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Executive Summary 

The Duluth Airport Authority (DAA) Strategic Plan 2026–2030 positions the organization to 

build upon its recent successes, address emerging challenges, and sustains its role as the 

Northland’s aviation and economic hub. Over the next five years, DAA will focus on four key 

priorities:  

• Infrastructure Renewal 

• Strengthen and Diversify Revenue 

• Air Service Growth 

• Governance Optimization 

 

These initiatives emphasize financial and air service sustainability, innovation, and strong 

infrastructure that supports the growth of aviation, complementing economic growth in the 
surrounding region. The plan maintains a forward-looking approach, anchored in DAA’s 

mission to deliver superior airport experiences while enriching the region’s economy. 
 

Vision 

To be a world-class aviation center that drives economic development and connects the 

region to the global economy. 

 

Mission 

Deliver a superior airport experience in a safe and secure environment while enriching the 

region’s economy. 

 

Organizational Values 

• Professionalism- Our interactions with the public, our stakeholders and employees 

are handled with consistency, responsibility, and civility. 

• Integrity- Our work is guided by a strong moral compass; transparency, honesty and 

ethics are fundamental to receiving public trust and support. 

• Accountability- We take ownership and honor our commitments to the region and 

the organization we serve. 

• Driven- We are outcome focused, continuously striving to improve, passionate 

about our work and adapting in an ever-changing industry. 

• Respect- People are our greatest asset; as a leader in our region’s economy, we 

strive to serve our customers, collaborate with stakeholders and be an active, 

engaged part of our community. 
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Strategic Initiatives 

 

Strategy I: Infrastructure Renewal 

 

Background: Upon completion of the Duluth International Airport’s (DLH) terminal building 

in 2013 and Runway 9/27 in 2019, primarily the focus has been on the aging airfield 
infrastructure including reconstruction of the taxiway system. Since completing the 

Runway 14/32 reconstruction project at Sky Harbor, the focus shifted to replacement of 
aging public facility infrastructure with the completion of a new general aviation terminal 
and a snow removal equipment storage facility. Moving forward there are several property 

development and infrastructure renewal priorities that will be sequenced for completion 
through the DAA’s Vision 2040 Master Plan. Key projects or tactics include: 
 

• Construct a New Air Traffic Control Tower 

o Keys to Success 

 Secure a FAA lease that would satisfy debt service obligations 

 Effective communication and coordination strategy for airport users, 
off-airfield stakeholders, and media 

 Broad public support including area chambers, businesses, local 

government, communities, tenants, and legislators 

 Total funding package is aligned with the construction manager at 

risk’s guaranteed maximum price 

 Construction is completed safely and efficiently 

o Measurements of Success 

 The new air traffic control tower is constructed and certified no later 
than 2030 

 Demolition of select facilities is completed to support the air traffic 
control tower’s construction and certification schedule 

 Airfield access road is relocated to support the air traffic control 
tower’s construction and certification schedule 
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• Complete Alpha Taxiway Realignment 

o Keys to Success 

 Secure funding (Federally/State eligible, local share and independent 
3rd party funding source(s) for ineligible work scope items) 

 Develop a communication and coordination strategy for airport users, 
off-airfield stakeholders, and media 

 Environmental impact mitigation and permitting is incorporated into 

remaining project scope 

o Measurements of Success 

 The final two phases of Taxiway A are reconstructed consistent with 
phasing outlined in the Vision 2040 Master Plan, meeting the needs of 
stakeholders no later than 2027 

 

• Replace Runway 9/27’s Shoulders and Edge Lighting Circuit 

o Keys to Success 

 Identify project sequencing and phasing 

 Scope the project based on current FAA design specifications and 
stakeholder input 

 Secure funding (Federally/State eligible, local share and independent 
3rd party funding source(s) for ineligible work scope items) 

 Develop a communication and coordination strategy for airport users, 
off-airfield stakeholders, and media 

o Measurements of Success 

 Dependent on project phasing, Runway 9/27’s shoulders and edge 
lighting are reconstructed consistent with the Vision 2040 Master 

Plan, meeting the needs of stakeholders no later than 2030 

 

• Realign Taxiway Charlie North 

o Keys to Success 

 Identify project sequencing and phasing through comprehensive 
study of second and third order effects to Runway 27 NAVAIDS  

 Scope the project based on the current FAA design specifications and 
stakeholder input 

