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What GAO Found

According to key metrics, air service at airports of all sizes dropped sharply in 2020 with the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic. While larger airports have rebounded to some extent, the recovery has lagged for smaller airports, 
including nonhub airports (i.e., airports that have less than 0.05 percent of annual U.S. commercial enplanements 
but have more than 10,000 annual enplanements). For example, the average number of daily departures per route 
for nonhub airports was 19 percent lower in 2024 than in 2018.

Average Daily Departures per Route for Nonhub Airports Before (2018), During (2020), and After (2024) the COVID-19 
Pandemic (Calendar Years)

Note: Nonhub airports have less than 0.05 percent of annual U.S. commercial enplanements but have more than 10,000 annual enplanements.

The Department of Transportation (DOT) administers two federal programs that support air service to small 
communities. The Essential Air Service (EAS) program provides subsidies to airlines serving eligible communities to 
help support air service. The Small Community Air Service Development Program (SCASDP) provides grants to 
eligible communities not receiving EAS-subsidized service that can be used to jumpstart new air service. However, 
GAO found the demand for SCASDP grants has continued to exceed the support SCASDP offers. GAO also 
previously reported that SCASDP grants did not fully fund the revenue guarantees that reduce airlines’ financial risk 
to initiate new air service. Further, while SCASDP grants provide funding for revenue guarantees for up to 3 years, 
airport representatives and other stakeholders GAO interviewed identified ongoing funding as needed for 
maintaining service. The FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024 gave DOT some additional flexibilities to amend existing 
grants to small communities if circumstances change, and to consider grant applications for the same project from 
the community in a shorter time frame. 

Certain nonhub airports that do not receive subsidized air service through EAS (non-EAS nonhub airports) have 
faced challenges securing and maintaining air service. For example, some of these airports reported an increased 
need to pay airlines for service, as airlines have shifted to using larger planes and scaled back service to some 

mailto:CollinsD@gao.gov


smaller communities to reduce their operating costs. Representatives of selected non-EAS nonhub airports told 
GAO they have leveraged various sources of funding to provide airlines revenue guarantees to help secure new air 
service. However, representatives of several selected airports stressed the difficulty of providing ongoing funding to 
maintain air service, particularly once any funding from SCASDP has been exhausted.

Why GAO Did This Study

Access to air service provides a vital connection to the national transportation system and can be an important 
driver of economic growth. However, smaller communities have experienced declining scheduled passenger air 
service for several decades. The smaller airports impacted by air service declines include certain nonhub airports 
that have not regained pre-pandemic service levels. 

The FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024 includes a provision in statute for GAO to study challenges that certain nonhub 
airports face. This report describes (1) changes in key metrics for air service at nonhub airports from 2018 through 
2024; (2) the extent to which SCASDP can help non-EAS nonhub airports secure and maintain air service; and (3) 
challenges selected non-EAS nonhub airports have identified, and how these airports have addressed the 
challenges. 

GAO analyzed flight data reported to DOT for key metrics, including average daily departures per route, from 
calendar year 2018 through calendar year 2024. 

GAO interviewed DOT officials and reviewed relevant statutes and grant documentation, including grant applications 
and awards for SCASDP from fiscal year 2018 through fiscal year 2023 (the most recent award cycle). 

Finally, GAO selected seven non-EAS nonhub airports based on factors such as changes in air service. GAO 
interviewed representatives of these airports about challenges they have faced and their efforts to address those 
challenges, and GAO conducted site visits to four of the airports. GAO also interviewed state aviation officials in four 
states where selected airports are located as well as aviation stakeholders.
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Letter

December 17, 2025

The Honorable Ted Cruz 
Chairman 
The Honorable Maria Cantwell 
Ranking Member 
Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation 
United States Senate

The Honorable Sam Graves 
Chairman 
The Honorable Rick Larsen 
Ranking Member 
Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure 
House of Representatives

