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Spotlight shines on region
With an Airbus assembly
line in Mobile, the region is
on its way to becoming a
showcase on the world
aerospace stage...

Mississippi

Alabama
Florida

Louisiana

GCAC illustration, Google Earth map
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ometime in the future, 10, 20, 30 years
from now, Mobile will look different
than it does today. The chairman of Airbus Americas doesn't think people will
recognize it.
“I’m actually convinced that in your horizon
20-25 years out, people are going to say, ‘I had no idea, no
idea of the impact this would
have,’” Allen McArtor told reporters in late 2012.
McArtor is excited about the
future and what Airbus’ Mobile
campus can be. He already
knows the final assembly facility will be state-ofthe-art, building on lessons learned at earlier
assembly lines in Germany, France and China.
“I intend to make this the example within Airbus,” he said. When projects come along he
wants Mobile to be a contender. He envisions a
thriving Brookley with a common architectural
theme that looks little like it does today.
McArtor is not the only one thinking that way.
Local leaders envision a world-class aerospace
park that will be used to entertain airline customers and host supplier conferences. They pic-

By George Talbot

Chapter at a glance
•
•
•
•
•

Mobile, the epicenter of U.S. operations
for Airbus, has room to grow
Brookley Aeroplex envisioned as
conference center with five-star hotels
Alabama dug deep to ensure Mobile
landed Airbus assembly line
Region’s airports key to luring more
aerospace activities
Campus-like F-35 training center at Eglin
Air Force Base, Fla., drawing visitors

ture five-star hotels, new office buildings, restaurants and residential developments.
The assembly line is likely to attract not only
suppliers involved in the A320, but aerospace
companies not involved. Mobile will be Airbus’
epicenter, a beachhead for foreign companies
interested in entering the U.S. market.
What makes the showcase aspect more interesting is it’s not the only one that could develop
in the region. To the east at Eglin Air Force
Base, Fla., the cutting-edge F-35 training program will bring in not only personnel from
every branch of the U.S. military, but foreign
military personnel as well for years to come. In
addition, commercial and non-commercial air-
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Airbus illustration

The 118-acre Airbus campus will have seven buildings, including Hangar 9, the final assembly line.

ports in the region are becoming showcases as Air Force competition. In 2011 the contract was
well and making a big push to attract aerospace awarded to Boeing. But state and local officials
companies.
maintained close ties with EADS and Airbus.
When Airbus decided to commit to a U.S.
plant to take advantage of the strong market for
Breaking ground
The road to developing Mobile as a showcase single-aisle jets and a dollar-based economy,
is a long one, but a key step was taken April 8, Mobile was the natural choice to assemble
A319, A320 and A321s. It joins a global produc2013, with the ceremonial groundbreaking on
the $600 million, 1,000-worker assembly plant. tion network that includes Airbus assembly lines
Long before it’s a full-fledged aircraft assembly in Hamburg, Toulouse and Tianjin.
plant it will have a big impact on jobs. Construc- “The town is right, the talent is right and the
tion of the plant is expected to create 3,000 to time is right,” Fabrice Bregier, Airbus president
and CEO, said during a visit to Mobile to an3,500 jobs over the next three years.
For Mobile, landing the plant seemed to prove nounce the project in June 2012.
The plant is scheduled to begin production in
the point that persistence pays off. In 2005 Air2015. The assembly line will be able to produce
bus parent EADS chose Mobile as the site
where it would build aerial tankers if it won an eight planes a month, though four is the plan
Photo page 18: Mobile’s plant will build on lessons from other assembly lines, like one in Hamburg, Germany.
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right now. The first A320 from Brookley will go
to JetBlue in 2016. Airbus anticipates the plant
will produce 40-50 aircraft per year by 2017, employing more than 1,000 at full production.
What’s become clear is that the loss of the
tanker project may have been best for Mobile.
The military tanker project depends on federal
dollars in an era where the Pentagon is drawing
down. But the A320 relies on market forces.
McArtor said the A320 family of planes will
be produced for years to come. It's a better deal
for the region than the aerial tanker would have
been, or a different Airbus aircraft.
What’s exciting for Mobile and the Gulf Coast
region is that the A320 line is just the beginning.
In the future, it may simply be one type of plane
produced at the Airbus Mobile campus, which
also includes the Airbus Engineering Center.
Airbus has enough space available to build another entire campus.
“Quite frankly, it’s very exciting for Airbus.
This is our industrial home here in Mobile,” said
McArtor during the 2012 meeting with reporters. He was asked if Airbus will shop around for
another location if a new project comes along.
“No, this is where, if we expand, we’re going
to expand right here. This is what we’ve identified as our industrial home. This is our aerospace enterprise home base here at Brookley,
until we run out of room.”
And that’s not likely to happen. The Mobile
site is a more compact version of the Tianjin,
China, plant, “which then allows room for expansion for other things that we might want to
do here,” said McArtor.

