
Ambitious labels play well with politicians. That’s not cynicism—just basic
marketing. But that’s not to say ambitious titles can’t be accurate. Such is the
case with “aerotropolis,” a concept coined about a decade ago by John Kasarda,

a University of North Carolina business professor. The fanciful term describes Kasarda’s
grand vision of a new municipal order, one built in concentric rings encircling the city
airport, as opposed to being removed from it as far as conventional convenience allows.

“It is the union of urban planning, airport planning and business strategy, and the
whole will be something altogether different than the sum of its parts,” Kasarda says.

What may sound like some theoretical model for budding MBAs to ponder is already
in practice, according to Kasarda, in Memphis, where the Memphis International
Airport stands as the closest nascent example of an aerotropolis in North America.
Simply put, the airport is the driving fuel cell for the city, not the other way around.
Business forms around the airport, and more importantly, because of the airport.

“This whole term phenomenon has really only been around a short while,” explains
Scott Brockman, executive vice president at Memphis International. “It’s only been in
the last year or so that John Kasarda started looking at these worldwide. He identified
Memphis as the closest thing to one, if not actually one, in the United States.”

The statistics, Kasarda argues, bear this out. Based on a University of Memphis
study, MIA showed in its 2005 report that the airport’s annual economic impact on
the region is almost $22 billion. One in four jobs in Memphis, population about one
million, is linked to the airport. And, MIA, Brock points out, has a larger dollar impact
on Memphis than Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport has on Atlanta.

“Even in the faintest way, everything and everyone is touched by the airport, even
though they may not know it,” he says.
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One business 
professor foresees 

a new municipal 
order, and Memphis 

fits the bill.

TThhee  FFeeddEExx  FFaaccttoorr
In the midnight sky over midtown Memphis, you see

them—stacks of lights in formation relentlessly drawing
down on the sleeping city. Alighting nightly, 200 FedEx
planes make their way to the primary matrix at Memphis
International, where an ever-vigilant workforce unloads,
processes, sorts, reloads and ships out more than a million
packages and overnight letters.

There is no mystery to how Memphis International
Airport has become “America’s Aerotropolis,” as airport
executives point out.

“The power of the FedEx complex here is unprecedented,”
declares Arnold Perl, chairman of Memphis-Shelby
County Airport Authority.

FedEx’s role in the success of MIA (and Memphis), can
not be overstated. It has been the busiest cargo airport in

the world every year since Bill Clinton moved into the
White House, and cargo delivery accounts for $19.5 billion
of the nearly $21.7 billion total economic impact the airport
has on the region.

“Of the 19-plus billion dollars that cargo delivery gener-
ates, FedEx is 94% of that,” Brock says.

As FedEx grew into the dominant means to ship cargo,
so too did MIA’s economic impact on the region. In con-
junction grew local logistical expertise and a germinating
expansion of an economic ecosystem of warehouses, truck-
ing companies, business complexes and industrial plants
that have in recent years begun to reach across state bor-
ders into Mississippi and Arkansas. In December, Kasarda
urged members of the Memphis Regional Chamber of
Commerce to coordinate interstate planning in order to

The Age of 
the Aerotropolis
The Age of 
the Aerotropolis
by Donnie Snow 
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build a fully realized aerotropolis.
The Memphis-FedEx factor is

essentially about drop-off availability.
Simply, you can mail your overnight
package hours later here than you
can in other cities. That induces com-
panies with logistical concerns, espe-
cially among the myriad medial

industries, to relocate to Memphis,
Perl says. Along with them come
companies, like Nike, which want to
take advantage of the opportunity to
ship goods as late as midnight for
overnight delivery.

The need for speed is the primary
motivation for developing an aero-

tropolis, Kasarda argues, as speed 
will become the primary building
block to competitive global agility.
“Airports will shape business location
and urban development in the 21st
century as much as highways did in
the 20th century, railroads in the
19th and seaports in the 18th,” he
says. (Kasarda also advises city leaders
to improve unfavorable neighbor-
hoods next to the airport so people
flying in to Memphis who, for exam-
ple, decide to visit Graceland, won’t
have to pass blocks of city blight on
their way to the Jungle Room.)

Perl points out similar enterprises
exist in places like Detroit and espe-
cially Dallas/Fort Worth, where the
vast complex at DFW International
seems larger than some of the sur-
rounding suburbs nestled between
the airport and the cities for which
it’s named.

But still, Kasarda maintains that no
other city airport comes as close to
being an airport city as Memphis.
Not New York, Los Angeles, Chicago,
Washington, D.C., Boston or Atlanta.

“Aerotropolis is not for everyone,”
Perl explains. “There are a couple of
situations where it did not work. Out
in Los Angeles, it would not work.”
Why? Because congested community
infrastructure is at best problematic
for industrial growth.

Such development has its critics.
Growing around a centralized airport
complex is not viewed as holistic
expansion (not that sprawl and strip
malls are considered any better).

Perl is already trying to address
such criticisms.

“The challenge is to make sure
that we plan the future properly,”
he says, “and that the necessary
growth outside the airport fence is
planned in an environmentally and
business friendly configuration to
insure total effectiveness.”