Access to air service provides a vital connection to the national transportation system and can be an important 
driver of economic growth, especially for small communities.1 According to the Federal Aviation Administration 
(FAA), aviation supports economic output and local economic development, attracts business and tourism, and 
helps retain jobs that might otherwise be located elsewhere.2 The Airline Deregulation Act of 1978 phased out 
the government’s control over fares and service and allowed market forces to determine the price and level of 
domestic airline service in the United States.3 This change raised questions about whether some communities 
would lose service entirely as air carriers shifted their operations to larger, potentially more lucrative markets. 
In response, the act also established the Essential Air Service (EAS) program, to help eligible smaller 
communities retain a link to the national aviation system through subsidies. In 2000, the Small Community Air 
Service Development Program (SCASDP) was established to help eligible communities with insufficient air 
carrier service or unreasonably high airfares improve their air service through discretionary grants.

However, we have found that scheduled passenger air service to smaller communities—including those served 
by nonhub primary airports (nonhub airports)—has declined for several decades.4 Moreover, we reported in 
2024 that the COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacted air service to these communities, and that service at 
many smaller airports had not fully recovered by 2023.5 In our 2024 report, we described factors stakeholders 
identified as contributing to these trends, including a shortage in the pilot workforce, airline operating costs, 
and “passenger leakage,” that is, when residents who live close to a smaller airport choose to drive to their 

1For more information, see GAO, Commercial Aviation: Trends in Air Service to Small Communities, GAO-24-106681 (Washington, 
D.C.: Sept. 25, 2024). 

2FAA, The Economic Impact of Civil Aviation on the U.S. Economy: 2020 State Supplement (September 2023).

3Pub. L. No. 95-504, 92 Stat. 1705. 

4Under statute, nonhub airports are defined as those that have less than 0.05 percent of annual U.S. commercial enplanements (i.e., 
passenger boardings) but have more than 10,000 annual enplanements. 

5GAO-24-106681. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106681
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106681
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destination or to a larger airport. The smaller airports impacted by declines in air service included certain 
nonhub airports that had not regained pre-pandemic service levels.

The FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024 includes a provision for us to conduct a study on the challenges faced by 
certain nonhub airports not designated as EAS communities, and to recommend ways to help secure and 
retain flight schedules using existing federal programs, such as SCASDP.6 This report describes (1) how 
scheduled passenger air service at nonhub airports changed from 2018 through 2024, according to key 
metrics; (2) the extent to which SCASDP can help nonhub airports not receiving EAS-subsidized service (non-
EAS nonhub airports) secure and maintain scheduled passenger air service; and (3) challenges selected non-
EAS nonhub airports identified in securing or maintaining air service, and how these airports have addressed 
the challenges.

To address the first objective, we analyzed changes in air service using key metrics from flight data that U.S. 
passenger airlines reported to the Department of Transportation (DOT) from calendar years 2018 through 
2024. These were the most recent full-year data available at the time of our analysis. We identified two key 
metrics for air service at nonhub airports: average daily departures per route and connectivity index score, 
which is a measure of access to the national aviation system. We focused on nonhub airports, which are 
airports that have less than 0.05 percent of annual U.S. commercial enplanements (i.e., passenger boardings) 
but have more than 10,000 annual enplanements.7 To assess the reliability of the data, we reviewed the quality 
control procedures that DOT used.8 We determined the data were sufficiently reliable for the purpose of 
identifying changes in air service at nonhub airports.

To address the second objective, we reviewed options stakeholders identified in our prior work on securing and 
maintaining air service to small communities. We also interviewed DOT officials; aviation stakeholders we 
selected based on their knowledge of nonhub airports (i.e., the American Association of Airport Executives, the 
Airport Consultants Council, and the National Association of State Aviation Officials); and airport 
representatives at the selected nonhub airports described below. We reviewed grant applications and awards 
for SCASDP from fiscal years 2018 through 2023 (the most recent SCASDP award cycle).9

To address the third objective, we interviewed representatives from a nongeneralizable sample of seven non-
EAS nonhub airports chosen based on service changes (e.g., dropped below three average daily departures 
per route or had increased service), previously identified challenges to securing and maintaining air service, 
diversity of geographic location, and stakeholder suggestions;10 state aviation officials in four states selected in 
conjunction with these airports; and the aviation stakeholders listed above.11 We also conducted site visits to 
four of the nonhub airports we selected, and we reviewed interviews and analyses from our prior work on 

6Pub. L. No. 118-63, § 774B, 138 Stat. 1025, 1299.

