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New Uses
Proposed for
Oregon’s Rural
Airports

BRAD BERTON

Tapping its heritage as

an fnnovator in general
a\riation, along with emerging
technologies and proposed tax
increment financing legislation,
| Oregon envisions clusteys of
aviation-linked businesses
~surrounding its extensive
network of rural airports.

UNBEKNOWNST TO M0OST Oregenians, the
Beaver State’s approximately 400 airports in-
clude what many consider the nation’s pre-
iier network of general aviation (GA) facilities,
which tend to serve flight schools and crop
dusters rather than passengers and cargo.
Likewise escaping attention in the Port-
land metropolitan area is a roster of aviation
firms that already have opied to locate their
home bases at lesser-kaown airports across
the state, including Lancair Intemationat at
Redmond Airport—Roberts Field; Epic Aircraft
and Electronics international at Bend Munici-
pal Airport; Sky Research at Ashland Municipal
Almport; Columbia Helicopters at Aurora State
Airport; and Oregon Aero and Composites Uni-

versal Group at Scappoose Industrial Airpari,
" Within the general aviation community, Or

egon is considered the nation’s epicenter of
GA airport networks, says veteran pilot, air-
craft buitder, and insurance executive Steve
Beckham, a board member with the Cregon
Department of Aviation. With so many of the
state’s rural communities still staggered by
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drastic cutbacks in the logging industry, it is '

no surprise that aviation boosters are pushing
opportunities to parlay Oregon’s general avia-
tion preeminence into more flights and jobs at
and around these mostly underused facilities.
“We're poised to leverage these assets into an
incredible opportunity to become even more
of & teader in aviation-related businesses,”
Beckham comments.

On the legislative side, public and private
parties are trying to prime the pump through a
law aimed at improving rurat aviation—related
infrastructure systems with funding from new
tax increment finance (TIF) districts. Beckham
and others also cite a couple of emeraing tech-

. nologies that they expect to increase the num-

- ber of flights—and, in tum, economic develop-
ment—at Oregon’s yural aifports.
 The thinking among GA developiment sup-
' porters is that with most of the big Intema-
-tional and hub airports such as Portland In-
ternational already operating at or near flight
capacity, it makes sense tc encourage busi-
nesses to use general aviation airports, where
they can operate more efficiently. Relatively

* affordable land—undeveloped or farmed—is

- available at many such rural facilities in Or
egon, and piots would not have to wait in

" - the long lines common at the big commer

cial ports,
Encouraging this activity entails recog-
nizing that airports can be employment cen-

ters as well as transit resources for rural com-

munities, says Aron Faegre, principal author

of the TIF legislation and a longtime airport/
specialty land use planner. Faegre—who, as
principal of Portland-based Aron Faegre & As-
sociates, has an extensive background working
with businesses located at or near 30 Oregon -
airports of ali sizes—sees clusters of widely
varying aviation-linked businesses.as some-
thing of a natural progression for many smaller
communities. '

“I haven't seen other states really make
efforts to hamess prospects for that kind of
economic development around rural almports
in particular, so it's somethirig for which Ore-

. gon could be 3 national innovator,” he says.

At a micromarket tevel, key community
" members ideally would collaborate on recruit-

- _ing a cluster of businesses appropriate for

@ particular airport and its susoundings, he
adds. “It's really something local leaders would




" help determine and encourage, based on the
characteristics of a community and airport and
all the potential relationships and connections

“that might work in any particular case,” Fae-
gra says. “It's a matter of recagnizing and iden-

- tifying a.community’s potentiat and putting to-

- gether a [comesponding] strategy.”

. “Most people think of airports in terns

- of transportation, but all soits of businesses

" have stakes in aviation,” says Beckham. “So,

clusters of businesses at airports wouldn’t
_ necessarily be people werking on aircraft: it's
any type of business that can benefit fom im-

mediate access to an airport.” Potential ben- -

eficiaries include not only smaller communi-

ties within the populous Willamette Valley, but.

" also those In desert eastern Oregon, plateau-
dotted central Oregon, the mountainous
southwest, and the popular Oregon coast.

Mea'nwhile, whether or not the state ulti-
mately allows TIF funding of rural &irport in-
frastructure development and improvemenits,

. technological develepments seem destined

to increase traffic at these facilities that are

typically operating af a fraction of their flight

.. capacity.

