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Introduction To Airports:USA® 

 
Airport Classifications 
 

The traditional FAA ranking of airports by “large, medium, small, and non” hubs is at least 40 years out of date. Their 
use of the term “hub” bears no relationship to the modern definition, and actually mischaracterizes the role of airports 
today. 

 

In the Airports:USA® Forecasts, over 140 airports are included, and we categorize them within four classifications: 

 

Hubsite Airports. These are where an airline has made the strategic decision to apply resources to inter-connect 
passengers, and where 25% or more of the airport’s enplanements are connecting, not local O&D.  

 

Hubsite airports are not based on traffic levels, but on whether or not an airline is intentionally and strategically 
using the airport to inter-connect passengers. Therefore, hubsite airports range from ATL, which has 54 million 
enplanements annually, down to Houston/Hobby, which experiences 7.3 million. There are 23 actual hubsites in 
the mainland US, all with 25% or more of their traffic being “flow” – or, connect. 

 

Large Non-Hubsite Airports. These are airports with more than 2.5 million annual enplanements, and where no 
airline has established true hubbing operation. 

 

Mid-Size Non-Hubsite Airports. These are airports with no airline operating a connecting hub, and have between 1 
million and 2.5 million passengers annually. 
 

Small Non-Hubsite Airports. These are often referred to as “regional” airports, which can misstate their roles in 
some cases. They include airports with 100,000 to 1 million passengers.  

 

Other than Hubsites, the airports included in the forecast are representative, and not all such airports are included. 
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Near-Term Dynamics 
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Growth Rates By Airport Category 2018 

 
Notes & Points 

 

• Based on YTD growth of @5.4% 
growth. Airline market and 
capacity strategies indicate this 
rate will accelerate  in latter 
months of 2018 and into 2019. 

 

• The 4.1% hubsite growth is 
based on a very high base. 

 

• As airline capacity – and per-
departure capacity (larger 
average aircraft)  - grow, the 
effects are material at Large and 
Mid Non-Hubsite airports. 

 

• Indication of fleet, airline, and 
consumer trends... Some – not all 
- Small Non-Hubsite airports 
under 500,000 annual 
enplanements will see very slow 
growth. 
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Top Growth Hubsites - 2018 

 