 Secure funding (Federally/State eligible, local share and independent 
3rd party funding source(s) for ineligible work scope items) 
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 Develop a communication and coordination strategy for airport users, 
off-airfield stakeholders, and media 

o Measurements of Success 

 Dependent on a 2028 planning study, Taxiway C North is realigned 
consistent with the Vision 2040 Master Plan; the completion date will 
be determined by the study 

 

• Maintain Infrastructure and Manage Lifecycle Costs 

o Keys to Success 

 Pavement preservation/rehabilitation is timely planned and the 

strategies employed are consistent with the recommendations in 
DLH’s Vision 2040 Master Plan 

 Secure funding (Federally/State eligible, local share and independent 
3rd party funding source(s) for ineligible work scope items) 

 Develop a communication and coordination strategy for airport users, 
off-airfield stakeholders, and media 

 Environmental impact mitigation and permitting is incorporated into 

the project scope 

o Measurements of Success 

 Runway 3/21 pavement is rehabilitated in accordance with pavement 
preservation best practices no later than 2028 

 Landside pavements are preserved and rehabilitated in accordance 

with pavement preservation best practices (Grinden Drive 2027 and 

Surface Parking Lot 2028) 

 

• Explore Integration of Advanced Air Mobility (AAM) and Sustainable Aviation 

Fuel (SAF) Infrastructure 

o Keys to Success 

 A local working group is established with key stakeholders to explore 
business demand supporting the movement of passengers and/or 
cargo that would justify the placement of infrastructure to support 
AAM or SAF 

 Secure funding (Federally/State eligible, local share and independent 
3rd party funding source(s) for ineligible work scope items) supporting 

AAM and/or SAF infrastructure investments 
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 Update DLH’s Rules and Standards supporting responsible integration 

of AAM and/or SAF consistent with industry best practices 

o Measurements of Success 

 A local working group of key stakeholders meets to determine the 
scope of business demand in 2026 

 Should a strong business case or viable pilot program present itself, 
the DAA amends this tactic accordingly to develop the opportunity 

further before 2030 

 

 

Strategy II: Strengthen and Diversify Revenue 

 

Background: Prior to 2026, great progress was made to strengthen the DAA’s financial 
outlook. Aggressive pursuit of new revenues while implementing a renewed focus on 
underperforming ones has allowed the DAA to make strategic investments in infrastructure 
and development opportunities at both airports. More work must be done, however.  As 
revenues have increased so have operational and capital expenses over the past 5 years. 

Of note, has been the increased cost per enplanement (CPE), following the severe 

disruption of passenger traffic during global pandemic.  One of the secondary objectives of 
this strategy will be to lower the CPE to $11 in the first two years of the plan and perhaps 

below $11 during the remaining years of the plan.  To accomplish this, a heavy focus on 
non-aeronautical development will be employed. Non-aeronautical development projects 
and other tactics that will help the DAA achieve success include: 
 

• Study Expanding the General Aviation Landing Fee at the DLH 

o Keys to Success 

 Model the financial impact of expanding general aviation-related 

landing fees 

 Explore the utility of ADS-B or similar platforms to properly account 
for traffic subject to any new proposed landing fee structure 

 Develop a public engagement strategy for airport users, stakeholders, 

and media 
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o Measurements for Success 

 The concept of expanding general aviation landing fees is 
appropriately studied by year end of 2026 

 If the concept has merit develop an implementation plan for the new 
fees are approved and implemented by year end 2027 

 

• Develop Stebner Road and Martin Road Commercial Sites 

o Keys to Success 

 Leverage key funding partnerships reducing the development cost as 
much as practical (DEED, MPCA, Brownfield/EPA, military, EDA, etc.) 

 Devise a plan to improve/create road and utility infrastructure to 
support development 

 Pursue zoning consistent with commercial development on the sites 

 Complete environmental assessments in targeted areas 

 Secure a developer (signed development agreement and/or lease) 
 Determine marketing partnership(s) with developer(s) 
 Develop a communication and coordination strategy for airport 

tenants 

o Measurements of Success 

 A tenant is secured and constructing their facilities on a portion of the 
Stebner Rd site no later than 2030 

 The remaining portion of the Stebner Rd site is marketable (utilities 
available and a plan for remaining infrastructure is programmed) no 
later than 2030 

 The Martin Rd site is zoned appropriately for development by 2030 

 The Martin Rd site is marketable (utilities available and a plan for 
remaining infrastructure is programmed) no later than 2030 

 