One technology is automatic dependent
surveillance-broadcast-{ADS-B), a comer
stone of IS, Federal Aviation Administration

(FAA) efforts to transform the nation’s airspace
control from ground-based operations to a

satellite-based system. With ADS-B penmitting

‘pilots to be far more aware of their surround-
ings than is the case with a ground-based sys-
tem, airspace capacity is expected to increase

‘substantially because the system allows air
craft to fly closer to one another safely.

At Oregon's hundreds of rural airports,

~ most of which do not have the benefit of air
 raffic contrel towers, pitots fooking to land
have had to communicate by radio with other
aitcraft and, in many cases, “buzz” the airport
at least once before touching down, explains
Dan Clem, director of the state aviation de-
partment. Hence, ADS-B could make air traffic
far more efficient at these facilities where con-
struction of control fowers is not cost-effective,
he says.

~ Oregon Is the first Far West state where
ADS-B transmitters entirely cover the statewide
“footprint” at lower altitudes, Clem adds; nine
of the transmitters have been installed so far.
The comresponding economic development im-

.plications are not lost on Clem's department,

espacially given that key FAA contractor Gar-
min AT is developing ADS-B components near
the state capital at Salem’s McNary Field. "It's
a preffy attractive combination when we ¢an
make the airspace safer, boost iraffic capacity,
and create jobs right here at the same time,”
he says.

Qvemight shippers such as FedEx and DHL
are likely to use smaller airports more in the
future to tansport products purchased onling,
creating demand for maintenance and logistics
facilities, Clem predicts. Emergency response
teams likewise are expected to take advantage

- of the greater capacity, generating additional

facilities needs near aiports, he continues.

A single-runway airport without a tower
typically has the capacity for about 200,000
flights annually, according to research com-
piled by Faegre’s fimm. But among Oregon’s
approximately 100 publicly owned general avi-
ation airports, most operate at 10 percent or
less of capacity today.

Another emerging aviation technology
seemingly set to boost use of GA airports is
the new generation of very light jets (VLjs)—
powerful but inexpensive aircraft. These
mostly two- to six-seat craft portend myriad
applications for individuals and business own-
ers, and aven use as charter taxi transit for
small groups.

Ed Freeman, perhaps Oregon’s most am-
bitious aviation-focused reat estate devel-
oper, anticipates strong demand not only for

hangars housing Vs, but also for facilities in .
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More than 3’bo,o'ob_sq:iam.feet' (28,000 59 )

m) of aviatien-related development has been
undertaken at the south end of Aurora Stafe
Airport in Aurora, Oregon, including renovation
of four old hangars and the addition of a new
40,000-square-foot (3,700-5q-m) hangar with
offices.

which fo manufacture, sell, and service them.
“There’s great potential for job creation in
Scappoose and other Oregon communities—
and these are high-value jobs,” he says.

If visions of these rural airport business
clusters seem a bit specu!ative and wishful,
Freeman’s Sierra Pacific Development is back
ing up its words with its plans for Scappoose,

. a fown of 5,000 near the Columbia River, 20

miles (12 km) north of Portland and tradition-
ally associated with logging, farming, and fish-
ing. Freeman notes that there are immedi-

ate prospects for accommodating businesses
needing new facilities near an airport—and he
says he is not about o wait around for forma-
tion of a redevelopment district. “I'd say ithe
legislation] makes a lot of sense, but we're not
going to depend on it.”

In the wake of multiple acquisitions, Free-
man now controls about 720 acres (290 ha}
surrounding the Scappoose airport—owned
by the Port of St. Helens—and is seeing bur-
geoning demand from businesses interested
in locating at aviation-related facilities. Tigard,
Oregon-based Siena Pacific has largely sold
out the first phase of its 36-acre {15-ha) Aero
Business Center, with a couple of the growth-
minded businesses already located in the

. port's airpark buying sites these,
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Legislation to be considered by

the Oregon Senate either next year
0rin 2009 would allow creation of
public/private endeavors to jump-start
job-generating development needed

in communities near the approximately
10 rural airports to which the
 legislation would appty.

Among these companies are Oregon Agro,
which makes a rangé of safety- and comfort-
telated accessories for aviation and related

" fields, and Composites Universal, which man-
ufactures advanced composites for aviation
and other sectors. Oregon Aero is planning a
100,000-square-foot (9,300-sq-m) manufactur-
ing facility and new corporate offices on its 17
acres (7 'ha). Composites Universal is to break
ground soon on its new 50,000-square-foot
{4,650-sq-m) facility, with Freeman’s develoﬁ-
ment team due to pave the new taxiway link-

“ing the site to the airport.
" Freeman’s group acquired the prop-
erty, which has the benefit of unimpeded

- “through-the-fence” security access {o the air-
field, then sold sites that the park’s users
are custom developing. “They want to control
their own destinies” rather than be port ten-
ants, Freeman explains. “That's a major at-
traction, but they also need to have business
space next to aviation facilities.”

