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To:
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Office of the Governor

From:
Mark Hickey, City of Akutan Lobbyist/Consultant

Date:
August 24, 2009

Subject:
Akutan Airport Project Briefing

You asked for a brief summary of the proposed Akutan Airport project and anticipated project benefits.

Project Description:  Construct a new 4,500’ runway for Akutan.  Trying to construct a facility on Akutan Island proved cost prohibitive because of topographical and access challenges.  Akun Island, located seven miles east of Akutan, is the selected location.  Use of this site requires a marine vessel to connect the community with the new airport.

Project Need:  There is no land-based runway in Akutan.  Air service is very poor.  Two aging, amphibious Grumman Goose aircraft provide this service.  These planes are over 65 years old.  Parts for the Goose are difficult to find and no longer manufactured.  Service to Akutan is limited to wind conditions under 25 knots, which is a common condition in the Aleutians.  The local air operator has indicated that it is likely they can keep the Goose in service for no more than another 3 or 4 years.  Commercial use of these aircraft requires a Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) airworthiness waiver.  There are no other floatplanes durable enough to withstand the wave conditions of Akutan Bay.  Air service will be lost unless we build the new airport.

Community Description:  Akutan is a traditional Aleut community located approximately 40 air miles east of Unalaska.  It has a year-round population of 796 (2008 DCCED Certified population).  Akutan is the home to the largest seafood production facility in the United States, owned and operated by Trident Seafoods.  Trident operates nearly year-round with a workforce that can exceed 1,000 people at times.  In most years, Akutan is the #2 port in the United States in volume of seafood landed.

Project Development History:  Initial work to develop this project started 20 years ago during my tenure as commissioner.  The current project is the result of an active effort that started in 1997 with the initiation of an Airport Master Plan.  Considerable work has been done to explore all options and find an affordable solution.  The selected alternative is considerably less costly than any of the options to construct an airfield on Akutan Island.

Travel Demand:  The Least Cost Analysis for the Proposed Airport at Akutan prepared in April 2009 contains a detailed discussion of historical travel numbers starting on page 2.  In 2004, PenAir reported nearly 4,500 one-way trips between Unalaska and Akutan.  By 2008, this figure dropped to around 2,800 one-way trips.  These figures only include passengers that were successful in obtaining air service between the two communities.  PenAir estimates about 60% of the scheduled flights are unsuccessful and the actual number of trips is 5,000 to 6,000 annually.

Marine Alternative:  When Akutan cannot be reached by air, the only alternative is to travel by vessel.  There is no reliable or commercial service.  This is typically done in larger fishing vessels and can be very uncomfortable due to the frequently poor conditions.  Using a least cost analysis methodology with a discount to net present value, the ResourcEcon report concluded that it would cost nearly 60% more to institute scheduled ferry service versus the proposed airport project.

APEB Ranking:  The Akutan airport project received a high ranking of 169 points from the department during an Airport Projects Evaluation Board (APEB) review in December 2005.  It is my understanding that this project is the state’s second highest ranked airport project in Alaska.

Environmental & Permitting:  NEPA compliance was achieved by FAA approval of the environmental assessment document in late December 2007.  All needed permits are in place or have been submitted for approval.

Local Contributions:  The City of Akutan and the Aleutians East Borough are co-sponsors of the project and have worked very closely with the state to bring this project to fruition.  The department often mentions the “Akutan model” when looking at how to approach other rural airport projects.  The local governments have contributed over $4.5 million in local funds to the project.  The city agreed recently to re-direct a grant of $3.1 million in state general funds to the project.  The borough will own and operate the marine vessel.  The local governments have worked hard to locate other funding for the project, including from the Denali Commission, the Economic Development Administration and the Federal Highways Administration.  At the request of the local governments, Trident Seafoods agreed to contribute $1 million.

Funding Approval:  On August 6, 2009, FAA provided the state with approval of the proposed funding plan.  Putting together the varied pieces to complete this plan has been very challenging.  There are eight different entities providing funding.  Most aviation projects in Alaska (and in the United States) rely on federal aviation funds for more than 90% of total funding.  Only 67% of the funding for the Akutan project will come from federal aviation funds.  Over 25% of the total project costs will come from non-federal sources.

Project Benefits:  A number of benefits have been identified from the project.  Many of these benefits have national significance.  The Least Cost Analysis includes a discussion of several elements beginning on page 10.  Below is a brief summary of anticipated benefits.

· Safe, Reliable & Affordable Access:  This project is primarily about ensuring safe, reliable and affordable access.  Akutan has regional, state and national significance as an important commercial seaport.  Akutan will lose air service and have no aviation access without this project.

· Improve Regional Aviation Safety:  The airport on Akun could have better landing conditions than at Dutch Harbor.  Given its runway length of 4,500’, most planes flying in the region will be able to use it as an emergency alternate runway.  Other options are Cold Bay nearly 130 air miles to the east, or Adak almost 400 air miles to the west.

· Improved Marine Emergency Response:  The airport at Akun will be immediately west of the shipping lanes through Unimak Pass. The project will improve state and federal response capability to shipping emergencies in this area.

· Reduced Federal Essential Air Service (EAS) Subsidy:  Air service to Akutan has an EAS subsidy of more than $500,000 annually.  Based on discussions with EAS officials, building the airport will either eliminate or reduce this cost significantly.

· Reduced Federal MedEvac Costs/Improve Capability:  There have been 25 medical evacuations by the U.S. Coast Guard over the past five years from Akutan.  The average cost per incident is $40,000 to $50,000, with an annual cost of $200,000 to $250,000.  The costs include both the helicopter and a fixed wing escort out of Kodiak.  Response times would improve greatly since MedEvac planes are on standby in Unalaska 24 hours a day.

· Job Creation:  Typically, transportation is a necessary condition to support economic development, but is not a sufficient condition alone.  Although not a primary justification for this project, it is estimated that between 6 to 7 full-time, good paying jobs will be created.  This is a meaningful improvement for an economically distressed area.  We estimate between 4 to 5 positions to operate and maintain the marine vessel, with another 2 full-time positions to maintain and operate the airport.

· Other Economic Development:  The new airport will likely facilitate other economic development.  Trident Seafoods has indicated they have specific plans to transport fresh product from Akutan if there is a reliable and affordable aviation option.  APICDA (the local CDQ group) is also considering possible projects.  Coupled with the new boat harbor, opportunities for economic activity and performance of value added processing (particularly by local fisherman) would be enhanced because of the airport.  Conversely, the absence of any aviation services will have real, negative impacts on Trident’s business plans, APICDA activity and other opportunities (including geo-thermal power development).

· Reduced Transportation/Delay Costs:  Providing Akutan with safe and dependable air transportation will reduce the additional costs and lost time spent waiting to get in and out.  Direct charters from Anchorage or Seattle will be possible, further reducing these costs.

Please let me know if you have questions or need more information.

ac. Mayor Joe Bereskin, City of Akutan

Commissioner Leo von Scheben, DOT/PF

Gordon Keith, DOT/PF
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