Washington's Public Port Districts and Port-Owned Airports
Of the nearly 140 public general-aviation airports in Washington state, 33 are owned and operated by port districts, comprising 31 landing fields and two seaplane bases in 27 different port districts dispersed through 20 of Washington's 39 counties. Many were built in the 1930s and early 1940s as New Deal projects or military fields. A very few ports built their own airports from scratch; others took over existing facilities from local governments; and some purchased and improved rudimentary landing strips built by private owners. The busiest port-owned airport, Seattle-Tacoma International, handles millions of passengers and thousands of tons of commercial cargo every year. Throughout the state smaller communities rely on local airfields, many port-owned, for critical services, including medical evacuation, firefighting, agricultural support, and access to the larger regional, national, and international transportation hubs. The role of these local airports in supporting rural communities and their economies has become increasingly important as the old extractive industries fade away, railroad lines are abandoned, and tax revenues shrink. What were once considered by many to be land-consuming clubhouses for hobbyist fliers are today recognized as important, even essential, components of a community's economic and physical well-being. The growing awareness that an airport, once lost, may be impossible to replace, has fueled efforts in many localities to retain, maintain, and upgrade these critical links to the larger world. This movement is one in which Washington's port districts continue to play a leading role. 

How It All Began
In 1911 the Washington state Legislature passed the Port Districts Act, giving voters of the state's counties authority to establish port districts for the primary purpose of improving and operating harbors and rail and maritime terminals. There was no mention of airplanes or airports. This was just eight years after Orville Wright had made the first powered flight, an ungainly 120-foot hop barely 20 feet above the sands of a North Carolina beach. While surely historic, few had the vision to foresee that this halting step was but the first in a series of technological advances that would change the world utterly. Within 60 years, tens of millions of people and countless tons of cargo would move around the globe each year at speeds and for distances far beyond the imaginations all but the most visionary. 

In fact, in 1911 all the evidence was to the contrary. On September 17 of that year, 32-year-old Cal Rodgers took off from Sheepshead Bay, New York, on the first transcontinental flight. He landed safely in Pasadena, California -- 49 days later. It was actually much worse than that; multiple breakdowns and minor crashes caused Rodgers to spend an additional 35 days struggling through the last 20 miles from Pasadena to the shore of the Pacific Ocean at Long Beach, a distance that could be covered in a day's walk. Aviation in 1911 clearly posed no threat to the railroads, which carried thousands of people and tons of cargo coast to coast in as few as five days, or to ships, which were still the only way to cross the world's oceans. Rodger's arduous journey marked a milestone of sorts, but it was certainly not an advertisement for the advantages of air travel. 

In the 1920s and early 1930s, inventors with names like Wright, Curtiss, Boeing, and Douglas made substantial progress on improving the airplane, but things really began to change when the federal government got involved. The first federal money for sending mail by air was disbursed in 1916, and federal largesse accelerated after World War I, when both the military and the Post Office began vigorously lobbying local governments to open airports. By 1926 the principle was firmly established that cities, counties, and states, with or without federal aid, would bear the primary responsibility of providing landing fields and facilities for commercial air traffic. In that same year, the Air Commerce Act of 1926 created an Aeronautics Branch in the Department of Commerce to oversee aviation. Air travel grew in acceptance and popularity, and by the mid-1930s, Pan-Am, United, American, Eastern, and Transcontinental and Western Air (TWA) were all in business and thriving. It still took 16 hours and several stops to cross the continent, but air transport was definitely here to stay and its potential was apparent. 

In Washington, as in most states, airports were still largely a patchwork of rudimentary grass or dirt landing fields. It was during the Great Depression that the first major burst of airport development occurred, followed closely by massive military preparations for the nation's inevitable entry into World War II. 

Technology Outstrips the Law 

Cities, towns, and port districts are all municipal corporations, pure creatures of statute that can exist only if legislation grants them life. Even then, they can wield only those powers that are expressly delegated to them by state government. The original Ports Districts Act of 1911 closely circumscribed the power of port districts, allowing them to establish only "system[s] of harbor improvements and rail and water transfer and terminal facilities." Given the primitive state of aviation in 1911 it is not at all surprising that the Legislature focused on the established transportation modes of the day rather than the speculative possibilities of the future. 

In the 1920s and 1930s a few towns and cities in Washington (but no port districts) went ahead and established municipal airfields without legislative approval, no doubt motivated by the simple fact that airplanes had to take off and land somewhere. A few airports still in use today had their beginnings in these ultra vires acts. Even the leading ports of Seattle and Tacoma, which can be assumed to have had competent legal counsel, considered the creation of a shared regional airport in the late 1920s. These plans were quietly put aside, perhaps when the state Attorney General in 1928 issued a legal opinion stating bluntly that  "a port district does not have the power to establish a landing field or air port ..." (Atty. Gen. Op. July 5, 1928). 

And there things stood for the next 13 years, a period that saw the introduction of dedicated passenger planes such as the DC-3 and the growth of passenger traffic from 474,000 in 1932 to 1,176,858 in 1938. The promise of civilian air transport was rapidly being realized, and Washington's port districts, formed in large part to facilitate transportation, were powerless to act. It was the critical aviation needs of the military leading up to World War II that would finally bring about a long-overdue change in the law. 