South Alabama
Aerospace highlights: Home of a major aerospace
park at a former Air Force Base; commercial airport
is home to several aerospace companies as well as
air activities of the U.S. Coast Guard.
Counties: Mobile; Baldwin
Key cities: Mobile; Foley; Bay Minette; Gulf Shores;
Orange Beach; Daphne; Fairhope
Population (est. 2012): 604,726
Private nonfarm employment (2010): 199,671
Local economic development:
• Mobile Area Chamber of Commerce
(251) 433-6951
• Baldwin Economic Development Alliance
(251) 947-2445
State economic development:
• Alabama Department of Commerce
(334) 242-0400

“Brookley is situated right in the center of the
Gulf Coast aerospace corridor, and the Airbus
facility sets us up to be the nucleus of that corriAt the epicenter
Gulf Coast business leaders envision Brookley dor,” said Bill Sisson, executive director of the
as the central hub for an aerospace cluster that Mobile Airport Authority, which owns and operates the Brookley complex.
could eventually extend across the Southeast,
The factory will be built on a 118-acre site
from Boeing Co.’s 787 production plant in
North Charleston, S.C., to NASA’s Space Cen- at Brookley, a former Air Force base closed in
the late 60s. The site near downtown has ready
ter in Houston, Texas. For now, it’s clearly at
access to rail lines, interstates and the Port of
the center of a smaller aerospace region from
Mobile, making it a key strategic asset.
Southeast Louisiana to Northwest Florida.
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The factory, planned at 2 million
square feet, will be spread among
seven buildings and hangars, including Hanger 9, the traditional name
now used by Airbus for the main hangar. That was the name of the hanger
at the first assembly line in Hamburg.
“It’s not just an assembly line, it’s a
whole compound,” said Christian
Scherer, Airbus executive vice president and the head of strategy and future programs.
Growth from the plant will create
massive infrastructure challenges
Tad Denson photo
along the Gulf Coast. Local and state Brookley Aeroplex in Mobile, Ala., is a 1,700-acre industrial site
with a 9,600-foot runway. Airbus’ $600 million plant promises to
officials already are grappling with
how to plan for new roadways, hous- turn the former Air Force base into a showcase on the international
aerospace stage.
ing, retail and other development.
But public resources are thin at a
time when state and local budgets face shortproject. The deal includes $62 million over five
falls. One solution may come through the RE- years to repay equipment and capital costs, $51
STORE Act, federal legislation approved earlier million for workforce training, $1 million for
this year that would direct billions of dollars in road construction and $7.5 million over 15 years
fine money from the BP oil spill to Alabama
to cover lease arrangements. The balance will
and the other states affected by the 2010 catas- come from local governments.
trophe in the Gulf of Mexico.
About half of the capital investment will be
While much of that money is designated for
allocated to construction of the plant, with the
environmental restoration, local officials would remainder going toward tools, assembly machinlike to use some of it to improve Brookley. They ery, infrastructure and training.
envision a world-class aerospace park that could Alabama Gov. Robert Bentley described the
be used to entertain airline customers, host sup- deal as “expensive” but said he was motivated
plier conferences and serve as an American
to land a blue-chip employer during tough ecoshowplace for Airbus. The project could include nomic times. Bentley said he expects four indifive-star hotels, office buildings, restaurants and rect jobs to be created for each one at the plant.
residential developments. Mobile Mayor Sam
“This project will create stable, well-paying
Jones said Airbus could “transform” the city.
jobs that the people of Alabama need and de“One of the problems facing us is trying to
serve,” Bentley said. “When Airbus aircraft take
make Brookley to what it needs to be to not just to the skies, our pride and workmanship will
keep Airbus here, but to attract everything else soar along with them.”
that we need to have,” said Jones.
Alabama knows a thing or two about investing
in a project with a marquee company. It pulled
out all the stops to entice Mercedes-Benz to
Investing in the future
Alabama dug deep to attract Airbus to Brook- Vance, near Tuscaloosa, in the early 90s. Critiley Aeroplex, rolling out a $158 million package cized at the time for the incentives, it ended up
being a singularly wise investment.
of tax breaks and other incentives to win the
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Bentley said the state is committed to improving infrastructure in the Mobile area to prepare
for the growth that is coming.
“We have different programs to improve the
quality of infrastructure down here and we’ll do
that,” Bentley said. “We’ll do what we have to
for industrial access.”
U.S. Rep. Jo Bonner, R-Mobile, said the federal government could play a role in upgrading
the appearances of Brookley’s buildings, among
other things.
“In the next two years, as this final assembly
line is built out and during the decades to come,
I think you’ll see a facelift for Brookley,” Bonner said. “It’s an old airport base. There are lots
of old buildings that will probably get some new
paint and there will probably be new construction going on.”
Sisson said Brookley needs work, but that its
basic assets give it incredible potential for
growth. The 1,650-acre industrial park has a
runway capable of landing the world’s largest
aircraft, stands adjacent to one of the nation’s
busiest ports and connections with two interstates and five railroads.
“Because Airbus is locating here, it really positions Brookley as a great anchor for development,” Sisson said. “All of the logistics that
drew Airbus here in the first place also apply to
suppliers as well. It’s certainly hard to beat
Brookley’s logistics.”

