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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This study examines the feasibility of relocating Kotzebue’s Ralph Wien Memorial Airport, a 
regional hub that serves eleven communities and the Red Dog Mine.  The airport is the principal 
means of transporting people to Kotzebue and the outlying communities and plays a significant 
role in the transportation of mail and cargo. 

The airport is located on the Kotzebue spit adjacent to the city of Kotzebue, providing easy 
access by Kotzebue residents but also hindering airport and city expansion.  Achieving operational 
efficiency and an acceptable level of safety at this very constrained site is already challenging 
and may become impractical in the future. 

Relocating the airport to a less constrained site is a serious consideration because of the potential 
expense involved due to the very poor soil conditions in the area and the general lack of good 
material sources.  Relocation of the airport farther from the community would also cause cost 
increases to airport users, air carriers, and local businesses. 

To study the feasibility of airport relocation, this study divides the Baldwin Peninsula into three 
general areas and evaluates each in terms of the issues and benefits that could affect the 
feasibility of relocating the airport there. 

Facility Requirements 

Analysis of the current and projected annual service volumes indicates that improvements at 
Kotzebue are, and will continue to be, driven by aircraft requirements and FAA standards, rather 
than by demand.  The current trend is for air carriers to use larger airplanes, while at the same 
time the FAA is making facility requirements more stringent. 

Kotzebue’s airport has two runways, a 5,900-foot-long, paved primary runway and a 3,800-foot-
long, gravel-surfaced crosswind runway.  The main runway straddles the Kotzebue spit and the 
lagoon separating the spit from the mainland, with more than half of the runway projecting out into 
the lagoon on a manmade embankment.  The primary runway design aircraft, the Boeing 
737-200, requires a runway length of 7,500 feet.  The design aircraft for the crosswind runway, 
the Beech King Air 200, requires a runway length of 3,650 feet. 

In addition, FAA recommends 1,000 feet of safety area beyond each end of the primary runway.  
The existing runway has only 100 feet on the west end and 200 feet on the east end.  Extension 
of the safety area to the west is hampered by a popular subsistence-use road and by the Kotzebue 
Sound.  To the east, it is complicated by the surrounding Kotzebue Lagoon and by a hillside 
across the lagoon from the spit.  The runway approaches and airspace are also constrained by the 
Kotzebue Sound, which prevents the installation of approach lighting on the west, and by the 
hillside, which obstructs the runway approach on the east. 
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Relocation Costs and Benefits 

The estimated costs of moving the Kotzebue airport are staggering, ranging from $760 million to 
more than $1.2 billion.  The lower cost estimate for a new facility is 4.6 times DOT&PF’s 2008 
capital budget request for airports, and the higher cost estimate exceeds DOT&PF’s proposed 
2008 overall capital and operating budgets combined (DOT&PF, 2006).  This is more than 
$100,000 per resident in the Northwest Arctic Borough. 

To finance such a large effort would require a financing strategy that draws on every possible 
avenue for financing, including federal, state, and corporate grants, bonds, enactment of the 
passenger facility charges, selling or leasing current airport facilities, new leases at the new 
facilities, and shared facilities and services along with significant federal and state earmarks. 

The financial enhancements associated with this relocation are less easily assessed than are the 
financial burdens.  Relocating the airport may provide needed land in the center of town, 
although the effect of this cannot be readily quantified.  Relocating the airport would also allow 
more efficient aircraft service in Kotzebue, which could result in lower air cargo rates. 

Conclusions 

From the standpoints of environmental impacts and land availability, no significant impediments 
to the relocation project appear to exist.  Public reaction is mixed, with local government and 
Native organizations supporting the project but some local residents, airport users, and leaseholders 
expressing doubts. 

The current economic outlook, however, makes a strong case against both relocation and 
significant improvements to the existing facility.  Relocating the airport would range from 
$760 million to $1.29 billion.  Expanding the existing facility to meet most of the facility 
requirements would cost $560 million, but the airport would still have approach limitations after 
the expansion.  Also, any further improvements at the existing site beyond those identified in this 
study would be extremely difficult to accomplish due to physical constraints and cost 
considerations.  Given the magnitude of the costs and the need to compete with other high 
priority projects for a limited pool of funding, either constructing a relocated facility or making 
significant improvements to the existing facility to meet the ultimate needs would only be 
feasible if funding could be secured. 

Recommendations 

The following recommendation discusses how to maintain the functionality of the Kotzebue 
Airport in an economically feasible manner. 

A strategy for determining what level of improvements are feasible is to work backwards by first 
establishing reasonable funding levels for the next 20 years or beyond and then developing an 
improvement plan to meet this funding.  The aircraft size(s) and operation numbers that could be 
reasonably served by the resulting facility would be determined from this plan.  Then the 
improvement plan could be evaluated by assessing the impacts on Kotzebue and the surrounding 
communities of service by this less demanding design aircraft. 




