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The future improvement and operation of Eric 
Marcus Municipal Airport will need to 
consider development potential and 
constraints at the airport.  The purpose of this 
chapter is to consider future management 
alternatives of the airport and facility 
considerations needed to accommodate 
projected demand and meet the program 
requirements as previously defined in Chapter 
Three, Aviation Facility Requirements.

In this chapter, a number of alternatives are 
considered for the airport.  The ultimate goal 
is to develop the underlying rationale which 
supports the final recommended master plan 
development concept.  Through this process, 
an evaluation of the highest and best uses of 
airport property is made while considering 

local development goals, physical and 
environmental constraints, and appropriate 
federal airport design standards.

The alternatives presented in this chapter 
have been developed to meet the overall 
program objectives for the airport in a 
balanced manner. Through coordination with 
Pima County, the Planning Advisory 
Committee (PAC), and the public, the 
alternatives (or combination thereof) will be 
refined and modified as necessary to develop 
the recommended development concept.  
Therefore, the alternatives presented in this 
chapter can be considered a beginning point 
in the development of the recommended 
concept for the future development of Eric 
Marcus Municipal Airport.

4-1

AIRPORT DEVELOPMENT
ALTERNATIVES

AIRPORT MASTER PLAN

Chapter Four

PIMA
COUNTYDOT



 4-2

REVIEW OF PREVIOUS 
PLANNING DOCUMENTS 
 
The most recent planning document 
prepared for Eric Marcus Municipal 
Airport was the Ajo Municipal Airport 
Master Plan completed in July 1999.  
The master plan study recommended 
the continued development of the ex-
isting airport into the long-term hori-
zon. 
 
Recommended airfield developments 
included extending Runway 12-30 to a 
full length of 5,500 feet to meet in-
creased demand by ARC B-II aircraft.  
A full-length parallel taxiway was rec-
ommended to be constructed for Run-
way 12-30.  The previous master plan 
also recommended reactivating Run-
way 5-23 to meet crosswind demands.  
Landside developments included the 
construction or rehabilitation of 
aprons, the construction of hangars 
and locations for fixed base operator 
(FBO) hangar development.  Since the 
previous master plan was completed, 
Pima County has maintained the facil-
ity essentially “as-is” without making 
any of the recommended improve-
ments.  This is due to a decrease in 
activity and a lack of demand on the 
airfield.  The airport layout plan (ALP) 
drawing shown on Exhibit 4A depicts 
the airside and landside improve-
ments recommended in the previous 
master plan. 
 
 
NON-DEVELOPMENT 
ALTERNATIVES 
 
Non-development alternatives include 
closing the airport and transferring 
service to an existing airport, the 

transfer of airport ownership to an eli-
gible entity for continued use as a pub-
lic-use airport, transfer administrative 
responsibilities to a private entity, and 
the “No Action” or “Do Nothing” alter-
native.  Several previous planning ef-
forts have also considered these alter-
natives.  All have resulted in the same 
conclusion: to continue to develop the 
existing airport site to meet the gen-
eral aviation needs of the Ajo region. 
 
Before these non-development alterna-
tives can be considered, Pima County’s 
obligations to the Federal government 
must be summarized.  Pima County 
acquired what is now Eric Marcus 
Municipal Airport in 1949 through 
quitclaim deed from the U.S. govern-
ment.  Under this conveyance of prop-
erty, Pima County is obligated to op-
erate and maintain the entire airport 
in a safe and serviceable condition.  
Facilities to be maintained include all 
airport facilities shown on a current 
Airport Layout Plan (ALP).  Pima 
County has also accepted funds from 
the FAA’s Airport Improvement Pro-
gram (AIP) for maintenance and im-
provement projects at Eric Marcus 
Municipal Airport.  Thus, Pima Coun-
ty is obligated to maintain these facili-
ties throughout the useful life of the 
facility but no longer than 20 years, 
except for land which is obligated for 
the life of the airport.  If the airport 
sponsor fails to comply with its obliga-
tions, the FAA may declare a default 
and exercise the Government’s option 
to revert the property.  Pima County 
will need to comply with all guidelines 
set forth in FAA Order 5190.6A Air-
ports Compliance Handbook when 
moving forward with the following 
non-development alternatives. 
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AIRPORT CLOSURE 
 
To close the airport, the airport spon-
sor would need to request the release 
of surplus airport property from the 
FAA.  According to 14 C.F.R. Part 155 
Release of Airport Property from Sur-
plus Property Disposal Restrictions, “a 
request for release must be submitted 
to the District Airport Engineer in 
whose district the airport is located.  
Each request for a release must in-
clude the following information, if ap-
plicable and available: 
 
1. Identification of the instru-

ments of disposal to which the 
property concerned is subject. 
 