Force Base, Naval Air Station Pensacola and
Tyndall Air Force Base.
While the Airbus plant will clearly be a showcase for commercial jetliner construction, it’s
could be argued that another showcase is already forming at Eglin, to the east of Mobile.
The base, one of the largest in the nation, is
home to the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter Training
Center. The base is home to an innovative, state
-of-the-art training center created in part by
Lockheed Martin, builder of the F-35, in cooperation with the military.
Air Force, Navy and Marine pilots and maintainers will be trained at Eglin by the 33rd
Fighter Wing. But the base will also become
well-known by the pilots and maintainers from a
host of countries who plan to buy the F-35.
A busy future

The Mobile plant will clearly have a busy future. Airbus projects demand for 4,600 aircraft
in the U.S. market over the next 20 years, and
company leaders say the new plant will bring the
European company closer to its customers and
suppliers. That could lead to expanded production of commercial or military aircraft in Mobile.
“Our focus is to stand up this assembly line
and establish it with a high level of quality and
efficiency,” said Tom Enders, chief executive
officer of EADS. “For Mobile, that’s going to
be the best argument for doing more here.”
Enders said the plant gives Airbus a strategic
The Gulf Coast corridor
beachhead to compete with Chicago-based BoeThe benefits of having Airbus in Mobile will ing, and will help the company balance its finanextend well beyond the Gulf Coast, which is a cial risk against swings in the Euro currency.
growing center of aerospace activities. The corAirbus Americas chairman McArtor said it all
ridor is along Interstate 10 between Southeast
comes together to make Mobile the “epicenter”
Louisiana and Northwest Florida. It already has of aerospace activity in the U.S.
operations of some of the biggest names in the
“I look at it as a renaissance of the Gulf Coast
aerospace industry. It also includes two NASA region and specifically Mobile, Ala., when it
facilities, one near Bay St. Louis, Miss., and the comes to commercial activity in the aerospace
other in East New Orleans.
sector,” McArtor said.
It’s also home to a dozen military bases with
aviation activities, including Mississippi’s
▫▫▫
Keesler Air Force Base and Florida’s Eglin Air
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Recruits can be the best recruiters