• Commentary 

Ranked By Enplanement Growth 

Growth 

Rank
Hubsite

Forecast 

Growth %

Forecast 

Enplanements 

2018

1 PHL 10.2% 15,979,724

2 HOU 7.9% 7,256,606

3 SEA 7.0% 25,304,889

4 EWR 6.7% 23,650,483

5 IAH 6.5% 22,027,340

6 STL 5.8% 7,771,785

7 SLC 5.5% 12,971,811

8 IAD 5.0% 11,682,729

9 LAX 5.0% 44,631,462

10 DFW 4.9% 35,164,761

11 ORD 4.9% 40,720,927

12 DAL 4.9% 8,134,268

13 SFO 4.8% 28,849,695

14 BWI 4.6% 13,586,553

15 DEN 4.4% 32,233,907

16 ATL 4.4% 54,061,857

17 JFK 2.7% 31,082,038

18 DTW 1.9% 17,718,546

19 PHX 1.8% 22,839,564

20 CLT 1.4% 23,037,108

21 MSP 0.3% 19,387,860

22 MDW -0.9% 10,943,777

23 MIA -3.2% 22,722,926

Average 4.1%

Growth 

Rank

Enplanement 

Rank
Hubsite

Forecast 

Growth %

Forecast 

Enplanements 

2018

16 1 ATL 4.4% 54,061,857

9 2 LAX 5.0% 44,631,462

11 3 ORD 4.9% 40,720,927

10 4 DFW 4.9% 35,164,761

15 5 DEN 4.4% 32,233,907

17 6 JFK 2.7% 31,082,038

13 7 SFO 4.8% 28,849,695

3 8 SEA 7.0% 25,304,889

4 9 EWR 6.7% 23,650,483

20 10 CLT 1.4% 23,037,108

19 11 PHX 1.8% 22,839,564

23 12 MIA -3.2% 22,722,926

5 13 IAH 6.5% 22,027,340

21 14 MSP 0.3% 19,387,860

18 15 DTW 1.9% 17,718,546

1 16 PHL 10.2% 15,979,724

14 17 BWI 4.6% 13,586,553

7 18 SLC 5.5% 12,971,811

8 19 IAD 5.0% 11,682,729

22 20 MDW -0.9% 10,943,777

12 21 DAL 4.9% 8,134,268

6 22 STL 5.8% 7,771,785

2 23 HOU 7.9% 7,256,606

Average 4.1%

Ranked By Total 2018 Forecast Enplanements  
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Hubsite Connect-Flow Rankings 

 Hubsite % Connx

CLT 70.0%

ATL 62.6%

DFW 55.2%

IAH 52.8%

ORD 44.6%

MIA 41.6%

DTW 41.2%

IAD 39.2%

MSP 38.1%

SLC 37.6%

DEN 37.3%

MDW 36.0%

HOU 34.7%

DAL 33.2%

PHL 33.1%

PHX 32.2%

SEA 32.1%

BWI 28.6%

SFO 25.4%

STL 25.4%

LAX 25.1%

JFK 25.0%

EWR 25.0%

Notes & Points 
 

• Hubsites include only airports where 25% or more of 
enplanements are connecting 
 

• There are no other airports in the mainland US where an airline 
operates a true connecting hub operation. In fact, there are few 
other airports where flow traffic is over 15%, and these are due 
to random connections. 
 

• ATL, ORD, DEN, SEA, LAX have more than one airline operating 
operations with significant resources applied to interconnecting 
passengers. 
 

• CLT – where 7 out of ten passengers are simply connecting, has 
been described as American Airlines’ most profitable hub 
operation. Unilaterally-determined route additions in 2019 will 
result in the start of rapid enplanement growth 
 

• STL has the distinction of being the only airport to have 
completely lost a major airline hub (TW/AA) and regained hubsite 
status with another carrier (Southwest). 
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Notes On Hubsite Airport Outlook 

 

1. The growth rates are affected by levels of connecting traffic v local. The first is 
subjective on the part of the hubbing airline. 
 

2. Example: at CLT, almost 70% of enplanements are the result of the American 
hub. Therefore, the growth rate is not reflective of the local market strength. 
In fact, the current full ten year Airports:USA® forecast indicates that CLT will 
be the strongest percent-growth hubsite airport, as well as an Asian gateway 
for American. (Next Slide) 
 

3. EWR/IAD – United is re-structuring the feed traffic at these two airports, which 
may affect rankings in the 4Q 2018 – 1Q 2019. 
 

4. PHL – American is likely shifting some feed traffic and international access 
from JFK to PHL... Uncertain regarding effects on JFK connecting traffic levels. 
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Charlotte: Domestic & International 

 Based on the latest forecast update, Charlotte is now showing to be the strongest percentage-growth hubsite during the 2018-2027 period.  
 
In terms of increased volume, CLT will be # 7, with 6.8 million more enplanements. This equates to a 28.7% projected growth rate, 2027 v 2018. 
The enormously strong and growing global economy in the Deep South, represents huge growth opportunity for American Airlines.  
 

 
China Access. Trend to watch: as more Chinese investment enters the South and East Coast, CLT stands to become a major gateway from China. 
 
Currently, there are no true US-style connecting hub operations in China, and there is insufficient traffic to/from any one point in China to support nonstop 
flights, even to the CLT AA hub. However, with the opening of the new Beijing Daxing International Airport in late 2019, it is expected that American’s partner, 
China Southern Airlines, will actually establish a true all-China connecting operation. Delta at ATL will have the same opportunity with its alliance partner China 
Eastern. These two hubsites - Charlotte and Atlanta - are now emerging to be potentially the only airports in the Deep South with the connecting flow traffic to 
support nonstop flights to/from China, dependent upon their Chinese partners concurrently establishing connecting operations at Daxing.  
 