2. A description of the property 
concerned. 

 
3. The condition of the property 

concerned. 
 
4. The purpose for which the prop-

erty was transferred, such as 
for use as a part of, or in con-
nection with, operating the air-
port or for producing revenues 
from non-aviation business. 

 
5. The kind of release requested. 
 
6. The purpose of the release. 
 
7. A statement of the circums-

tances justifying the release on 
the basis set forth in 14 C.F.R. 
Part 155.3(a) (1) or (2) with 
supporting documents. 

 
8. Maps, photographs, plans, or 

similar material of the airport 
and the property concerned that 

are appropriate to determining 
whether the release is justified 
under 14 C.F.R. Part 155.9. 

 
9. The proposed use or disposition 

of the property, including the 
terms and conditions of any 
proposed sale or lease and the 
status of negotiations therefore. 

 
10. If the release would allow sale 

of any part of the property, a 
certified copy of a resolution or 
ordinance of the governing body 
of the public agency that owns 
the airport obligating itself to 
use the proceeds of the sale ex-
clusively for developing, improv-
ing, operating, or maintaining a 
public airport. 

 
11. A suggested letter or other in-

strument of release that would 
meet the requirements of State 
and local law for the release re-
quested. 

 
12. The sponsor’s environmental 

assessment prepared in confor-
mance with Appendix 6 of FAA 
Order 1050.1C, Policies and 
Procedures for Considering En-
vironmental Impacts, and FAA 
Order 5050.4, Airport Environ-
mental Handbook, if an assess-
ment is required by Order 
5050.4.” 

 
If the FAA’s Associate Administrator 
for Airports concurs with the airport 
sponsor’s request to release an entire 
airport, the FAA would declare the 
airport facility and land to be surplus 
property and release the airport spon-
sor from its obligations and agree-
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ments.  According to FAA Order 
5190.6A Airports Compliance Hand-
book, “a total release, permitting the 
sale and disposal of real property ac-
quired for airport purposes under the 
Surplus Property Act, shall not be 
granted unless it can clearly be shown 
that the sale of such property will 
benefit civil aviation.”  The following 
guidelines are provided: 
 
1. “If any such property is no long-

er needed to directly support an 
airport purpose or activity it 
may be released for sale or dis-
posal upon a demonstration 
that such disposal will produce 
an equal or greater benefit (to 
the airport or another public 
airport) than the continued re-
tention of the land.” 

 
2. “In cases where an airport has a 

large amount of revenue pro-
duction property that has re-
mained undeveloped due to the 
lack of demand for this kind of 
property and where there ap-
pears to be no prospect for fu-
ture development, FAA should 
fully evaluate the merits of ei-
ther reversion or complete re-
lease for sale.” 

 
The closure of Eric Marcus Municipal 
Airport would require existing opera-
tors to either transfer to another air-
port or discontinue all flying activity.  
The closest general aviation airport 
with similar facilities is the Gila Bend 
Municipal Airport (E63) in Gila Bend, 
Arizona, located approximately 31 
nautical miles north of Eric Marcus 
Municipal Airport.  The low level of 
activity makes transferring based air-
craft and operations to Gila Bend Mu-

nicipal Airport a feasible alternative 
to be considered. 
 
 
TRANSFER OWNERSHIP 
OBLIGATIONS 
 
Pima County has the alternative to 
transfer ownership obligations to 
another eligible entity.  The entity 
would be responsible for the mainten-
ance and continued operation of the 
airport as a public-use airport.  Ac-
cording to the FAA Order 5190.6A 
Airports Compliance Handbook, Pima 
County would be able to transfer air-
port property to another eligible reci-
pient under three conditions: 
 
1. “Grant agreements provide that 

the owner/operator will not en-
ter into any transaction which 
would deprive it of any of the 
rights and powers necessary to 
perform all of the conditions in 
the agreement unless the obli-
gation to perform all such con-
ditions is assumed by another 
recipient.  In the case of grant 
agreements, the recipient must 
specifically be found eligible by 
the FAA. 

 
2. Surplus property instruments of 

disposal permit conveyance of 
the property but only to another 
transferee who assumes all of 
the obligations imposed on the 
original grantee.  The airport 
owner must obtain FAA ap-
proval of all such transfers of 
obligations. 

 
3. Deeds of Conveyance under Sec-

tion 16, 23, or 516 are made to 
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public agencies only, but do not 
specifically restrict reassign-
ments or retransfers of the 
property conveyed.  The original 
donor (Federal agency) may 
reassign or retransfer the prop-
erty to another public agency 
for continued airport use.  The 
FAA should assume the lead in 
coordination between the af-
fected parties.” 