I

t will take a while before the Airbus assembly line is finished at
Brookley Aeroplex, but some
suppliers aren’t waiting.
Safran Engineering Services, a
global aerospace and defense firm,
opened an engineering center at
Brookley in April that initially will employ 50 electrical and mechanical engineers. Kuehne + Nagel, the world’s
largest logistics company, announced
April 16 it plans to establish a logistics
center in Mobile.
Bill Sisson, director of the Mobile
Mobile Airport Authority illustration
Airport Authority who in April was
An artist’s rendering of the first Airbus final assembly line office
hired to become president of the Mo- building that will be located at Brookley Aeroplex, Mobile, Ala.
bile Area Chamber of Commerce, said
Airbus has raised Mobile’s worldwide profile.
said. “In economic development, it’s easy to
“I think a lot of aerospace companies out
get the signature on the contract and then
there right now want to know, ‘Why Mobile?’
never follow up. I think our hallmark in Alaand this gives us the opportunity to showcase
bama is that we keep working with them,
our assets,” said Sisson, who in November preand that leads to their becoming involved in
sented Brookley’s amenities at a supplier confertheir new communities and really feeling like
ence in Hamburg, Germany.
this is home.”
“Having Airbus, themselves, tee up the rea• Happy recruits tend to become an area’s
sons they chose Mobile, and then be given the
strongest recruiters. “Mercedes-Benz has
opportunity to discuss the assets in front of
been involved, in some way, in every project
world-class suppliers was simply a shot most
I’ve ever been involved in, and that’s key
locales never get to experience, and we took adbecause if a company ever makes the decivantage of every second,” Sisson said.
sion to expand, they’re going to do it where
Sisson, in a February 2013 interview with the
they’re already successful,” said Sisson, who
Mobile Press-Register, ticked off lessons learned
worked as an economic development refrom trips to Europe recruiting suppliers:
cruiter for the Mobile Chamber before taking the helm of the airport authority.
• European, and particularly German, suppli- • European suppliers are seriously considering
ers have a positive impression of Alabama
operations in the United States. “It won’t
due, in large part, to the state’s strong relahappen all at once, but they’re doing their
tionship with economic partners such as
homework and trying to determine which
Mercedes-Benz U.S. International, Evonik
locations present the most promise and loDegussa and ThyssenKrupp.
gistical advantage,” Sisson said.
• “We have a reputation for nurturing relationships and following through,” Sisson
- George Talbot
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Eglin’s F-35 showcase

T

he F-35 has had its share of
problems, from rising costs to
delays. But one things is clear:
It’s like no other plane, and neither is
the training.
“We get a lot of visitors here,” said
Lt. Col. Lee Kloos, commander of the
58th Fighter Squadron. “People don’t
realize the amount of work and effort
that has gone on down here to set up
this training system.”1
Following academics, student pilots
spend time in full mission simulators
that Kloos said are better than anything he had in his career. Each pilot
U.S. Air Force photo by Master Sgt. John R. Nimmo Sr.
flies 14 or 15 simulator missions last- Tanker refuels an F-35 over Eglin May 2013. The fifth-generation
ing 90 minutes.2
fighters have capabilities not seen before, as are the tools to train
Full-motion simulations have an F- pilots and maintainers. Eglin is turning into a training showcase.
35 cockpit surrounded by a dome. It’s
linked to other trainers for formation flying, and Maintenance students have a three-month curcan connect to other Air Force systems for vir- riculum that begins in the classroom. But the
tual war gaming.3
maintainers are quickly thrown into a digital
Students can check out laptops and throttle- world, using computer-simulated training that
and-stick controllers to continue learning how includes a visual mockup of an F-35 on a digital
to operate the F-35 from home. The laptops will flight line, allowing the students to practice
have touch-screen and voice recognition capa- maintenance on screen before heading to two
bilities, just as pilots will have in the fighter
full-size mock-ups, one for weapons loading
cockpit on the 8-inch by 20-inch display.4
and another for cockpit work, in a large hangar
Lockheed is developing a version of the simu- on the campus. In the hangar, instructors pipe
in simulated engine noise as students practice
lation configured for two pilots. The mission
rehearsal trainer will be housed in a military con- working on the cockpit’s ejection system or
tainer. Every fighter squadron will receive one loading inert 500-pound bombs.7
Call it fifth-generation training.
so pilots can rehearse missions when deployed,
5
even aboard carriers and amphibious ships.
On the maintenance side, the base is expect- David Tortorano
ing to churn out 2,100 maintainers, U.S. and
1 Air Force Times, May 8, 2013.
allies, per year.
Eglin has created an on-base schoolhouse that 2 Ibid.
looks more like a college campus than a military 3 National Defense, July 2008
4
facility. The dorms, classrooms and a dining fa- 5 Ibid.
Ibid.
cility are surrounded by walking paths and
6 Air Force Times, May 8, 2013.
wooded areas.6
7 Ibid.
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Airports: The region’s calling cards

