, and military operations.  General aviation operations represent all civil aircraft takeoffs 
and landings not classified as commercial (air carrier or commuter) or military. 
 
In 2010, aircraft operations totaled 57,000 (takeoffs and landings), down slightly from an average of 
about 65,000 experienced during the previous 3 to 5 years, but within the normal range of 50,000 to 
75,000 since 1990.  In 2010, civilian traffic totaled approximately 50,000 operations, in which itinerant 
flights accounted for about 40,000 operations and local traffic about 20,000.  Since an aircraft operation 
is defined as either a takeoff or a landing, the typical air carrier flight consists of a landing and a takeoff 
for a total of two operations. 
 
The following is an overview of the historic Duluth International Airport traffic levels by user type:  
 

 Commercial Service - Commercial passenger operations totaled 9,400 in 2010, an increase 
over the previous 5 years.  Total commercial flights, which include air passenger and cargo, 
ranged from approximately 7,000 to 14,000 in the 19 years shown with an average of 11,000 
per year.  During 2008 there were approximately 9,500 operations as the average size of the 
scheduled passenger aircraft varied in the period.  The slight downward activity recently reflects 
the loss of seats in the market, as well as higher load factors.  However, as evidence of past 
trends, flight frequency will likely rise from the competitive markets served by Delta and United.  
For the future, the FAA expects the number of commercial service operations to increase from 
nearly 10,000 in 2009 to slightly over 13,000 by 2030.    
 

 Commercial Air Cargo – Commercial scheduled air cargo operations total nearly 1,200 
operations per year, and are conducted by two cargo operators, FedEx and UPS. 
 

 General Aviation - The number of general aviation operations has risen from approximately 
30,000 in 1990 to over 50,000 for most of years between 2005 and 2012.  The growth is 
concentrated on itinerant operations, as local flights have remained relatively steady.  Any 
anticipated growth of operations is contingent on the U.S. economy recovering, the resurgence 
of Cirrus aircraft manufacturing regime, and the continued increase in college flight training.  
General aviation activity is also projected by the FAA to grow with over 50,000 operations per 
year by 2030.  Note that delivery of aircraft from the Cirrus factory and the related on-site 
training that occurs with each delivery is an important component of the Airport’s general 
aviation activity. 
 

 Military - Military flights have declined slightly between 2006 and 2012 with around 8,000 
annually.  Military operations, largely from the based F-16s, historically conduct 6,600 to 12,400 
operations.  The fighter aircraft use Runway 9-27 exclusively for arrivals and departures since 
Runway 3-21 does not meet the runway length requirements for the F-16, and Runway 9-27 is 
outfitted with aircraft arresting equipment.  In 2009, itinerant military operations represented 
about 12 percent of all itinerant operations while local military operations represented about 24 
percent of total local operations or touch and go traffic.  Non-based aircraft operations include 
the C-130 cargo aircraft and KC-135 aerial refueling aircraft.  These aircraft are based at other 
military bases, and occasionally undergo joint training with the 148th Fighter Wing.  Military 
operations are projected to remain steady by the FAA. 

 
 
The result of the recent and projected trends in activity is that total Airport operations are expected to 

grow in the 20-year forecast period from approximately 65,000 today to 76,000 in 2030.  Table 4-12 
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shows the total historical and forecast operations forecast from the FAA Terminal Area Forecasts 
(TAF). 

 

Table 4-12 
HISTORICAL AND FORECAST OPERATIONS 

 
 
 
 

 
4.9 IMPACT OF ACTIVITY SCENARIOS ON OPERATIONS 

The forecasts of enplanements and air cargo at Duluth International Airport were analyzed with 
alternative scenarios.  The alternative scenarios have relatively minor impacts on the level of operations 
at the Airport as summarized below. 
 