�feedback: snow@businesstn.com
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New Senate Majority leader stresses business-friendly approach ( The Tennessean, Jan.
10)

Governor mulls cigarette tax hike; foreshadows new state program ( Knox News, Jan.
10 )

Brooklyn investors pay $60 million for Knoxville apartment communities ( Company
press release, Jan. 10 )

Memphis funeral home operator in hot water ( Memphis Commercial Appeal, Jan. 10 )

Convergys Corp. creates 100 new home-based jobs ( Chattanooga Times Free Press,
Jan. 10 )

Elvis Presley Enterprises courts younger audience ( North Jersey Media Group, Jan. 10
)

Reports: Ford Jr. mulling Vanderbilt, Bredesen posts ( Memphis Commercial Appeal,
Jan. 9 )

Nashville’s Snappy Auctions honored by Entrepreneur magazine ( American Digital
Networks, Jan. 9 )

Kingsport mayor proposes multi-college center downtown ( Kingsport Times News, Jan.
9 )

Nashville’s CCA named best-managed company ( Company press release, Jan. 9 )

Sounds baseball club misses key deadline ( Nashville’s City Paper, Jan. 9 )

Durham, N.C. record label relocates to Nashville ( Cybergrass, Jan. 9 )

Knoxville’s minor league basketball team relocates to Georgia ( The Raw Feed, Jan. 8 )

Knoxville’s National Coal calls off West Virginia mine purchase ( Reuters, Jan. 8 )

Nashville’s CareMark rejects hostile bid, affirms CVS deal ( Bloomberg, Jan. 8 )

British songwriting ruling all the buzz in Nashville ( The Tennessean, Jan. 7 )

Corn for ethanol making inroads on King Cotton ( Memphis Commercial Appeal, Jan. 7 )

Tennessee’s newest congressman gives first floor speech ( Memphis Commercial
Appeal, Jan. 6 )

Amerigo restaurant chain relocates HQ to Nashville ( The Tennessean, Jan. 5 )

Developer Stewart Taylor’s lawsuit against Johnson City heats up ( Kingsport Times
News, Jan. 5 )

Toyota eyeing Tennessee plant locations ( Cincinnati Post, Jan. 5 )

Titans’ Reese steps aside ( Houston Chronicle, Jan. 5 )

Blount County manufacturer lays off half its local workforce ( Knox News, Jan. 5 )

Vet at center of walking horse controversy leaving post ( Knox News, Jan. 5 )

Whirlpool cuts Cleveland-based workforce ( Reliable Plant magazine, Jan. 5 )

Memphis office park nets $90.5 million ( Memphis Commercial Appeal, Jan. 5 )

Top-rated Memphis TV station part of $575 million private equity buyout ( Company
press release, Jan. 4 )

Franklin-based Psychiatric Solutions makes first 2007 acquisition ( Company press
release, Jan. 4 )

Law firm Husch & Eppenberger downsizes in Memphis, closes in Nashville ( Memphis
Business Journal, Jan. 4 )

Royal Hospitality acquires Shoney’s ( BusinessNews, Jan. 2 )

Chattem completes $410 million Johnson & Johnson deal ( Chattanooga Times
Free Press, Jan. 2 ) 

Dollar General signs national ad agency ( Florida Times-Union, Jan. 2 )

Congressman Cohen prioritizes museum at Pyramid ( Memphis Commercial Appeal,
Dec. 2 )

Memphis mayor advocates for new football stadium ( Memphis Commercial
Appeal, Jan. 1 ) 

Memphis alt-weekly newspaper IDs different focus for city ( Memphis Flyer, Jan. 2 )

Spallation Neutron Source “wowing” scientists ( Knoxville News Sentinel, Jan. 1
)  

Chattanooga tourism outlook positive for 2007 ( Chattanooga Times Free Press,
Dec. 31 )

Chattanooga officials ponder increasing number of Southeast “megasites” (
Chattanooga Times Free Press, Dec. 31 )

3M finalizes pharma sale to Tri-Cities’ Graceway ( RedOrbit.com, Dec. 29 )

Chattanooga-based Next climbs in rank as major collegiate licenser (
Fibre2fashion.com, Dec. 29 )

FCC approves AT&T buyout of BellSouth ( Atlanta Journal Constitution, Dec.
29 )

Check Into Cash founder Jones defends practices ( Chattanoogan.com, Dec. 29 ) 

Grizzlies fire Fratello ( ESPN, Dec. 29 )

Knoxville investment fund manager charged with fraud ( WATE.com, Dec. 29 )

Kansas amusement park operators drop Memphis Libertyland plan ( Wichita Eagle,
Dec. 29 ) 

CCA inks Colorado prison deal ( Nashville Business Journal, Dec. 29 )

Florida investors buy Nashville riverfront property ( T h e Tennessean, Dec. 29 ) 

State Senate Dems to elect Speaker hopeful tomorrow ( Nashville’s City Paper,
Dec. 28 )

Nashville official predicts nearly $21 million budget hole in 2007 ( Nashville’s City
Paper, Dec. 28 )

Elvis Presley Enterprises announces planned 2007 developments ( Company press
release, Dec. 28 ) 

Patent portfolio of bankrupt Ipix draws multimillion-dollar bid ( Knoxville News
Sentinel, Dec. 28 ) 

State’s job growth predicted to slow ( Knoxville News Sentinel, Dec. 28 ) 

Downtown Chattanooga facing office vacancy crisis ( Chattanooga Times Free
Press, Dec. 28 )

Ill-fated Bass Pro project in NY casts cloud over Memphis deal ( Buffalo Business
First, Dec. 20 )

FedEx’s Fred Smith defends son’s character ( Memphis Commercial Appeal, Dec.
20 )

Bredesen spokesman joins Nashville PR firm ( Company press release, Dec. 20 )

New Hampshire public company acquires West Tennessee food service equipment outfit (
Company press release, Dec. 20 ) 

The BTN eBrief is a weekly summary linking
you to the state’s most important news.

Registration is FREE!

www.businesstn.com
m a g a z i n e
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