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Answers from Merrill Field Airport Manager D. Ralph Gibbs regarding meetings on AO 2019-60 and 
AO 2019-61: 

1. Dollar value for under charging against CPI increases-requested by co-chair Constant
Tail in Tie Down -~$25,307** 
Pull Through Tie Down - ~$ 25,318** 
Lease rates per square foot -~$ 451,814** 
Total charged below CPI - ~$ 502,438** 
**Very rough numbers for 2006-2018 based on current tie downs and leases. 

2. Off-airport commercial rates as point of comparison should a current business enterprise wish
to move off airport.

a. On-airport Commercial Lease rates 33% of off-airport rates, i.e., $.25 per square foot vs
$.75 per square foot

3. SWOT analysis for increased rates and fees-requested by Chairwoman LaFrance
a. Attached

4. Out-of-state and other Alaskan airport rates for comparison
a. Anchorage bowl comparison matrix inserted below and its source airnav.com airport

services documentation is attached.
b. Attached you will find two tie down price sheets. One is for Olympia, Washington and

the other is Merritt Field, BC.



MRI SWOT Analysis  

The primary driver behind the requested fee increases, and thus, the context for the following SWOT is 
that MRI is an enterprise department of MOA. As such, it must break even and take no subsidies from 
the MOA general fund. 

I. Strengths 

1. The second busiest airport in the state of Alaska, second only to Ted Stevens with 151,400 
annual operations.  

2. Ranked 1st in the state for “based” aircraft with ~800 aircraft 
3. Ranked 20th busiest out of all US General Aviation (GA) non-hub airports.  
4. Economic engine for Anchorage and the state of Alaska.  

a. In 2014 study, MRI has generated 428 direct jobs, ~ $27M in wages and benefits, and 
total non-wage and benefit expenditures of nearly $64M. 

b. 48 Long Term ground leases which support approximately 50 aviation related 
businesses  

c. 3.475M square feet of leasable land for aviation related uses. Does not include tower 
and Civil Air Patrol.  

d. 85,000 sq. ft. of rentable building space for property management. 
e. The primary airport of choice for Interior Alaskans traveling to the Anchorage bowl for 

medical or re-supply requirements. New MRI branding could be, “Welcome to Merrill 
Field-The Gateway to Alaska’s Interior.”  

f. Served more than 20 communities, including as far away as Savoonga on St. Lawrence 
Island in the middle of the Bering Sea and Prudhoe Bay to the north. 

g. Nearly 85% of all commercial payload enplaning/deplaining to the community of Tyonek 
originates at MRI. 

h. A commercial operator has begun flights transporting personnel and cargo from MRI 
direct to Prudhoe Bay. 

5. When compared to other Anchorage Bowl airports, i.e., Birchwood, Lake Hood, and Girdwood, 
Merrill Field’s advantages are: 

a. 24-hour security with camera surveillance, mostly on operational (runway/taxiway) 
areas.  

b. On-airport Avionics supply and repair 
c. On-airport aircraft engine repair 
d. On-airport aircraft painting facilities  
e. On-airport supplier of Tundra tires for bush pilot requirements  
f. Seven on-airport fuel stations. Combined sales of ~ $800K of avgas sold annually.   
g. Close proximity to downtown Anchorage 
h. Intersecting runways to allow for both crosswind training and into-the-wind 

landing/takeoff 
i. Dirt strip and ski landings 
j. On-airport runway/taxiway/ramp maintenance personnel. Birchwood and Girdwood 

depend on state of Alaska road crew support. Based on 7-day week coverage by MRI MX 
personnel, MRI has never been closed due to snow and or ice events.  

k. Other than Ted Stevens and Lake Hood, only airport in Anchorage bowl with FAA Tower 



l. One of the few airports in the nation that has medevac flight access directly to AK 
Regional Hospital, thereby saving critical lives and time-consuming ambulance trips.  

m. Ramp lighting 
n. Instrument approach procedures for IFR approaches to landing in marginal weather 

conditions. Lake Hood, Birchwood, and Girdwood do not have their own instrument 
approach procedures.  