7We used FAA enplanement data for 2018 to identify nonhub airports. 

8We downloaded the data from Cirium, a private data contractor housing various aviation data on its platform.

9DOT awarded grants for the fiscal year 2023 cycle in October 2024. 

10We selected seven nonhub airports for this review. These airports are located in Dubuque, IA; Grand Junction, CO; Hilton Head 
Island, SC; Rock Springs, WY; Springfield, IL; Traverse City, MI; and Wenatchee, WA. 

11When referring to airport representatives or aviation stakeholders, we use the term “several” for three or more.
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trends in air service to small communities.12 See appendix I for more information about our scope and 
methodology.

We conducted this performance audit from August 2024 to December 2025 in accordance with generally 
accepted government auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our 
audit objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives.

Background

Commercial Service Airports

The United States has roughly 3,300 airports that are designated by FAA as part of the national airport system. 
Of these, about 500 airports are “commercial service” airports that are publicly owned, have scheduled service, 
and board at least 2,500 passengers per year. Federal law divides commercial service airports into various 
categories based on the number of passenger boardings (i.e., enplanements), ranging from large hub airports 
to non-primary nonhub airports (see fig. 1).

Figure 1: Commercial Service Airport Categories for U.S. Airports Based on Calendar Year 2024 Passenger Boardings

12GAO-24-106681. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106681
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Accessible Data for Figure 1: Commercial Service Airport Categories for U.S. Airports Based on Calendar Year 2024 
Passenger Boardings

Commercial airport 
category

Range of total annual 
passenger boardings

Annual passenger 
boardings per airport 
category: Percentage

Annual passenger 
boardings per airport 
category: Number

Number of airports

Large hub 1% or more 71.5% 702,968,069 31
Medium hub At least 0.25%, but less 

than 1%
16.0% 157,375,350 32

Small hub At least 0.05%, but less 
than 0.25%

9.4% 92,739,436 77

Nonhub More than 10,000, but 
less than 0.05%

2.9% 28,929,456 254

Non-primary
nonhub

At least 2,500 and no 
more than 10,000

0.1% 592,679 119

Source: GAO analysis of Federal Aviation Administration enplanement data. | GAO-26-107751

Airline Business Models

Scheduled passenger air service to communities of all sizes can differ—for example, by aircraft size and 
number of seats—depending on the business model of the airline providing service and on the regulatory 
framework under which the airline is operating. When operating under Part 121 rules, larger network airlines 
may connect smaller airport “spokes” to larger airports in their hub-and-spoke networks by contracting with 
regional airlines.13

· Under a capacity purchase agreement, network airlines contract with regional airlines to provide air service 
beyond the network airline’s route network to increase their capacity and revenue. Agreement terms vary 
but, as an example, a network airline can take on all commercial functions, such as brand marketing, flight 
scheduling, and ticket pricing, while the regional airline is responsible for the aircraft and crews to operate 
the flights and provide ground and flight operations. In this arrangement, the network airline pays the 
regional airline a fixed fee to provide service and as such, any profit beyond the fee—as well as any risk—
goes to the network airline.

· By contrast, under a prorate agreement, the regional airline receives a percentage of the overall fare paid 
by the passengers for flights marketed by its partner network airline(s), shifting the risk to the regional 
airline, together with any resulting profit.

Airlines operating under low-cost and ultra-low-cost business models may provide point-to-point service to 
smaller airports, including service to leisure destinations.