4.9.1 Impact of Air Service Scenarios on Operations Forecast 

The two air service scenarios have a relatively small impact on the base operations forecast.  Under 
Scenario One (adding approximately three daily scheduled flights over time), the number of commercial 
operations would increase by approximately 2,000 annually compared to the Baseline Forecast which 
represents the TAF.  Under Scenario Two, approximately 4,000 additional operations would be 

Grand 
Year Air Carrier Commuter Subtotal Itinerant Local Subtotal Itinerant Local Subtotal Total 

Actual 
1990 2,907            3,600            6,507        15,495      14,820     30,315      3,719        7,689       11,408      48,230     
1991 3,807            5,785            9,592        18,714      16,001     34,715      6,689        12,182     18,871      63,178     
1992 3,769            7,612            11,381      17,296      12,484     29,780      6,332        10,218     16,550      57,711     
1993 4,198            7,657            11,855      18,991      12,574     31,565      6,282        10,422     16,704      60,124     
1994 3,767            7,952            11,719      18,889      12,344     31,233      5,934        8,558       14,492      57,444     
1995 3,855            8,254            12,109      21,516      17,570     39,086      5,704        8,828       14,532      65,727     
1996 4,151            7,816            11,967      21,488      16,590     38,078      4,093        6,202       10,295      60,340     
1997 4,214            6,026            10,240      21,224      16,278     37,502      4,488        6,536       11,024      58,766     
1998 4,047            6,368            10,415      23,246      16,438     39,684      4,877        7,194       12,071      62,170     
1999 8,241            6,742            14,983      20,406      15,349     35,755      4,545        6,923       11,468      62,206     
2000 8,132            5,909            14,041      23,167      15,663     38,830      4,682        6,467       11,149      64,020     
2001 6,117            4,749            10,866      24,568      17,291     41,859      4,981        7,401       12,382      65,107     
2002 5,292            6,172            11,464      30,455      20,189     50,644      5,083        7,189       12,272      74,380     
2003 5,737            3,338            9,075        33,901      21,400     55,301      3,789        4,933       8,722        73,098     
2004 5,266            5,795            11,061      35,130      20,598     55,728      3,666        3,499       7,165        73,954     
2005 4,554            4,921            9,475        34,560      17,305     51,865      3,314        4,358       7,672        69,012     
2006 3,953            4,936            8,889        35,227      14,590     49,817      3,414        3,244       6,658        65,364     
2007 4,480            5,431            9,911        36,526      15,268     51,794      3,638        4,041       7,679        69,384     
2008 4,494            5,003            9,497        36,027      11,344     47,371      4,218        4,188       8,406        65,274     

Forecast 
2010 1,412            9,525            10,937        26,287      12,371     38,658      5,019        4,383       9,402        59,000     
2015 1,448            10,101            11,549        28,758      13,216     41,974      5,019        4,383       9,402        62,900     
2020 1,448            10,712            12,200      31,288      14,119     45,407      5,019        4,383       9,402        67,000     
2025 1,528            11,366            12,894      34,041      15,083     49,124      5,019        4,383       9,402        71,400     
2030 1,570            12,063            13,633      37,035      16,113     53,148      5,019        4,383       9,402        76,100     

Average Annual Growth Rate 
1990-2008 2.4% 1.8% 2.1% 4.8% -1.5% 2.5% 0.7% -3.3% -1.7% 1.7% 
2010-2030 0.5% 1.2% 1.0% 1.7% 1.3% 1.6% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 1.3% 

Source: FAA Terminal Area Forecasts, December 2009. 

Commercial Service General Aviation Military 
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recorded compared to the Baseline Forecast.  These changes would increase the number of 
commercial operations, but have relatively little impact upon the total number of operations. 
 
 

4.9.2 Impact of Cargo Scenarios on Operations Forecast 

The alternative air cargo activity scenarios impact the size of aircraft and not the number of operations.  
Therefore, there is no impact on the base operations forecast shown above. 
 