At his biggest holding adjacent to the
Scappoose airport, 450 acres (180 ha) of ur-
developed land immediately to the east, Free-
man, as of October, was in negotiations with
targe corporate industrial users interested in
anchoring another aviation-related business
park. Together, the prospects would need fa-
cilities farge enough to swallow up most of
the acreage.

Faegre likens what is now happening in
Scappoose to what Aurora State Afrport, lo-
cated between Portland and Sa!em, has ex-

_perienced. With workers operating out of both
pubticly controlled and privately owned prop-
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erties, aviation-related employment has risen
to about 600 jobs, he says. However, it ap-
pears that any further industrial development
at Aurora would require rezoning of nearby
farmlands, a move certain to generate contro-
versy in a state known also for its innovative
urban growth boundaries.

Like Faegre, Beckham, and the state avi-

ation department’s board, Freeman supports -
the proposed TIF legislation because it would
" almost certainly speed improvements of air

field facilities, including those related to se-
curity and safety, while also encouraging eco-
nomic development and boosting local tax

- bases, Indeed, he says he would welcome re-

inforcement of Scappoose’s runways to ac-

commodate heavier aircraft—an improvemment

that has helped increase activity at Aurora.

Now that it has cleared committees with mi-
nor amendments and widespread support; Fae-
gre expects the legislation to be considered
by the Cregon Senate either next year or in
200¢. It weutd allow creation of public/private
endeavors to jump-start job-generating devel-
opment needed in communities near the ap-
proximately 7o rural airports to which the leg-
islation would apply. Without the TiF funding,
many of these cash-strapped rural Oregon com-
munities do not have the financial rasources to
develop the infrastructure needed to attract avi-
ation business clusters, Faegre says.

Sponsors of the legislation structured it so
that it would avoid perceptions of support for
special interests over public interests, divert
incremental taxes only from airport-related
properties, and reinvest only half the incre-
mental amounts traditionally coltected at us-
ban redevelopment districts. )

Therefore, 5o percent—rather than the
siandard 100 percent—of the incremental
gains in assessed values would he diverted 1o
the relevant redevelopment authority for rein-
vestment in aviation-related infrastructure im-
provements. All the affected taxing authorities
in a proposed TIF district would have to ap-
prove jts creation, with any individual project
reguiring unanimous consent of a district’s
goveming body.

“It's a carrot to encourage private entities
that would benefit from better infrastructure
in and around these airports,” says Faegre.
Beckham agrees that once any other concems

are addressed and structured into the le‘_gis-_
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lation, it could be a “phenomenal” economic
development tool.

There is no guarantee that the bill will be-
come law: Oregon is not immune fo NIMBY-
ism, and the state has noteriously strict fand
use planning laws. indeed, some of the most
intense opposition to the legislation has come
from residents of the planned upscale Char
bonneau community for seniors, and from city
officials in Wilsonville, both just north of the
Aurora airport.

On the other hand, Oregon Govemnor Ted
Kulongoskihas been an avid supporter of
the clustering concept in Oregon’s smaller
communities, and, accordingly, of recently
passed legislation providing another $100
million in lottery-backed bonds to an ongoing
program—dubbed Connect Qregon—intended
to spur economic development in tural areas
by improving nenhighway conduits for com-
merce, stich as railroads, aquatic-ports—and
airports.

“Kulongoski gets it,” says Beckham. “He
understands the economic development po-
tential that rural airports can bring, and he’s
committed to making it happen.” Adds Free-
man, “The govemor likes to talk about clus-
tering, and we're certainly seeing that happen

" with what we’re’ doing in Scappoose.”

Accordingly, Oregon likely will see even
miore so-called residential airparks, where
homeowners can park their planes.in hangars
near their homes much-as they park cars in
garages. Freeman is planning to devote about
70 acres (28 ha) at Scappoose to such a de-
velopment, It is a concept that has worked
well at the Independence State Airport south-
west of Salem, and should become even
more popular as key new-technologies bring
down the cost of privately owned aircraft, says
Freeman.

Beckham notes that he and a lof of
other pilots enjoy living near generat avia-
tion airports. “! love the sound of prop-driven
alrplanes,” he says. “It's the sound of free-
dom.” UL

BRAD BERTON isa Portland, Gregon-based
freelance writer specializing in real estake and
development.




