
Memphis-Shelby County Airport Authority board chairman Arnold Perl and chief operating officer Scott Brockman 
talked about high airfares at Memphis International Airport with Eric Barnes, publisher of The Memphis News 
and The Daily News, and other members of the company’s editorial board. Here is a longer, edited transcript of the 
editorial board discussion.

Eric B arnEs:  Is there a hope that over the course of the next year that airfares can go down dramatically, so that 
we’re not in the top five list? And is there a chance we are going to get back many of the flights that Delta has cut?

s cott Brockman:  “It depends how you define dramatically. Do we have opportunities in the interim – six, 12 
or 18 months? We do because of some of the things that have happened with Delta – some of the routes that have gone 
away. The story is more understanding the complexity of air service to begin with. The fulcrum in the industry has 
shifted for everybody. What used to be considered grossly high fares was probably on an average fare basis $150 to $200 
cheaper than today across the spectrum for everyone. … There are always possibilities and we are looking at those. 

B arnEs:  Is all of that just a way of saying there is not enough demand to get the kind of service that people in the busi-
ness community want – and at a price people in the business community want?
 
arnold PErl:  Memphis has the smallest origin and destination market of any airline passenger connecting hub 
in the United States. That puts us in a precarious position with an airline company because there are less people to 
support the investment that they are making. … On our origination traffic – it’s roughly 30 per cent of all of the traffic 
flowing out of this airport. The typical model for a hub is anywhere from 40 percent -45 percent local traffic. Going back 
to your original question … put that into context. We are fighting 120 knot headwinds. … Delta has downsized, not in-
creased. But before the sharp spike in fuel, Delta was planning to increase its service in Memphis, not decrease.”

B arnEs:  And you trusted that Delta meant what they said?

PErl:  Delta has a business model and their business model is all about profitability. … We’ve had a hub in Memphis 
for over two decades. It started with Republican Airlines. It went to Northwest Airlines and now Delta. The CEO of 
Northwest Airlines, Richard Anderson, is the CEO of Delta Air Lines. We’ve had experience with Richard Anderson for 
close to some 25 years… In terms of the dramatic increases in new service, low cost carriers have typically looked at two 
factors in whether they were going to increase their presence in a market or especially enter a new market. First, does 
that community have high air fares. Memphis has historically had higher air fares. The second factor however is that 
they would enter a market and select those markets where that community has been underserved with air service.

B arnEs:  Many people would argue you that one benefit of the current dominance of Delta is that you can get any-
where from Memphis, even though you might pay a premium to do so. But isn’t there an argument for Delta actually 
cutting more flights from Memphis because it would create more opportunities for more competition?

Brockman:  We still have north of 60 nonstop destinations. … You have to balance all of that out. We are down from 
where we were. … A lot of small cities have lost their air service or gone to basically they’ve got three carriers running to 
a couple of places. What’s also changed in the industry is since deregulation up until the bankruptcies – they’ve all gone 
through it except Southwest. The change is that they finally I think got it. Before they used to chase market share. It was 
all about market share. I’m the world’s largest carrier. It didn’t matter if I’m selling my product at a loss. I’ve got a great 
banner for an ad campaign. I’m going to lose money on every seat, but I’m going to make it up in volume. Well, you can’t 



do it. So they all got smarter.

B arnEs:  That doesn’t bode well for Memphis getting more service, cheaper service. If that’s not possible, is there the 
chance we are going to get lower fares?

PErl:  I think that is the most likely scenario for the future. … It’s not increasing the number of flights out of Memphis 
International. Right now, we fly to some 47 of the top 50 markets. The challenge for us is not serving major markets. We 
do that today. The challenge today is having lower air fares. And the only way to get lower air fares is with competition. 
We saw that with the U.S. Airways Washington service.

Brockman:  But understand the biggest fallacy or misnomer is that the airport doesn’t want some airline to come 
here. It’s just totally incorrect. Our sole mission is to provide the greatest level of air service that we can. … The reality 
is any airline that wants to serve Memphis, whether it’s today or back when Delta was flying 225 flights a day – they can 
serve if they want to. … I think Memphis still provides value to have a hub. I think the hub has been ratcheted down to 
make it stay a hub. If Richard Anderson wanted to gut Memphis … they would have done it a long time ago.”

B arnEs:  So, you feel that if Delta comes down to the 125-150 flights per day range that there will eventually be com-
petition that adjusts rates and doors will be open to other competition coming in? Is that a possibility?

PErl:  I’d say it’s a probability. 

Brockman:  The advantage we have now is that as the hub got smaller there are now opportunities to cities that are 
now on the radar screen. Those are the discussions we are now having with a variety of players whether it is Southwest. 
We’ve had discussions with American Airlines. 