• Construct a Rental Car Quick Turn Facility (QTA) 

o Keys to Success 

 A viable business case is developed supporting the DAA’s investment 

 Secure funding (Federally/State eligible, local share and independent 
3rd party funding source(s) for ineligible work scope items) 
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 Develop a communication and coordination strategy for rental car 

companies and other stakeholders 

 Environmental impact mitigation and permitting is incorporated into 

the project scope 

o Measurements of Success 

 A QTA is constructed, operating, and generating positive revenue for 
DAA by 2029  

 

• Rehabilitate and/or Replace General Aviation Hangars (104–106) 

o Keys to Success 

 A rehabilitation and/or replacement strategy is developed for Hangars 
104, 105, and 106 

 Secure funding (Federally/State eligible, local share and independent 
3rd party funding source(s) for ineligible work scope items) 

 Develop a communication and coordination strategy for airport users, 
potential developers, and other stakeholders 

 Environmental impact mitigation and permitting is incorporated into 

project scope 

o Measurements of Success 

 Hangars 104, 105, and 106 are marketable as prime, general aviation 
or corporate aviation space at DLH by year end 2030 

 

• Maximize Sponsorships, Advertising, and Concessions 

o Keys to Success 

 Develop a sales strategy for all premium advertising opportunities in 
the terminal including 

• Club Room 

• Exit Lane 

• Jet Bridge Exteriors 

 Employ the assistance of a consultant to develop a sales strategy if 
necessary 

 Strengthen relationships and network with 

marketing/communications department decision makers who would 
potentially advertise their organizations in the terminal 
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o Measurements of Success 

 100% of premium advertising locations are under a direct revenue 
generating advertising contracts by year end 2027 

 

• Promote Sky Harbor (DYT) as a Premier General Aviation Facility 

o Keys to Success 

 DYT is promoted to key aviation groups 

 DYT’s manager maintains an excellent relationship with tenants and 
the Park Point Neighborhood 

o Measurements of Success 

 DYT sees increased transient traffic year over year 

 DYT hosts 1 fly-in per year 

 DYT remains the host for seasonal tour operations of the broader area 

 

• Explore Integration of Advanced Air Mobility Operations and Sustainable 

Aviation Fuel Capabilities 

o Keys to Success 

 A local working group is established with key stakeholders to explore 
business demand supporting the movement of passengers and/or 
cargo that would justify the placement of infrastructure to support 
AAM or SAF 

 Secure funding (Federally/State eligible, local share and independent 
3rd party funding source(s) for ineligible work scope items) supporting 

AAM and/or SAF infrastructure investments 

 Update DLH’s Rules and Standards supporting responsible integration 

of AAM and/or SAF consistent with industry best practices 

o Measurements of Success 

 A local working group of key stakeholders meets to determine the 
scope of business demand in 2026 

 Should a strong business case or viable pilot program present itself, 
the DAA amends this tactic accordingly to develop the opportunity 

further before 2030 
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Strategy III: Grow and Sustain Air Service 

 

Background: Passenger-related revenue is approximately half of Duluth Airport Authority’s 
annual revenue. Serving approximately 280,000 passengers per year, the airport has 

capacity to serve more travelers and generate additional revenue. The new main runway, 
relatively new terminal, other infrastructure improvements, and an emphasis on a superior 

passenger experience create an even greater opportunity to expand air passenger service. 

 

The next 5 years of air service development should capitalize on the successful recovery of 
passenger activity since the global pandemic. Our customer base has changed as 

measured in a recent customer survey showing approximately 85% of our passengers are 
leisure or hybrid travelers. This is a reversal compared to 2019 when business-related 

passenger traffic was dominant.   
 

The most promising effort of the last 5 years has been the collaboration with the Duluth 
Area Chamber Foundation as a community incentive fiscal partner. The Chamber 
Foundation’s willingness and capacity for fundraising has been a welcome addition that 
puts certain new routes and carriers in reach. Community incentives have none of the 
regulatory restrictions that FAA regulated airport incentives do. This makes them a great 

complement to airport incentives already offered by the DAA. The DAA is deeply 

appreciative of the Chamber’s leadership and vision for this region that we share through 
our organizations’ partnership. The recommended effort over the next 5 years should focus 
on incremental growth of existing network carrier routes and adding low-cost carrier (LCC) 

or ultra low-cost carrier (ULCC) capacity to our air service mix through the addition of 
select leisure routes. Tactics that will assist the DAA in this endeavor include: 

 