Bottom line: The AA expansion will continue at CLT, which they have called their most profitable hub.  
 
And watch for Beijing-Charlotte nonstops by 2021. 
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Top Large Non-Hubsite Airports By Forecast Growth  

 
Notes & Points 

 

• AUS/SAT/RDU experienced strong 
expansion by Frontier. The 
carrier’s model is very flexible and 
there have already been some 
market pull-downs at these 
airports. 

 

• SJC has lost Air China, which 
could have minor effects on 
future international expansion. 

 

• FLL has growing connectivity with 
Caribbean – currently at 14.5% 
connect traffic – well below the 
25% felt to represent a true 
airline hubsite. Changes may be 
in line with growth of JetBlue and 
Spirit.  

Non-Hubsite Airports >2.5 Million Enplanements 

Growth 

Rank
Enplanement 

Rank
Hubsite

Forecast 

Growth %

Forecast 

Enplanements 

2018

1 9 SJC 17.8% 6,916,574

2 21 CVG 17.0% 4,485,516

3 7 AUS 15.5% 7,908,240

4 26 JAX 14.5% 3,195,180

5 27 ABQ 13.0% 2,703,095

6 28 BUR 12.9% 2,571,641

7 31 ONT 12.7% 2,492,879

8 17 SAT 12.0% 4,958,637

9 8 BNA 11.8% 7,782,546

10 14 SMF 11.5% 5,902,478

11 11 MSY 10.9% 6,592,988

12 12 RDU 10.7% 6,366,326

13 30 OMA 10.6% 2,515,381

14 3 SAN 10.5% 12,169,035

15 1 FLL 9.8% 18,642,381

Airport
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Top Midsize Non-Hubsite Airports By Forecast Growth  

 

Notes & Points 
 

• MYR – a substantial part of the 
current growth rate is the result of 
ULCC expansion. This may moderate 
due to evolving market strategies in 
the ULCC sector. 

 

• The remaining airports on this list 
appear to have very low downward 
traffic volatility.  

Non-Hubsite Airports 1 Million to 2.5 Million  
Enplanements 

Growth 

Rank

Enplanement 

Rank
Hubsite

Forecast 

Growth %

Forecast 

Enplanements 

2018

1 3 PVD 18.2% 2,143,817

2 13 GRR 15.4% 1,633,685

3 18 SAV 13.2% 1,391,201

4 8 GEG 12.8% 1,980,415

5 25 TYS 12.6% 1,077,089

6 20 MYR 12.3% 1,365,291

7 1 CHS 11.7% 2,238,224

8 4 OKC 11.5% 2,128,497

9 23 SYR 11.2% 1,116,243

10 14 ELP 10.9% 1,603,620

11 26 MSN 10.7% 1,048,898

12 7 RIC 10.7% 2,002,577

13 10 SDF 10.6% 1,884,395

14 9 BOI 10.2% 1,910,109

15 6 LGB 10.2% 2,056,709

Airport
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Top  Small Non-Hubsite Airports By Forecast Growth  

 
Notes & Points 

 

• SWF is an outlier, experiencing 
recent influx of domestic and 
international ULCC service.  

 

• COS had enormous expansion by 
Frontier in 2017 and early 2018, 
much of which has been seasonally 
pulled down. 

 

• HRL does not reflect the recent 
decision of AA to enter the market, 
which is estimated to further spike 
enplanements by 25,000 to 30,000, 
diverting passengers from BRO and 
MFE. 

 

• BZN does not fully reflect the entry 
of AA/DFW access.  