 
Another option for airport sponsors 
wishing to release conveyed airport 
property under the Surplus Property 
Act of 1944 is to transfer the property 
to a Federal agency.  This type of con-
veyance would not place the airport 
owner in default of any obligation to 
the United States.  The FAA would be 
responsible, in this case, to make any 
objections to the conveyance known to 
the airport sponsor and the Federal 
agency involved so that a satisfactory 
solution to the objection can be ob-
tained. 
 
A local airport authority could be es-
tablished to take over ownership of Er-
ic Marcus Municipal Airport.  Airport 
authorities are independent entities 
charged with the operation and over-
sight of an airport or a group of air-
ports.  Authorities are often governed 
by a board of directors who are ap-
pointed to lead the authority by a go-
vernmental official.  Authorities are 
usually created to own and manage 
larger commercial service airports, but 
there are some small general aviation 
airports operating under an authority.  
In Arizona, airport authorities must 
be not-for-profit organizations. 
 
In the central Arizona region, Phoe-
nix-Mesa Gateway Airport is owned 

and operated by the Williams Gate-
way Airport Authority.  The authority 
is a Joint Powers Airport Authority 
comprised of the Cities of Mesa and 
Phoenix, the Towns of Queen Creek 
and Gilbert, and the Gila River Indian 
Community.  In southern Arizona, the 
Tucson Airport Authority operates 
Tucson International Airport and the 
general aviation airport, Ryan Air-
field.   
 
 
TRANSFER ADMINISTRATIVE 
RESPONSIBILITIES 
 
Some general aviation airport owners 
will enter into a lease management 
arrangement with a private entity to 
manage the daily operations.  This 
private entity could be a professional 
airport operations company or simply 
the local airport fixed base operator 
(FBO).  This arrangement benefits the 
airport owner because they do not 
have to employ dedicated airport 
management. 
 
In this management arrangement, the 
airport owner will be responsible for 
all airport development and grant 
matching funds.  This includes deter-
mining project priorities, applying for 
financial grants from the FAA, and 
providing matching funding. 
 
An example of this management ar-
rangement is Addison Airport in the 
Dallas, Texas area.  The Town con-
tracts with a professional airport op-
erator who manages daily activity in-
cluding building and land leasing for 
the Town.  This is a for-profit company 
that benefits from efficient manage-
ment of the airport. 
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Another form of airport management 
is a master lease arrangement.  In this 
scenario, the airport sponsor (Pima 
County) would contract with a sepa-
rate entity, often a private company or 
a separate airport authority, for oper-
ation of the airport.  The leasing or-
ganization is responsible for all airport 
operations including leasing, capital 
project priority development, and 
grant matching.  Grant applications 
are made through the airport sponsor. 
 
Examples of this airport management 
arrangement include Laugh-
lin/Bullhead International Airport in 
Bullhead City, Arizona, and Kingman 
Airport in Kingman, Arizona.  Both of 
these airports are owned (sponsored) 
by their respective cities and counties 
but are operated under an airport au-
thority with full responsibility for the 
airport, including project prioritization 
and grant matching. 
 
 
NO ACTION 
 
In analyzing and comparing the ad-
vantages and disadvantages of various 
development alternatives, it is impor-
tant to consider the consequences of no 
future development at Eric Marcus 
Municipal Airport.  The “no-build” or 
“Do Nothing” alternative essentially 
considers keeping the airport in its 
present condition and not providing 
for any type of expansion or improve-
ment to the existing facilities (other 
than general airfield and pavement 
maintenance projects). 
 
The “no-build” alternative has essen-
tially been adopted by Pima County in 
recent history due to a decline in activ-

ity and demand at the airport.  Popu-
lation and economic growth in the Ajo 
region declined after the closure of the 
Phelps Dodge open pit mine in 1985.  
Since that time, socioeconomic indica-
tors have reflected minimal economic 
growth in the region.  Interviews with 
Pima County and Pima County Asso-
ciation of Governments (PAG) staff 
have indicated no future plans in the 
Ajo region that might generate future 
economic growth.  While aviation ac-
tivity in Pima County is expected to 
increase in the future, the vast majori-
ty of this activity will occur in the 
eastern portion of the county with lit-
tle impact on Eric Marcus Municipal 
Airport. 
 