B arnEs:  But you can’t have it both ways, right? You can’t have the 250 flights to endless destinations and a somewhat 
modest price?

PErl:  You can have it both ways only in a significant population center like Atlanta. But you can’t have that in Mem-
phis.

B arnEs:  We’ve all heard the talk about ‘if only Southwest Airlines came to Memphis.’ Can Southwest Airlines save 
the day?

Brockman:  First of all, we don’t need to be saved. The airport is not crashing and burning.

PErl:  Southwest is viewed by this airport, this community as a definite plus. It’s not just for their fares. People have 
a fondness for the Southwest brand, the Southwest service – on time, no check baggage fees for the first two and a half 
bags. There is clearly an affection for Southwest Airlines nationwide. It’s a little like states clamored 20 years ago for 
Coors beer when it was only sold west of the Mississippi River. … We’ve been courting Southwest airlines for 20 years. 
For 20 years we’ve been dealing with them – writing them, meeting with them, talking to them. Recently they came 
into Minneapolis airport which had also recruited them for 20 years. Why didn’t we get them? We didn’t meet their re-
quirements of high airfares and an underserved air community. They are all around us – Little Rock, Jackson, Ms. and 
Nashville. Right at the epicenter, they are not here. But we are the only one of those communities that has the hub. But 
for the hub, I can assure you Southwest Airlines would have been here more than one decade ago.

B arnEs:  Can they make us competitive and get us out of the top five fares? Can Southwest be a dramatic game chang-
er?



PErl:  Air service is flights plus fares. The Nashville model (a Southwest focus airport) is different than the Memphis 
model. It’s not by choice necessarily. The Nashville model, 15 years ago was the Memphis model. They had an American 
hub with a transatlantic flight, Nashville to London. They were very similar. The only difference back then was South-
west was in Nashville. It wasn’t in Memphis…. It was only when American pulled the plug on their hub in Nashville that 
they changed. What did Southwest do? They then expanded significantly. … It wasn’t a decision that the Nashville busi-
ness leaders said get rid of the hub. American pulled the plug on the hub.

B arnEs:  I hear people saying they want you guys to pull the plug on Delta and roll out the red carpet and let South-
west make Memphis a focus city.

Brockman:  Your assumption is you could guarantee that you somehow have the head chair at the Southwest board 
table and are somehow making those decisions.

PErl:  No airport authority or community can pull the plug on any airline. If Delta or American or United want to 
fly to Memphis, they’ll fly to Memphis. We have the capacity to accommodate any and all airlines at the terminal and 
for the flight activity. … We are not constrained on neither the terminal nor the airfield. … People are frustrated and 
we are hearing and seeing a lot of the frustration. Are we guaranteed to keep a Delta hub in the future? No. We’re not 
guaranteed to keep anything. Why do we feel confident about our future? We feel confident because we are among the 
lowest cost airports in the United States of America for any airline to operate in. We have among the lowest landing 
fees because FedEx pays the lion’s share. FedEx is the X factor in this. It is the Memphis advantage. There are also the 
temperate weather conditions.

B arnEs:  There is a sense of conspiracy out there. A sense that somehow you are acting to protect Delta.

PErl:  I understand that whether it is Facebook or any other blogs – it’s a natural outgrowth of frustration on increas-
ingly higher barriers. There is the reality about why is it happening and what is being done about it. … We’ve had more 
air service per capita than any other community in the United States. Historically we’ve had higher fares. That’s been a 
historical fact.

Brockman:  Federal law requires me to have fair and equitable competition among any airline that wants to oper-
ate. If they want to serve, I need to make space available and I need to charge them the same rate I charge everyone else. 
… When I first arrived in Memphis nine years ago, one of the first things we had to do to meet federal law was to file a 
competition plan. Any airport that has a hub that dominated more than 75 percent of its flight activity had to file a com-
petition plan. The plan had to provide proactive and compelling evidence to show that the airport would accommodate 
any and all airlines that wanted to come in or expand operations.”

B arnEs:  What do you say to business leaders who say they’re just going to move their executives if the airfares don’t 
get better?

PErl:  I think everyone shares a concern about high fares. The business community is somewhat different in that the 
speed of getting somewhere and getting back is of critical importance. In terms of economic development activities, 
Mitsubishi said during the courtship – one of the first questions asked was is there nonstop air service. … Whether you 
have robust air service is the driver to site location consultants. Fares are an ingredient of the overall analysis. … The 
fares are a legitimate consideration and that’s why our focus has been on recruitment, competition. Is it hurting us? The 
answer is yes, but that’s not the only question. What are the overall benefits to this airport to have this robust air service 
we have?