F

or many visitors, they create the first impression of an area, and many of the
Gulf Coast’s commercial airports are
making a push to lure the aerospace industry.
According to the Florida Department of
Transportation, the economic output of the
state’s airports represented 15 percent of the
state’s gross state product in 2010.
Greg Donovan, director of Pensacola International Airport, said his airport is focusing more
on the aerospace sector for multiple reasons.
“Our proximity to the future Airbus plant and
location within the Gulf Coast Aerospace Corridor is paramount,” said Donovan, former director of airports in Okaloosa County.
“We have made some strategic decisions to
open some airport owned parcels with direct
airside access for future development. Specifically, land that was previously reserved for a
parallel general aviation runway could be more
effectively utilized for apron and industrial sized
hangars,” he said.
The airport, in Foreign Trade Zone #249,
hopes to extend runway 17/35 from 7,004 to
8,500 feet. Also in the works is a 65-acre commerce park in the northwest quadrant.
To the east is one of the newest airports in the
United States, Northwest Florida Beaches International Airport. It opened in May 2010, replacing the former airport in downtown Panama
City. It’s surrounded by West Bay, a 71,000-acre
master planned community developed by St. Joe
Co., north of Panama City Beach.
One of the first developments is the VentureCrossing Enterprise Center, which envisions 4.4
million square feet of industrial, commercial and
retail space. Defense company ITT Exelis is one
of the first to move near the airport.
The former Brookley Air Force Base, Ala., has
become a major intermodal economic engine. It
has some 70 tenants, including Airbus, ST Aerospace Mobile, and Continental Motors.

Commercial airports
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Louis Armstrong New Orleans International
Airport (MSY), Kenner, La., owned by New Orleans. Two runways: 10/28 (10,104 ft) and 1/19
(7,001 ft). Ranked 42, 4,255,411 enplanements
CY 2011.
Pensacola International Airport (PNS), Pensacola, Fla., owned by city of Pensacola. Two runways: 17/35 (7,004 ft) and 8/26 (7,000 ft).
Ranked 100, 750,190 enplanements CY 2011, up
2.8 percent from 2010.
Northwest Florida Regional Airport (VPS), Eglin
Air Force Base, Fla. Okaloosa County leases 131
acres from the Air Force, but owns the terminal.
Two runways: 12/30 (12,005 ft) and 1/19
(10,012 ft). Ranked 122, 434,455 enplanements
CY 2011, up 24.49 percent from 2010.
Northwest Florida Beaches International Airport (ECP), West Bay, owned by Panama CityBay County Airport and Industrial District. One
runway: 16/34 (10,000 ft). Ranked 126, 417,902
enplanements CY 2011, up 33.89 percent from
2010.
Baton Rouge Metropolitan/Ryan Field (BTR),
Baton Rouge, La. Ranked 131, 396,403 enplanements CY 2011.
Gulfport-Biloxi International Airport (GPT),
Gulfport, Miss., owned by Gulfport-Biloxi Regional Airport Authority. Two runways: 14/32
(9,002 ft) and 18/36 (4,935 ft). Ranked 132,
395,350 enplanements CY 2011.
Tallahassee Regional Airport (TLH), Tallahassee,
Fla. Ranked 151, 305,686 enplanements CY
2011.
Mobile Regional Airport (MOB), Mobile, Ala.,
owned by Mobile Airport Authority. Two runways: 14/32 (8,521 ft) and 18/36 (4,365 ft).
Ranked 156, 288,461 enplanements CY 2011.
Hattiesburg-Laurel Regional Airport (PIB),
Moselle, Miss. Ranked 365, 16,095 enplanements CY 2011.