1314 C.F.R. Part 121 sets forth operating requirements for domestic, flag, and supplemental operations, which are defined under 14 
C.F.R. § 110.2. Scheduled service can also be provided by smaller airlines under 14 C.F.R. Part 135, which sets forth requirements for 
commuter and on-demand operations. 
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Federal Programs That Support Air Service to Small Communities

Two federal programs administered by DOT support air service to small communities.14

Essential Air Service. EAS was established in 1978 and provides federal subsidies to air carriers serving 
certain eligible small communities. According to DOT, in November 2025 EAS supported air service at 108 
airports in eligible communities within the contiguous United States.15 EAS does so through annual 
appropriations from the Airport and Airway Trust Fund and overflight fees collected by FAA from foreign aircraft 
traveling over U.S. airspace.16 For fiscal year 2025, the program provided subsidies totaling approximately 
$598 million to air carriers for service to these eligible communities.

Small Community Air Service Development Program. SCASDP was established in 2000 to, among other 
things, provide federal discretionary grants to fund strategies to improve air service and address airfare issues 
at eligible communities with insufficient air carrier service or unreasonably high airfares. (Communities that 
receive EAS-subsidized service are not eligible for SCASDP funds.) DOT is authorized to award up to 40 
SCASDP grants per fiscal year to communities (not more than four per state) with underserved airports that 
seek to obtain airline service or to implement other measures to lower the cost and improve availability of air 
service. Pursuant to statute, eligible communities receive priority consideration for projects that align with 
certain criteria, such as

· having higher-than-average airfares;
· showing the air service will bring broad material benefits;
· restoring prior air service;
· demonstrating support from at least one air carrier to enlist new or expand air service;
· providing local funding; and
· committing to facilitate air carrier service through a public-private partnership.

For fiscal year 2023, the most recent award year, DOT awarded nearly $12 million in SCASDP grants to 14 
communities in 14 states in October 2024.17

SCASDP grantees may use their awards to implement measures to improve air service, such as for marketing 
or to fund minimum revenue guarantees (revenue guarantees) to attract airlines to begin new nonstop service. 
Revenue guarantees are designed to limit an airline’s risk in initiating air service by guaranteeing that the 

14DOT’s Airport Improvement Program (AIP) also provides funding to airports, including those serving small communities. AIP generally 
focuses on capital and infrastructure projects and does not provide funding directly for air service. 

15EAS also served 70 communities in Alaska and four communities in Hawaii (which have different eligibility requirements) and one 
community in Puerto Rico. These communities are not included in our review. For more information about EAS, see GAO, Commercial 
Aviation: Effects of Changes to the Essential Air Service Program, and Stakeholders’ Views on Benefits, Challenges, and Potential 
Reforms, GAO-20-74 (Washington, D.C.: Dec. 10, 2019). 

16Overflight fees are considered mandatory spending (i.e., budget authority that is provided in laws other than appropriation acts). 

17In fiscal year 2023, DOT received $10 million in appropriations and awarded nearly $12 million in grants. According to DOT officials, 
the amount of funds available in a given fiscal year has at times exceeded the appropriated amount for that year. For example, in 
certain years, funds recovered from prior grant awards became available and supplemented the appropriated funding. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-20-74
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airline will generate a specified amount of revenue from the ticket sales associated with new service over a 
specified time frame. When offering a revenue guarantee, the community agrees to pay the remainder to the 
airline if ticket sales do not meet the guaranteed minimum amount.

The FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024 included changes to SCASDP.18 For example, the act required DOT to 
prioritize, among other factors, communities or consortia of communities where the assistance will be used to 
help restore scheduled passenger air service that has been substantially reduced (in addition to restoration of 
lost prior service). The act also increased annual authorized funding for the program from $10 million to $15 
million from 2024 through 2028.

Key Metrics Show Air Service Dropped Precipitously During the 
Pandemic at Nonhub Airports on Average, and Post-Pandemic 
Recovery Varied
According to key metrics—specifically, average daily departures per route and connectivity index score—air 
service at airports of all sizes dropped precipitously in 2020 with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
exacerbating air service trends that were already affecting many smaller airports. While larger airports have 
rebounded to some extent, the recovery has lagged for some smaller airports, including nonhub airports. The 
experiences of specific nonhub airports varied considerably when comparing 2018 with 2024, including for 
several of the nonhub airports we selected for our review. We also found that key metrics were generally worse 
for non-EAS nonhub airports from 2018 to 2024 than for nonhub airports that received EAS-subsidized service.