Non-Hubsite Airports 100,000 – 1 Million Enplanements 

Growth 

Rank

Enplanement 

Rank
Hubsite

Forecast 

Growth %

Forecast 

Enplanements 

2018

1 35 SWF 86.2% 324,144

2 26 ABE 17.3% 404,064

3 14 MAF 16.2% 591,312

4 1 PNS 15.8% 981,460

5 5 COS 15.7% 880,109

6 6 FAT 14.6% 862,661

7 38 HRL 13.9% 309,967

8 10 BTV 13.6% 668,012

9 15 EUG 11.8% 586,463

10 34 SBN 11.4% 335,712

11 36 GRB 10.9% 320,729

12 9 BZN 10.3% 699,043

13 19 SGF 10.0% 534,060

14 29 TLH 9.4% 384,264

15 40 SHV 8.7% 307,875

Airport
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Fourth Q 2018 Airline Capacity Growth 

Carrier 2017 2018 Change
% 

Change
2017 2018 Change

% 

Change

% of 

Increase
DL 459,907 463,786 3,879 0.8% 54,398,676 56,290,974 1,892,298 3.5% 15.9%

AA 553,163 569,480 16,317 2.9% 60,627,543 62,885,700 2,258,157 3.7% 18.9%

UA 413,049 443,248 30,199 7.3% 43,721,015 46,260,420 2,539,405 5.8% 21.3%

WN 339,052 349,368 10,316 3.0% 50,894,123 52,655,229 1,761,106 3.5% 14.8%

Sub Total 70.8%

AS/VX 110,983 113,377 2,394 2.2% 13,954,750 14,239,979 285,229 2.0% 2.4%

B6 88,331 92,062 3,731 4.2% 11,913,798 12,650,196 736,398 6.2% 6.2%

Sub Total 8.6%

F9 29,264 31,460 2,196 7.5% 4,798,407 5,924,700 1,126,293 23.5% 9.4%

NK 41,985 47,722 5,737 13.7% 7,467,237 8,542,085 1,074,848 14.4% 9.0%

G4 21,796 22,878 1,082 5.0% 3,627,723 3,861,786 234,063 6.5% 2.0%

SY 4,779 4,845 66 1.4% 723,658 749,360 25,702 3.6% 0.2%

Sub Total 20.6%

System 2,062,309 2,138,226 75,917 3.7% 252,126,930 264,060,429 11,933,499 4.7%

Departures Seats

Compares 4Q 2018 v 4Q  2017. The US airline industry will be adding 4.7% additional departing seats in the 4Q of 2018. What is of note 
is that over 70% of the increase will be at the four main network carriers. Add in Alaska and JetBlue, that that reveals that ULCC carriers 
will be increasing seat capacity by just over 20%.  
 
While that is not inconsequential, this illuminates the fact that it will continue to be “traditional” carriers that will be delivering traffic 
growth in the 2018 – 2019 period. 

Airlines Are Adding Capacity... 
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The International Dynamic 

 

Analyses of international traffic demand and traffic flows within the US generated by international travelers indicate that this sector will be 
responsible for more than one third of all US airport enplanements by 2021, and nearly 40% by the end of that decade. 

 

Direct-Generated international traffic – those passengers going just to and from international gateways – is just one component of the 
traffic. Another is indirectly-generated enplanements -  the fact that many of these travelers take trips once they are in the USA, either to 
of from the immediate gateway airport, or via itineraries while they are in the US. 

 

With increased international business investment in the US – particularly from China – these data again underscore the importance of 
keeping all regions of the US connected to the global economy. That will demand a change in federal and regional planning from the 
outdated – and increasingly impossible - concept “local air service” to the imperative of regional access.   

 

Parochial air service planning must be replaced by systems that assure this access – and that in many cases will be multi-modal and will not 
entail scheduled service at all small community airports. 

  

International 

Component
2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 27 v 17

Direct-Generated 101,643 106,486 110,374 114,173 118,114 122,107 126,158 131,377 135,631 138,298 44.9%

Int'l-Generated 

Domestic Enplmts
177,875 191,674 204,191 216,929 230,321 238,109 246,009 256,184 264,480 269,681

Total: Intl-Driven 279,517 298,160 314,565 331,102 348,435 360,216 372,167 387,561 400,110 407,979 58.4%

Total Intl-Related 30.3% 31.2% 32.2% 33.2% 34.2% 34.7% 35.1% 35.8% 36.3% 36.3%

Air Service Quality Is Measured By Connective Access – Not Just “Scheduled Flights” 
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Contrarian Futurist Perspective: Rural Airports 

 