The 2008 Arizona State Aviation Sys-
tem Plan (SASP) has identified Eric 
Marcus Municipal Airport as a Gener-
al Aviation – Rural (GA-Rural) airport 
and established facility needs for this 
airport classification.  Eric Marcus 
currently meets these facility needs.  
It was determined in the Facility Re-
quirements chapter of this master 
plan that minimal improvements to 
Eric Marcus Municipal Airport facili-
ties are needed over the course of the 
planning period to meet long term 
demand.  Airfield facilities are rec-
ommended to be designed to meet air-
port reference code (ARC) B-I (small 
airplane exclusive) design standards.  
The critical aircraft of this design code 
is the Beechcraft King Air 100.  These 
design standards would also be ac-
ceptable for regular use by some 
smaller business jet aircraft and new 
very light jet (VLJ) aircraft types that 
have entered the active general avia-
tion fleet recently. 
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By owning and operating Eric Marcus 
Municipal Airport, Pima County is 
charged with the responsibility of 
maintaining aviation facilities neces-
sary to accommodate aviation demand 
and to minimize operational con-
straints.  Maintaining the existing 
core airport facilities will accommo-
date aviation demand through the 
planning period of this master plan 
and will meet the long-term facility 
needs identified in the Arizona SASP.   
 
 
AIRPORT DEVELOPMENT 
CONSIDERATIONS 
 
Should Eric Marcus Municipal Airport 
continue to be operated and main-
tained by Pima County, several minor 
airport developments should be consi-
dered to improve overall safety and 
security of the airport.  The purpose of 
this section is to identify and evaluate 
these development considerations at 
Eric Marcus Municipal Airport to 
meet program requirements set forth 
in Chapter Three. 
 
The issues to be considered in this 
analysis are depicted on Exhibit 4B.  
These issues are the result of the find-
ings of the Aviation Demand Forecasts 
and Aviation Facility Requirements 
evaluations, and they include input 
from the PAC and Pima County staff. 
 
 
RUNWAY 12  
TAXIWAY TURNAROUND 
 
Aircraft operating on Runway 12 are 
currently required to back-taxi on the

runway and make a 180-degree turn 
on the runway to depart to the south-
east.  Constructing a taxiway turna-
round at the Runway 12 end would 
improve the safety of operations, mak-
ing it easier for aircraft to turn around 
and reduce the potential for runway 
incursions.  This taxiway turnaround 
is planned to a pavement width of 35 
feet to match the existing taxiway sys-
tem. 
 
 
AIRFIELD SIGNAGE 
 
Airfield signage gives pilots an indica-
tion of their location on the airport.  
These signs are typically located near 
intersections of the runway and tax-
iways so that pilots are aware of up-
coming intersections.  This improves 
the overall safety of the airfield.  It is 
recommended that airfield signage be 
added at Eric Marcus Municipal Air-
port where identified on Exhibit 4B. 
 
 
AIRCRAFT PARKING APRON 
 
Aircraft parking needs were examined 
in the Facility Requirements chapter 
of this master plan.  Eric Marcus Mu-
nicipal Airport has apron space total-
ing approximately 82,000 square 
yards; however, only a small portion is 
in useable condition.  Over the course 
of the planning period, Pima County 
will need to maintain approximately 
1,500 square yards of apron to meet 
aircraft parking space demands.  This 
apron space is identified on Exhibit 
4B. 
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PERIMETER FENCING 
 
The airport perimeter is currently 
equipped with cattle fencing, which 
provides no added security for the air-
field or hangar facilities.  Six-foot 
chain-link fencing with three-strand 
barbed wire security fencing should be 
considered to be constructed at the 
airport.  Perimeter fencing would pro-
vide a physical barrier to prevent air-
port facilities from being accessed by 
unauthorized individuals.  Secured 
manual access gates should be pro-
vided at various locations in the fence-
line to allow access for maintenance 
and emergency purposes.  An access 
gate near the hangar facilities would 
also be needed.  The proposed fence-
line is depicted on Exhibit 4B.   
 
 
SUMMARY 
 
The process utilized in assessing 
airport development alternatives 
involved a detailed analysis of possible 
airport management considerations.  
These management considerations 
included closing Eric Marcus Municipal 
airport and transferring aviation 
services to an already-existing airport, 
transferring ownership of the airport to 
an eligible entity, transferring 
administrative responsibilities to a 
private entity, and maintaining the

airport “as-is” with a no-build 
alternative.  Before any decisions can 
be made on airfield development 
alternatives, Pima County will need to 
determine the management direction it 
wants to take with Eric Marcus 
Municipal Airport into the future. 
 
Depending upon Pima County’s 
management decision, several airport 
improvement considerations were 
presented.  These considerations, while 
minor, will improve overall safety and 
security of the airport should it 
continue to operate into the future.  
The next phase of the Master Plan will 
define a reasonable phasing program to 
implement a preferred master plan 
development concept over time. 
 
Upon review of this chapter by Pima 
County, the PAC, and the public, a 
final Master Plan concept can be 
formed.  The resultant plan will 
represent an airport facility that fulfills 
safety and design standards, and a 
landside complex that can be developed 
as demand dictates. 
 
The remaining chapters will be 
dedicated to refining these basic 
alternatives into a final development 
concept with recommendations to 
ensure proper implementation and 
timing for a demand-based program. 
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