• Secure a Low Cost/Ultra Low-Cost Carrier Serving New Leisure Routes 

o Keys to Success 

 Continue using the Air Carrier Incentive Program on select routes 

 Repurpose the Small Community Air Service Development Grant 

 Continuing the Partnership with Duluth Area Chamber Foundation for 
Community-Provided Incentives 

 Continue marketing DLH’s air carrier cost structure, FIS, and Duluth’s 

economy as it grows, to prospective air carriers 
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 Continue to support air carrier competition 

 Announce the launch of service 

 Market new routes pre-and-post launch 

o Measurements of Success 

 Flights to select leisure destinations are launched seasonally no later 

than 2028 

 

• Strengthen Existing Network Carriers and Routes 

o Key to Success 

 Continue using the Air Carrier Incentive Program on select routes 

 Continue marketing DLH’s air carrier cost structure, FIS, and Duluth’s 

economy, as it grows, to prospective air carriers 

 Continue to support air carrier competition 

 Encourage increased airline engagement through travel programs 

promotions in our catchment area 

o Measurements of Success 

 DLH sustains 2 major network carriers to at least 2 major hubs 
through 2030 

 DLH increases total passengers to 300,000 annually in 2028 and 

310,000 annually by 2030 

 DLH Maintains an 85% load factor or higher on all carriers 

 

• Rebrand and Overhaul Customer Service Brand and Program 

o Keys to Success 

 Employee training is standardized, consistent and provided to all 

airport terminal employees 

 Employee recognition program supports the objectives of the new 
customer service brand 

 Sunflower Program (or alternative) is launched 

 Enhance Passenger Amenities 

• Align Club Room’s purpose and effectiveness with current 

passenger profile grounded in a sound business plan 

o Measurements of Success 

 New customer service brand is up and running no later than year end 
of 2026 
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• Reimagine Fly Local Promotion Strategy 

o Keys to Success 

 Engagement with business and community leaders throughout the 
region 

 Participate in key community events throughout the region to promote 

air service options at DLH 

o Measurements of Success 

 Corporate and civic organizations make or renew their pledge to fly 
local no later than end of year 2027  

 

Strategy IV: Evaluate and Optimize Governance 

 

Background: The City of Duluth has historically lacked expertise in FAA grant assurance 

compliance that accompanies being the airport sponsor. This can create challenges with a 
number of financial and property development practices while the DAA adheres to FAA 

regulations. The navigation of red tape associated with different lines of business within the 
City can slow down various initiatives. The politics of the day can be at odds with the DAA’s 
obligation to ensure regulatory compliance. Confusing property title and blurred lines of 
responsibility have historically been an issue from time to time. 
 

Commissioning a study to fully analyze the financial, business, and statutory implications 
of proceeding with a sponsorship transfer application in partnership with the City of Duluth 
could result in an opportunity to address many of the issues listed above. Sponsor transfer 
from the City of Duluth to the DAA would appear to align well with the current city 
administration’s emphasis on core city services. If after a comprehensive study the transfer 
of airport sponsorship is feasible, an implementation plan would be developed and 
approved, replacing the tactics listed below: 

 

• Study the Feasibility of Becoming the Sponsor of Duluth’s Airports 

o Keys to Success 

 Determine the areas that must be addressed to achieve the FAA’s 

definition of airport sponsor including but not limited to: 
• Financial viability as a standalone enterprise fund 

• Holding “good title” on all airport property 

• Allowing no action that would deprive the DAA of its rights and 
powers to operate its airports 
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• Authority to take appropriate action to mitigate airport hazards 

including adoption of zoning laws 

• State airport license holder for DLH and DYT 

• Amend enabling legislation commensurate with the above 
items 

• Study administrative impacts including employee benefit 
management 

 Alignment with the City of Duluth’s Administration on process 

objectives 

o Measurements of Success 

 Feasibility study is complete no later than year end 2027 

 Determination made to proceed with sponsorship transfer or maintain 

current arrangement 

• Strategic Plan is updated accordingly 

  

Implementation Framework 

• Annual DAA Organizational Priorities and departmental work plans align with the 

strategic initiatives and mission 

• Conduct annual reviews of the strategic plan to adjust tactics as needed 

• Stakeholder communication to maintain transparency 

 

Conclusion 

The Duluth Airport Authority’s 2026–2030 Strategic Plan builds on its legacy of resilience 
and innovation. By emphasizing infrastructure renewal, financial health, air service growth, 
and organizational excellence, the DAA is positioned to continue serving as the aviation 

and economic cornerstone of the Northland. 