1. In the next 15 years, global logistics will change. 
 

2. Speed and cost-efficiency of distribution will be the next 
frontier 
 

3. Historically, “speed” and “cost-efficiency” were opposites. 
Rapid transport – i.e., by air, was exceedingly expensive 
 

4. New logistical modes – primarily UAS (drone) technology – will 
resolve this economic conflict – particularly with hybrid-electric 
propulsion  
 

5. Template: rural airports, particularly those not accessed by the 
Interstate highway system, represent potential distribution 
centers for entire regions – huge increases in logistical 
efficiency 
 

6. Message: Rural airports – mostly in the Western US - need to 
re-think their future: it’s logistics, not necessarily passengers. 
And it’s a bright future. 

Looking Ahead Globally: Rural Airports May Evolve Into America’s Advantage 

Carries ordinance today... Its successors will 
cost-effectively deliver cargo and goods... 

And they will need runways. 
 

America’s rural airports are the new target 
for this emerging logistics system... 
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Forecast Summary – Key Dynamics 

 1. YTD reported enplanements indicate an acceleration in growth registering in 2nd half of 2018 
 

2. When final full-year numbers are in, it can be expected to be in the 5.7%-6.0% range... Well above that seen in 
2017 
 

3. US airlines are adding almost 5% additional capacity in 4Q 2018 v same period 2017 
 

4. Load factors – percentage of seats filled – are steady... i.e., the new capacity is being sold 
 

5. Some re-concentration of airline resources at key points. Southwest has restored St. Louis (STL) to connecting 
hub status, and overall growth is focused at Large & Mid-Size Non-Hubsite airports 
 

6. While US air traffic demand is growing, changes in airline economics, fleet capabilities, alternative 
communication channels, and – critically – consumer preferences – are combining to make air transportation less 
viable at smaller airports 
 

7. Trend: Air service access is regionalizing – many smaller communities can no longer support consumer-
acceptable and economically-viable schedule service at the local airport. In most cases, however, the consumer 
has found and is using alternatives – many of which are more time-effective than relying on low-frequency 
flights that the local airport can only support 
 

8. What to watch: the trend is for slow/no growth for several (but certainly not all) airports under 
500,000 enplanements and which are within 60-90 minutes of an alternative airport with 50+ daily 
departures or higher. Regional planning for these communities is now in order. 
 

9. Rural Airports – new logistical roles for community airports as drone technology and distribution systems evolve. 
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About Airports:USA®  

 

Moving Aviation & Airport Planning To The 21st Century 
 
Let’s be direct: FAA-generated forecasts are based on methodologies 
that have less and less to do with the US air transportation system.  
They still assume that air traffic volume and airline strategies are simply 
the result of a set of in-stone economic metrics.  
 
Back in 1992, Boyd Group International recognized that a new standard 
was needed. Certainly, there are still projects that must deal with and 
accommodate FAA data, such as Master Plan development, but it is 
important to every airport to be able to produce real-world traffic and 
operational projections when dealing with such projects. 
 
The result is Airports:USA®, the only forecasts based on hard industry 
analyses and futurist planning. The only forecasts that accommodate 
the volatile shifts in airline planning. The projections of new 
international service, displayed on an earlier slide, is an example. One 
that not other forecast source can deliver. 
 
Plus, Airports:USA® forecasts are updated monthly to reflect changes 
that will affect long-term planning. 
 
Please take a look at how a subscription to Airports:USA® can be a 
competitive asset. 

 

On-Line. Updated Monthly. Focused On The Future Air Transportation System 
If Forecasting Is A Part of Your Business,  Airports:USA® 
Should Be, Too. 
 
This is the one source that can deliver not only traffic forecasts, but also 
the Analytical Firepower you need to address future events in aviation 
 
Short-Term Forecasts – updated monthly to accommodate known and 
expected changes in key factors that drive airport traffic. Projections on 
rolling 12-month basis 
 
Long Term Forecasts – ten-year forecasts for all 146 airports covered, 
based on Boyd Group International’s extensive database of shifts in airline 
strategies, fleet mixes, economic factors, and regional issues. 
 