Average daily departures per route. The average number of daily departures per route at nonhub airports 
was 32 percent lower in 2020 than in 2018, a decrease from an average of 2.0 daily departures per route to 
1.3. By 2024, the average number of daily departures per route for these airports had increased from 2020 but 
remained 19 percent below the 2018 level, a decrease from an average of 2.0 daily departures per route to 
1.6. By contrast, while large hub airports also saw sharp declines in 2020, their average number of daily 
departures per route had recovered to a greater degree by 2024, although they remained 9 percent below the 
2018 level (see fig. 2).

18Pub. L. No. 118-63, § 562, 138 Stat. 1025, 1217 (codified at 49 U.S.C. § 41743).
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Figure 2: Average Daily Departures per Route by Airport Size Before (2018), During (2020), and After (2024) the COVID-19 
Pandemic

Accessible Data for Figure 2: Average Daily Departures per Route by Airport Size Before (2018), During (2020), and After 
(2024) the COVID-19 Pandemic

Airport size Pre-pandemic (2018) Pandemic (2020) Post-pandemic (2024)
Large hub 4.9 3 4.4
Medium hub 3.3 2.1 3
Small hub 2.2 1.4 1.8
Nonhub 2 1.3 1.6
Non-primary nonhub 1.7 1.5 1.3

Source: GAO analysis of Department of Transportation data. | GAO-26-107751

Note: We conducted our analysis for calendar years. Under statute, U.S. commercial airports are categorized by the number of annual enplanements 
(i.e., passenger boardings) they have. Large hub airports have 1 percent or more of annual enplanements. Medium hub airports have at least 0.25 
percent but less than 1.0 percent of annual enplanements. Small hub airports have at least 0.05 percent but less than 0.25 percent of annual 
enplanements. Nonhub primary airports have less than 0.05 percent of annual enplanements but have more than 10,000 annual enplanements. And 
non-primary nonhub airports are those airports that have scheduled passenger service and have at least 2,500 but no more than 10,000 annual 
enplanements. We used Federal Aviation Administration enplanement data for 2018 to determine airport size.

From 2018 to 2024, non-EAS nonhub airports generally experienced a greater decrease in average daily 
departures per route than nonhub airports in the EAS program. Non-EAS nonhub airports lost 34 percent of 
their average daily departures per route from 2018 to 2020 and, by 2024, average daily departures per route at 
these airports remained 21 percent below 2018 levels (dropping from about 2.1 to 1.6). By contrast, by 2024, 
nonhub airports receiving EAS-subsidized service had nearly recovered from the 13-percent drop in average 
daily departures per route they had experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic, with a decrease of 5 percent 
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from 2018 to 2024 (dropping from about 1.4 to 1.3).19 Over 70 percent (123 of 170) of non-EAS nonhub 
airports experienced a decline in average daily departures per route (see fig. 3).

Figure 3: Percentage Change from 2018 to 2024 in Average Daily Departures per Route for Nonhub Airports Not Receiving 
EAS-Subsidized Service

Note: Our analysis includes average daily departures per route for nonhub primary airports not receiving subsidized service under the Essential Air 
Service (EAS) program. We conducted our analysis for calendar years. Nonhub primary airports have less than 0.05 percent of annual U.S. commercial 
enplanements but have more than 10,000 annual enplanements. We used Federal Aviation Administration enplanement data for 2018 to determine 
airport size.

The seven non-EAS nonhub airports we selected for our review experienced a reduction in average daily 
departures per route from 2018 to 2024. However, as with non-EAS nonhub airports nationally, their 
experiences varied. Average daily departures per route dropped over 50 percent at four of the selected 
airports, including the airport in Dubuque, Iowa, which had the largest reduction, dropping 94 percent (from 
about 2.6 to 0.1). By contrast, average daily departures per route at the airport serving Grand Junction, 
Colorado—which is close to several national parks—decreased only 6 percent (from about 2.1 to 2). For more 
information about each of the selected airports, see appendix II.