It’s also the location of the Mobile Downtown
Airport, a general aviation airport with 9,600-
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foot and 7,800-foot runways, and several academic operations, including an Alabama Industrial Development Training office.
Another former airfield getting a new lease on
life is the old airport in Panama City, Fla., which
in 2013 unveiled plans for a 700-acre development that will include 3,200 homes and 700,000
square feet of commercial space.
The Bob Sikes Airport in Crestview, Fla., isn’t
a military airport, but it caters to the military.
It’s close to bases that train military aviators:
Naval Air Station Whiting Field in Milton, Naval Air Station Pensacola, and Eglin Air Force
Base, all in Florida, as well as Alabama’s Fort
Rucker, near Dothan.
The general aviation facility of 1,020 acres is
adjacent to 360-acre Okaloosa-Crestview Industrial Airpark. It has an 8,005 foot runway, large
enough for military aircraft like the C-17s that
deliver helicopters to L-3 Crestview Aerospace,
and C-5s and B-747s, largest in operation.
Local companies that frequently use the airport include other military industrial contractors
that work with the military bases in the region.
Other general aviation airports have also
found interesting niches. In Jackson County,
Miss., Trent Lott International Airport is adjacent to the Jackson County Technology Park,
home to the Northrop Grumman Unmanned
Systems Center, which builds portions of
Global Hawks and Fire Scout UAVs.
Near NASA’s Stennis Space Center, Miss.,
Stennis International Airport caters to the military, and is home of Finmeccanica’s Selex Galileo. It’s also used by Rolls-Royces to ship in and
out the large jet engines it tests at its outdoor
test facility at Stennis Space Center.
Gulfport-Biloxi International Airport since
Hurricane Katrina in 2005 spent $96 million for
capital improvements that include a new air traffic control tower, cargo facility, taxiways, perimeter road and other road work. Private businesses have invested $91 million on hotels, an
office park, rental car center and refueling facility built on airport property the companies lease.

General aviation airports*
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Bob Sikes Airport (CEW), Crestview, Fla.
Bobby C. Chain Municipal Airport (HBG), Hattiesburg, Miss.
Destin-Fort Walton Beach Airport (DTS), Destin,
Fla.
H.L. Sonny Callahan Airport (CQF), Fairhope,
Ala.
Jack Edwards Airport (JKA), Gulf Shores, Ala.
Lakefront Airport (NEW), New Orleans
Mobile Downtown (BFM), Mobile, Ala.
Stennis International Airport (KHSA), Kiln, Miss.
Trent Lott International Airport (KPQL), Moss
Point, Miss.

* and non-primary commercial. For military see
Chapter VI.

The airport has hired a cargo consulting firm
to recommend opportunities for the cargo warehouse, and is considering leasing it to a management company. It has one tenant and is operating at 20 percent capacity.
A new $650 million terminal at Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport is in
the works on the north side of the existing, 50year-old terminal. The hope is to have it open
by 2018, when the city celebrates the 300th anniversary of its founding as a French colony.
The existing terminal will be in use for another five years before it is re-purposed. Possible uses include commercial cargo and charter
flight facilities along with space for airport staff,
the Federal Aviation Administration and the
Transportation Security Administration.
New Orleans Lakefront Airport, which
opened in 1934, was built on a man-made arrowhead peninsula jutting into Lake Pontchartrain. In the 1950's, New Orleans Lakefront was
designated as a general aviation airport.
Three runways serve private, corporate, and
military, and commercial air carrier aircraft. The
6,895 foot main runway is routinely used by B727's, B-737's, C-130's, and occasionally C-17's
and C-5's. - David Tortorano
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