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I
n the past decade or so, few have regarded Gary, Indiana as a beacon of

potential. In fact, its regrettable reputation as the “murder capital of the

world,” combined with its sometimes stagnant development have led

many to view Gary as nothing more than Chicago’s unsightly neighbor. 

However, as the city continues to revitalize its downtown and the

long-debated growth of the Gary/Chicago Airport (GCA) appears more

likely, Gary’s status could be shifting from northern Indiana’s doormat to a

potential doorway to the country for companies and travelers alike.

Spreading its wings
In October 2002, Gary received a major boost when Boeing, as an aftermath of its company

headquarters move from Seattle to Chicago, announced that it was relocating its entire corporate

fleet base to the city’s upstart airport. With the move, the airport looked to gain a great deal of

revenue from Boeing’s fuel usage, construction potential, utilities, landing fees and overall exposure. 

The company moved to the airport because of its ability to serve Boeing’s executive employees,

its potential for cost-effective use and the fact that its facilities already existed. The latter is

significant. In the early 1990s, Peotone, Illinois, was regarded as the prime potential site for

Chicago’s third major airport even though it was still in its infancy and existed mostly on paper.

Deliberate development, combined with a suppressed economy, have relegated the Peotone

airport to the backburner and once again rendered Gary as the chief frontrunner to complement

Chicago’s O’Hare and Midway.

According to local supporters, the airport is on the verge of becoming a major hub of

transportation in the region.

“The Gary/Chicago Airport could play an instrumental role in the improvement of both

transportation and business development in our area,” says W. Dennis Hodges, executive
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Proximity to downtown

Chicago, advertised as 25

miles/35 minutes, is a key

selling point for Gary/Chicago

Airport supporters.



July/August 2003 37

director of the Indiana High

Speed Rail Association. “We

firmly support the development

of the airport and feel it will

benefit the general public for

many reasons.”

For evidence of the airport’s

progress, one needs to look no

further than last year’s annual

report. The GCA boasted a total

of 53,099 flight operations in

2002, up 12.5% from 2001.

This progression illustrated an

increase in cargo delivery,

passengers, charter flights and

commercial aviation. The

increased business has allowed the GCA to embark on an expansion program that may be the

driving force in putting the airport on the proverbial aerial map. 

Expansion plan
The airport’s executive staff is working toward a $320 million plan that would increase the

facility to upwards of 1,000 acres. A small step comes in the form of $2 million recently apportioned

by the General Assembly as an effort by legislators to jumpstart northwestern Indiana’s economy.

The GCA also receives $2 million annually from the city of Chicago.

Currently, the airport is approximately 700 acres, larger than Midway in Chicago, Reagan

National in Washington, D.C., and even LaGuardia in New York. In the future, the GCA plans to

build a 9,000-foot runway and a 15-gate terminal, with the goal of serving several million passengers

each year. While this may seem like a flighty goal to some, GCA Administrator Paul Karas

believes it can be achieved.

“We are optimistic about where we are headed,” Karas notes. “There seems to be an improvement

in the legislature’s awareness of our progress, and the federal government’s approval of our master

plan will certainly be a plus.”

Gary/Chicago Airport became the main benefactor last year when Chicago Mayor Richard

Daley ordered the Meigs Field Airport to close

due to its potential susceptibility to terrorism,

although the mayor had reportedly been planning

to replace the airport with a park for quite

some time. Meigs had been regarded as a

“reliever” airport, since it often took on some

of the excess traffic from O’Hare and Midway.

It was also a rather convenient alternative for

many passengers, since it was close to Chicago’s

downtown. 

The GCA stakes a similar claim to convenience,

since it lies only 25 miles and 35 minutes

from downtown Chicago. As a result of Daley’s

action, Gary/Chicago Airport has been patronized

by some of Meigs’ former clients.

Another fortuitous proclamation was

made recently when Sen. Evan Bayh played a

lead role in securing more than $15.5 million

for the Indiana Army National Guard to use

toward the first phase of building a base at the

GCA. When finished, the base will hold five

Expansion plans are in place for the already

spacious airport and its surrounding facilities.

The Gary/Chicago Airport is seeing increased activity in cargo flights.
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helicopters, the National Guard’s medical company, and its weapons of mass destruction civil

support team. 

The facility is projected to spawn 200 permanent jobs and 40 part-time positions at the airport.

Jeffrey Williams, executive director of the Gary Chamber of Commerce, is encouraged by this

display from Congress and deems it as a step in the right direction.

“Sen. Bayh’s efforts are an example of legislators’ concern and involvement with the airport,”

he says. “By donating funds, his people are acknowledging the potential here and the new jobs

created by the base will have a positive impact on the local economy.”

What’s more, an unnamed national cargo operator is reportedly looking seriously at landing

in Gary and two charter operators have been rumored to be fancying the northwest Indiana locale.

The airport currently runs regular flights to Nevada as part of the Casino Express operation, which

may lead to growth in the vacation charter arena as well. 

Possible turbulence ahead
While the airport did receive an encouraging boost in May

when Pace Airlines, based in Winston-Salem, North Carolina,

announced its intentions to pursue a partnership with the

GCA, some are still wary of Gary’s future as a passenger carrier.

The airport lost its only passenger service when Pan American

Airways left town in June 2002 after a tenure of only 2½ years,

due to what Karas referred to as fallout from a dwindling

economy and poor marketing by the airline.

“Pan-Am left for the same reasons other airports are

losing airlines in both Indiana and the rest of the country,”

he contends. “The events of 9/11, combined with a struggling

economy, have had a dramatic impact on the airline industry.

It’s not even that the industry is expanding slowly; it’s simply

contracting. It also did not help that Pan-Am refused to market itself in the Chicago area.”

Karas says about 15 to 20 jobs were lost because of Pan-Am’s departure. Another setback

was the intangible disappointment of losing the limited service that was in place. Karas admits

the airport needs to attract a passenger carrier in order to become a major player in the industry.

He believes that will require a persistent marketing effort on behalf of the airport, as well as an

upturn in the economy. In the meantime, Karas plans to focus on building an infrastructure that

will be able to maintain a passenger service once it arrives.

Blue skies?
The unique aspect about a transportation business is that its success is dependent upon its

impact on other industries in the area. An airport is no exception, since it must spur economic

growth in order to be supported by not only the legislature, but also the community at large. 

According to the 2001 Economic Impacts of Airports in Indiana study conducted by the Aviation

Association of Indiana, the GCA ranked in the top 10% of the 105 Hoosier airports surveyed.

Pollsters concluded that the airport generated an annual economic impact of more than $45

million upon the region. 

Many business representatives believe this is just the beginning of the airport’s influence. 

“The Gary airport has potential to be the key for rebuilding the industrial base in Chicago’s

industrial corridor,” says Wayne Welter, executive vice president of First National Bank in Valparaiso.

“The accessibility it provides will attract businesses, which in turn will attract ancillary businesses

and possibly spark development in the area’s brownfields.”

After struggling through difficult economic times the last few years, businesses and communities

are battling to get up off the ground. At the same time, the Gary/Chicago Airport is attempting

to take off. The question is whether the latter’s ascent will take place in time to help the former.
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Resources: Gary/Chicago Airport at (219) 979-9722 or www.garychicagoairport.com