19These averages do not include non-primary nonhub airports receiving EAS-subsidized service. 
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Connectivity index score. Similarly, the mean connectivity index score—a measure of a passenger’s degree 
of access to the aviation system—was 17 percent lower for nonhub airports in 2020 than in 2018, falling from 
10.5 to 8.7 (see fig. 4). The connectivity index score is a function of the frequency of available scheduled 
flights, the quantity and quality of nonstop destinations serviced, and the quantity and quality of connecting 
destinations.20 The mean connectivity index score of nonhub airports increased from 2020 to 2024 but 
remained 8 percent lower than in 2018, falling from 10.5 to 9.7 over that time. As with average daily departures 
per route, the mean connectivity index score for large hub airports had recovered to a greater degree by 2024, 
although it remained 5 percent below the 2018 level.

Figure 4: Mean Connectivity Index Score by Airport Size Before (2018), During (2020), and After (2024) the COVID-19 
Pandemic 

 

Accessible Data for Figure 4: Mean Connectivity Index Score by Airport Size Before (2018), During (2020), and After (2024) the 
COVID-19 Pandemic 

Airport size Pre-pandemic (2018) Pandemic (2020) Post-pandemic (2024)
Large hub 275 169 262
Medium hub 112 70 107
Small hub 40 27 39
Nonhub 10.5 8.7 9.7
Non-primary nonhub 5.7 5.8 5.6

Source: GAO analysis of Department of Transportation data. | GAO-26-107751

20We analyzed the connectivity index introduced by Wittman and Swelbar. Michael Wittman and William Swelbar, “Modeling Changes 
in Connectivity at U.S. Airports: A Small Community Perspective,” Report No. ICAT-2013-05 (June 2013). For more information, see 
appendix I. 
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Note: We conducted our analysis for calendar years. Under statute, U.S. commercial airports are categorized by the number of annual enplanements 
(i.e., passenger boardings) they have. Large hub airports have 1 percent or more of annual enplanements. Medium hub airports have at least 0.25 
percent but less than 1.0 percent of annual enplanements. Small hub airports have at least 0.05 percent but less than 0.25 percent of annual 
enplanements. Nonhub primary airports have less than 0.05 percent of annual enplanements but have more than 10,000 annual enplanements. And 
non-primary nonhub airports are those airports that have scheduled passenger service and have at least 2,500 but no more than 10,000 annual 
enplanements. We used Federal Aviation Administration enplanement data for 2018 to determine airport size.

From 2018 to 2024, non-EAS nonhub airports experienced greater declines in connectivity than nonhub 
airports receiving EAS-subsidized service during the pandemic.21 During this period, the mean connectivity 
index score of non-EAS nonhub airports declined 8.9 percent (from about 12 to 10.9), while the mean 
connectivity index score of nonhub airports receiving EAS-subsidized service declined 2.6 percent (from about 
6 to 5.9) (see fig. 5).

Figure 5: Mean Connectivity Index Score Before (2018), During (2020), and After (2024) the COVID-19 Pandemic for Nonhub 
Airports Receiving and Not Receiving Essential Air Service (EAS) 

 

Accessible Data for Figure 5: Mean Connectivity Index Score Before (2018), During (2020), and After (2024) the COVID-19 
Pandemic for Nonhub Airports Receiving and Not Receiving Essential Air Service (EAS) 

Airport Pre-pandemic (2018) Pandemic (2020) Recovery (2024)
Non-EAS nonhub (170 airports) 12 9.5 10.9
EAS nonhub (55 airports) 6 6 5.9

Source: GAO analysis of Department of Transportation data. | GAO-26-107751

Note: The EAS program provides federal subsidies to air carriers to serve certain eligible communities. We defined an EAS nonhub airport as a nonhub 
airport that received EAS-subsidized service for at least 1 year from 2018 through 2024. We conducted our analysis for calendar years. Nonhub primary 

21As discussed in our prior report on air service to small communities, 49 U.S.C. § 41732(b) establishes minimum service requirements 
for EAS-eligible communities, and DOT’s EAS orders also specify the number of flights air carriers providing EAS must provide. During 
the COVID-19 pandemic, DOT notices addressed these requirements to help protect EAS communities from losing air service. See 
GAO-24-106681. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106681
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airports have less than 0.05 percent of annual U.S. commercial enplanements but have more than 10,000 annual enplanements. We used Federal 
Aviation Administration enplanement data for 2018 to determine airport size.