6. On-airport Commercial Lease rates 33% of off-airport rates, i.e., $.25 per square foot vs $.75 per 
square foot 

7. Massive investment made by UAA in their Merrill Field campus and facilities to prepare Alaska's 
future aviation professionals to meet a statewide and worldwide demand for aircraft mechanics, 
air traffic controllers, aviation managers, and pilots. 

8. Home to 5 flight schools, for both airplane and helicopter 
9. Access to 93.75% federal infrastructure funding. Since 2015, the FAA has invested ~$47.5M in 

Merrill Field and in the municipality’s economy.  
10. As an enterprise department, MRI receives no city tax subsidy. 

II. Weaknesses 

1. Not a certificated airport. This is both a strength and a weakness. Lack of certification means 
there is no TSA requirement. Thus, passenger movement into and out of air charter facilities is 
hassle free. However, it also means that there are fewer FAA funds available for airport 
development, i.e., terminal buildings etc. 

2. Sitting on top of landfill. Dynamic compaction is expensive and may be a recurring expense over 
time. 

3. Proximity to noise sensitive residential neighbors.  
4. No operational surplus that can be used to fund 6.25% FAA Grant Match requirement.   
5. Little undeveloped real estate to expand  
6. Despite receiving NO STATE OF ALASKA SUBSIDIES, (unlike Girdwood, Birchwood, and Lake 

Hood), prices have been kept below the rate of inflation.  

III. Opportunities 

1. “MillionAire”-like Fixed Based Operator (FBO) with restaurant, pilot lounge, flight planning, 
rental car partnerships, embedded flight schools etc. Considering a move of the airport 
manager’s office to elsewhere on the airport, as its current location and the associated 
transient parking area would make an ideal FBO location.  

2. Sabrewing Aircraft-unmanned cargo aircraft under contract to tribal community of Saint Paul 
Island. They are a California company looking for a manufacturing site in Alaska. Conversations 
have begun to make that home Merrill Field. 

3. Other commercial enterprises.  
4. Increase max landing weight from 12,500 pounds (King Air B-200) to 15,000 pounds to attract 

small corporate jets to increase Jet-A fuel sales.   
5. Convert vacant areas into a revenue generating property. 
6. Repurpose unused airport land  for vehicle parking 
7. Take advantage of a significant influx of FAA capital funds to meet existing and future 

infrastructure needs. 



8. Move forward on a financial path that is both predictable and sustainable to meet its daily 
operational needs, as well as current and future capital matching requirements. 
 

IV. Threats 

1. Misperception by stakeholders that the muni has siphoned funds away from the airport 
2. A few airport stakeholders misrepresenting airport communications as less than transparent to 

MOA assembly. 
3. The same few stakeholders questioning the value of the MAAAC. 
4. Flying businesses on MRI are very price sensitive with extremely thin profit margins.  
5. Aircraft noise complaints from the neighborhood may result in tighter MOA aviation regulation. 

 

 



MRI comparisons 

Airport Advantage/Discriminator  Merrill Field Lake Hood Birchwood Girdwood  
 

Tower yes yes no no 
 

Instrument Approach Procedure  
for visibility approaches yes no no no 

 
Distance from Anchorage  
city center in miles 1 3 22 40 

 
Jet A yes yes no no 

 
Avgas yes yes yes no 

 
Paved runway yes-4 no yes-2 no 

 
gravel runway yes-2 yes-2 yes-2 yes-2 

 
water runway no yes-6 no 0 

 
Airframe Service yes yes yes no 

 
Powerplant service yes yes yes no 

 
Bottled Oxygen yes no no no 

 
Bulk Oxygen yes no no no 

 
State or City subsidies no yes yes yes 

 
Lease rates per square foot 0.21 0.12 0.1 0.07 

 
Tail in Tie down rates 60 55 48 0 

 
Drive Thru Tie down rates 70 65 61 0 

 
Note 1): A single runway services 2 
directions, 180 degrees apart. Thus, each 
landing  

     
strip counts as 2 runways in this matrix.  

     
Note 2): According to AirNav.com Girdwood 
has no tie down opportunities 

     
Note 3): All Merrill rates reflect current/last 
assembly approved pricing 

     
 










