Expanding Port Powers 

The federal Development of Landing Areas for National Defense Act of 1940 (DLAND) provided generous federal subsidies for the construction or improvement of airports and appears to have been a major impetus for the passage by the state Legislature of  the Municipal Airports Act of 1941, which finally delegated to municipal corporations, including port districts, the authority to 

 "acquire, maintain, and operate ... sites and other facilities for landings, terminals, housing, repair and care of dirigible, airplanes, and seaplanes ... for the aerial transportation of persons, property and mail or for use of military and naval aircraft ..." (RCW 14.07.010).

The law was barebones, just three short provisions to get the ball rolling on airport construction and one to ratify things already done. This fourth and last provision, an obvious concession to reality and practicality, decreed that "All acts of any such municipality in the exercise or attempted exercise of any powers herein conferred are hereby ratified and confirmed" (RCW 14.07.040). In other words, those local governments that had gone ahead and established airports in the absence of any specific authority to do so would be allowed to keep them. The 1941 act was terse, uncomplicated, and sufficient for its time. 

In 1945, with World War II at or nearing an end, the state Legislature revisited the issue and passed a new, much more comprehensive act, one that recognized the hugely important role that air traffic was beginning to assume in the economic life of the state and the country. The 1941 statute had labeled airports a "public use"; the new version called them a "public necessity" (RCW 14.08.020) and set out a comprehensive statutory scheme to guide ports and other municipal corporations in the exercise of their new powers. 

The scope of delegated powers has always been a subject that invites litigation, and the Legislature over the years frequently has found it necessary to tinker with the statutes that authorize acts by municipal corporations. It is of historical interest but little apparent consequence to note that it was not until 1963 that the Legislature amended the original Port Districts Act (RCW 53.04 et seq.) to expressly include the power to own and operate air traffic facilities, a power that ports had been exercising under the Municipal Airports Act since 1941. 

A slightly earlier legislative change that did have major consequences for port-run airports came in 1959, when the Legislature enacted RCW 53.04.015 authorizing the formation of port districts in areas "which lacked appropriate bodies of water" for harbor improvements. This empowered land-locked communities to exercise the same powers as waterside sites, including the "same powers and rights relating to municipal airports that other port districts now have or hereafter may be granted." With this stroke, the Legislature leveled the playing field for the many areas of the state that did not have adequate water frontage to support traditional port activities, but could still benefit from, and perhaps were more in need of, the other opportunities that a port district could provide. 

Washington's Port-District Airports
According to the Washington state Department of Transportation there are 139 public use, general aviation airports in the state, operated either by the state, by counties, by cities and towns, by port districts, or by private individuals. The 31 land-based facilities that are port-run range in size from short rural landing strips with minimal support facilities to the two-and-one-half-mile runway at the Grant County International  Airport at Moses Lake to the huge complex that is the Seattle-Tacoma International Airport. Three port districts operate two airports each, one operates three, and two districts, both in San Juan County, were formed for the sole purpose of airport operations. 

Both the Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT) and the FAA have classification systems for airports, and they differ significantly. The state's classification system is based broadly on an airport's function and role in the community, and each class has prescribed "performance objectives" that the state uses to evaluate facilities, measure their performance, and determine their needs. It should be noted that many airports do not yet meet all of the performance objectives of their class, but are working toward those goals. 

Commercial Service Airports 

Commercial Service Airports accommodate at least 2,500 annual scheduled passenger boardings for at least a three year period. Of the 16 commercial airports in the state, 10 are port-owned and operated. 

Regional Service Airports 

Regional Service Airports serve large or multiple communities, have at least 40 based aircraft and a minimum 4,000-foot long runway, or are used as overflow reliever airports under the FAA' s National Plan on Integrated Airport Systems. Of the 19 regional service airports in Washington state, six are port-owned and operated.  

Community Service Airports 

Community Service Airports serve a community and have at least 20 based aircraft and a paved runway. Of the 22 community service airports in the state, 10 are port-owned and operated by port districts.
Local Service Airports 

Local Service Airports serve a community, have fewer than 20 based aircraft, and have a paved runway. Of 33 total local service airports in Washington state, five are owned and operated by port districts. 

In addition to 31 land-based airports, there are two port-owned seaplane bases in Washington, one operated by the Port of Friday Harbor and the other by the Port of Poulsbo.
Orcas Island Airport  (Port of Orcas): The Port of Orcas is one of only two port districts in the state that were formed solely to operate an airfield (the other is the Port of Lopez Island). Port of Orcas was formed in 1958, floated a $20,000 bond issue, and purchased an existing airstrip from a local family. 

· Primary uses:  Commercial passenger, general aviation, medical evacuation, charter

· Total annual air passengers: approx. 5,000 (2010)

· Number of active runways: 1

· Longest runway: 2,900 feet

· Passenger carrier airlines providing scheduled service: 2 (2010)

· Locally-based Passenger carrier airlines providing unscheduled /charter service: 4


Orcas Island Airport, Eastsound, 2009

Courtesy Washington State Department of Transportation
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