Extensive Analytical Reports. The range of immediate reports gives 
subscribers enormous ability to project growth trends, regional growth, 
seasonal shifts, and even “what-if” forecast scenarios. At BGI, we know 
that predicting the future requires understand future trends. 
 
Past Data. because Airports:USA® is a component of Aviation 
DataMiner(tm)™, it has historic traffic, fare, yield, and other metrics, going 
back 20 years. 
 
Customized Reports. Need a specific area in regard to forecasts? Our 
team stands ready. A Membership at Airprots:USA® is just that. 
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Focusing On The Real-World 

 
Ten-Year Rolling Forecasts – 146 Airports 

 

Airports:USA® constantly monitors changes in the air 
transportation system – airline strategies, new fleets, 
competitive actions, etc. We adjust the short-term 
forecasts every month, which then affects the long-
term predictions. 

 

We monitor enplanement and other important data 
from each of the 146 airports – comprising over 90% 
of the nation’s air passenger traffic. 

 

We review all BTS/DOT data for accuracy, and make 
corrections when errors appear. Plus, Airports:USA® 
data is updated when revised BTS data is issued. 

 

Airports:USA® delivers a range of ready reports, 
from short-term forecasts of specific airports, to 
comparative analyses  of airport historical traffic 
performance. 

 

Now - Part of Aviation DataMiner™ 

 

We’ve rolled Airports:USA into an option for Aviation 
DataMiner™. Subscribers can choose only the 
Airports:USA option, of any or all of the wide range 
of other data options on the full system. 

 

 

 

 

A Comprehensive Forecast Methodology 
 
At Boyd Group International, we understand that airline strategies 
are the main driver regarding where air traffic shifts will occur. We 
pursue a “live” approach, monitoring the various real-world factors 
that will drive where traffic grows and where it will decline. 

Virtually none of these factors are a part of FAA forecast 
methodologies. In fact, forecasting in today’s volatile airline 
industry requires constant monitoring of these and other causal 
factors – not to mention familiarity with competitive strategies at 
each airline system.  
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Reports & Analyses, On-Line 
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Sample Reports 

 
Sub-Title 

Regional Short-Term 
Forecasts – you determine 

the time frame – from  

Rank Airports by  Several 
Measures... Here, By 

Increase In Enplanements 
2018 – 2027. 

Get Perspectives  On Which Airports Will See The 
Strongest Growth – You Choose The Metric. 

Not Just Numbers...  
Analyses & Insights, Too 

 
Any Airport That Indicates Episodic Or 

Other Changes Is Flagged, And A Special 
Boyd Group International Insight & 

Commentary Page Will Discuss The Issues 
And Factors In Play. 

 
And Since The Forecasts Are Updated 

Monthly, These Insights Will Be An 
Important Competitive Edge. 
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More Information? Log On! 

 AirportsUSA.com 
 

The new portal to a world of forecast data & predictive 
analysis. New perspectives & clear, futurist concepts. 

 
Now on-line, www.AirportsUSA.com provides overviews of 

emerging air traffic dynamics not found anywhere else. 
 

The Forecast Flash. Every month, there will be an incisive and 
informative Forecast Flash that will deliver new perceptions of the 

future. 
 

Here shown, the November 5 issue, which illuminates the fact that 
CLT not only now is forecast to be the fastest-growth hubsite, but 

also is in line to be a China gateway to the US Southeast and 
Caribbean.  

 
The reason has to do with American & the new Beijing Airport... 

See, Boyd Group International’s Airports:USA® understands that all 
forecasting demands global expertise. 

 
Log On by clicking here, and take a look. As the subscriber 

portal, it will give an idea regarding why every aviation planning 
professional can get the competitive edge with Airports:USA®. 

 
  

78 Beaver Brook Canyon Road, Evergreen, CO USA 80439 
www.AviationPlanning.com   info@AviationPlanning.com  303 674-2000 

http://www.airportsusa.com/
http://www.aviationplanning.com/
mailto:info@AviationPlanning.com