Of the seven non-EAS nonhub airports we selected for our review, three experienced a relatively large decline 
in their connectivity index scores when compared to the mean for nonhub airports: Dubuque, Iowa, which 
dropped 36 percent; Springfield, Illinois, which dropped 24 percent; and Wenatchee, Washington, which 
dropped 16 percent. The connectivity index scores of three other selected airports—in Grand Junction, 
Colorado; Rock Springs, Wyoming; and Traverse City, Michigan—changed to a lesser extent during this 
period.22 Finally, the connectivity index score of the airport in Hilton Head Island, South Carolina, increased by 
31 percent from 2018 to 2024. Despite a decline in average daily departures per route, discussed above, the 
number of nonstop destinations served from Hilton Head Island increased from one in 2018 to five in 2024. 
Thus, the airport was connected to more nonstop destinations, despite having fewer average daily departures 
per route, resulting in an increase in the airport’s connectivity. According to an airport representative, Hilton 
Head Island became a haven for people looking to travel during the COVID-19 pandemic, which may have 
contributed to this trend.

SCASDP Can Offer Financial Support to Secure New Air Service at 
Certain Nonhub Airports but Limited Funding Assistance to Maintain It
For communities not in the EAS program, SCASDP can provide individual grants to jumpstart new air service 
at eligible communities with insufficient air carrier service or unreasonably high airfares, including funding for 
minimum revenue guarantees.23 However, we found the demand for grant assistance has continued to exceed 
the support SCASDP offers and, as we previously reported, SCASDP grants have become insufficient to fund 
the larger revenue guarantees needed to secure service. SCASDP offers flexibilities to adjust grants in 
response to changing conditions, which the FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024 expanded by giving DOT the 
authority to amend the scope of a grant agreement if the amendment is reasonably consistent with the 
community’s current air service need.24 SCASDP also provides limited flexibility to communities to maintain air 
service by allowing DOT to award more than one grant for the same project after 5 years.25 However, once a 
grant has ended, communities can no longer use this federal funding to maintain service and must find other 
means of support for air service.

22While not in the EAS program, Rock Springs participates in a state program that has a capacity purchase agreement with SkyWest 
Airlines to serve some airports in the state. For more information about Wyoming DOT’s support for air service in the state, see 
appendix III.

23Communities that receive EAS-subsidized service are not eligible for SCASDP funds. As of 2024, half of the 108 small communities 
receiving EAS-subsidized service have nonhub airports. 

24FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024, Pub. L. No. 118-63, § 562 (2024). Pursuant to § 41743(e), DOT may amend the scope of a grant 
agreement at the request of the community or consortium and any participating air carrier, and may limit the scope of a grant 
agreement to only the elements using grant assistance or to only the elements achieved, if DOT determines that the amendment is 
reasonably consistent with the original purpose of the project or the community’s current air service needs.

25Under 49 U.S.C. § 41743(c)(4)(C), DOT may waive the 5-year limitation on same projects if it determines the community “spent little 
or no money on its previous project or encountered industry or environmental challenges, due to circumstances that were reasonably 
beyond the control of the community.”
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Demand for SCASDP Grants Continued to Exceed Available Funding

Our analysis of SCASDP applications found more demand than assistance available in fiscal years 2018 
through 2023 (see table 1). For the most recent grant opportunity, for example, 40 communities applied for 
more than $30 million to support air service at their local airports for fiscal year 2023, and DOT awarded 
SCASDP grants totaling nearly $12 million to 14 communities.26 According to DOT officials, funding 
appropriated for SCASDP has dropped since fiscal year 2002 (in nominal dollars) and has not kept pace with 
airport needs.27 Further, while the FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024 increased the authorized amount for the 
program to $15 million annually for fiscal years 2024 through 2028, appropriations for the program for fiscal 
year 2025 were $10 million pursuant to a continuing resolution.28