4.9.3 Impact of General Aviation Scenarios on Operations Forecast 

Cirrus Design:  In recent years, Cirrus production of four-seat piston aircraft has averaged about 300 
aircraft units per year; production has peaked at approximately 725 per year.  With a recovery in the 
economy and a strengthening of the general aviation market, Cirrus anticipates reaching a production 
rate of 400 to 600 single-engine units by 2015, with all manufacturing occurring from the existing facility.  
In addition, Cirrus is in the process of pursuing certification of a Very Light Jet (VLJ), and with a 
stronger economy, expects to construct a dedicated building/hangar and have full production by 2015.  
Cirrus anticipates a strong market for the jet and plans to produce about 150 aircraft per year.  In recent 
years, flight activity by Cirrus aircraft accounted for about 8,000 to 10,000 operations per year, or about 
30 operations per produced aircraft.  The typical flight proficiency training typically involves about 8 to 
10 hours of instruction.  These familiarization flights entail flight testing, pilot training, and pilot 
proficiency, with about 80 percent of the flights conducted at the Duluth International Airport and the 
remaining flights at surrounding airports.   
 
Lake Superior College Activity:  The school administration would like to nearly double the number of 
students to 60, resulting in approximately 20,000 operations per year.  Helicopter training has been 
added, further increasing operations. 
 
Fixed Base Operator Activity:  The Airport’s FBO has been attempting to increase the number of 
technical stops that occur for refueling or to clear U.S. Customs.  As a mid-continent location, as well as 
a customs entry point, the FBO expects to further increase this activity. 
 

 
 

4.10 COMPARISON WITH OTHER FORECASTS 

Master Plan forecasts are reviewed by the FAA, and compared to the FAA Terminal Area Forecast 
(TAF) prepared for individual airports.  FAA Order 5090.3C, Field Formulation of the National Plan of 
Integrated Airport Systems provides guidance on the FAA forecast review process.  In addition, the FAA 
Revision to Guidance on Review and Approval of Aviation Forecasts (June 2008) letter states that the 
FAA Office of Aviation Policy and Plans will find a locally developed forecast for operations, based 
aircraft and enplanements consistent with the Terminal Area Forecast if it meets any of the following 
three conditions for a Commercial Service airport.   
 

 First FAA Forecast Criteria:  The forecast differs less than 10 percent in the 5-year forecast period 
and less than 15 percent in the 10-year period.   
 

 Second FAA Forecast Criteria: The forecast activity levels do not affect the timing or scale of an 
airport project.   
 

 Third FAA Forecast Criteria:  The forecast activity levels do not affect the role of the Airport as 
defined in FAA Order 5090.3C. 
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As such, the FAA’s TAF for the Duluth International Airport serves as the basis for the Master Plan 
forecast.  Facility development plans will largely correspond to the activity levels associated with the 
FAA TAF growth rates.    
 

4.11 SUMMARY OF FORECASTS 

A summary listing of the aviation demand forecasts for the Airport is presented in Table 4-13.  These 
projections are used in the next chapters of the Master Plan to assess the capacity of existing facilities 
and determine facility expansions or improvements needed to satisfy future activity levels. 

 

Table 4-13 
FORECAST SUMMARY 

 
 
 
 

4.12 FORECAST CONCLUSION 

This chapter provided a projection of passengers and other aviation activity for the Master Plan 
forecast.  Information from this summary will be used in the remainder of the Master Plan to assess the 
capacity of the existing Airport facilities and provide planning guidance for proposed facility expansion 
or renewal.  In summary, this forecast assumes continuation of the current types of aviation activity with 
growth in line with historical and economic trends. 
 
 
 

Activity Measure 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030

COMMERCIAL PASSENGERS

Annual Enplaned - Actual 155,955

Annual Enplaned - FAA TAF 137,564 150,779 165,529 182,004 200,409

Peak Hour-Enplanements 150 150 150 150 150

ANNUAL OPERATIONS

Commercial 10,900 11,500 12,200 12,900 13,600

General Aviation 38,700 42,000 45,400 49,100 53,100

Military 9,400 9,400 9,400 9,400 9,400

Total 59,000 62,900 67,000 71,400 76,100

BASED AIRCRAFT

Total 87 92 99 105 110

Source: FAA TAF, 2010; Duluth Airport Authority, 2011; and RS&H, 2011