Table 1: Small Community Air Service Development Program (SCASDP) Grant Applications and Awards, Fiscal Years 2018–
2023

Award cycle  
(fiscal year)

Number of eligible 
communities (of total 

applications)
Total amount 

requesteda Number of awards Total amount granted
2018 54 (of 57) > $37 million 18 $12,242,000
2019 71 (of 78) > $58 million 22 $17,972,111
2020 NA NA No grants awardedb NA
2021 45 (of 48) > $33 million 25 $16,931,000
2022 45 (of 48) > $34 million 20 $14,815,000
2023 40 (of 46) > $31 millionc 14 $11,955,000

Source: GAO analysis of Department of Transportation data.  │  GAO-26-107751
aIn its SCASDP award announcements, the Department of Transportation (DOT) provides the minimum amount requested.
bDOT did not award SCASDP grants for fiscal year 2020 due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on air service. According to agency officials, DOT 
instead combined no-year funds provided by Congress in fiscal year 2020 for grant awards in fiscal year 2021.
cFiscal year 2023 total amount requested is based on eligible communities; requests for other years are based on applicant communities.

Moreover, we previously reported that higher airline operating costs have affected SCASDP by limiting the 
effectiveness of grants that communities use for revenue guarantees.29 Specifically, airport representatives told 
us at that time that SCASDP grants had become insufficient to fund the larger revenue guarantees that airlines 

26None of our selected non-EAS nonhub airports received SCASDP grants in fiscal year 2023. The fiscal year 2022 grant awards 
included $1.5 million to Dubuque for a revenue guarantee to initiate and support new service to a large or medium hub; $250,000 to 
Springfield for a marketing campaign to support existing service on Allegiant Air and American Airlines; and $750,000 to Traverse City 
for a revenue guarantee and marketing campaign to initiate and support new service to Houston. 

27From 2002 to 2017, appropriated funding for SCASDP varied (in nominal dollars) from $20 million for fiscal year 2002, to $5 million 
for fiscal year 2016, to $10 million for fiscal year 2017. For more information, see GAO, Small Community Air Service Development: 
Process for Awarding Grants Could Be Improved, GAO-19-172 (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 26, 2019). The amount of funds available in a 
given fiscal year has at times exceeded the appropriated amount for that year, according to DOT officials.

28FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024, Pub. L. No. 118-63, § 562(3)(B), 138 Stat. 1025, 1217 (codified at 49 U.S.C. § 41743(e)(2)); Full-
Year Continuing Appropriations and Extensions Act, 2025, Pub. L. No. 119-4, div. A, tit. I, § 1101(a)(12), 139 Stat. 9, 12. Funding for 
the program for fiscal year 2026 is also provided pursuant to a continuing resolution. Continuing Appropriations, Agriculture, Legislative 
Branch, Military Construction and Veterans Affairs, and Extensions Act, 2026, Pub. L. No. 119-37, div. A. 

29GAO-24-106681.

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-19-172
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106681
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seek to initiate air service. According to DOT officials, airlines’ expectations for revenue guarantees had grown 
from $500,000 to $800,000 before the COVID-19 pandemic, to $1.5 to $2 million in early 2024. 

Our prior work on small community air service included a range of options that aviation stakeholders identified 
for modifying SCASDP. These options included increasing funding, to better enable communities to attract 
sustained air service with higher revenue guarantees, and concentrating funding, to fund fewer grants at a 
higher level.30

SCASDP Has Some Flexibilities to Adjust Grants in Response to Changing Conditions

According to DOT officials, SCASDP offers some flexibilities that DOT may use to amend grants in response to 
changing conditions, including modifications in response to circumstances beyond a community’s control. With 
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent decrease in air service, for example, the airport in Grand 
Junction was unable to secure the service to San Francisco it had planned for a fiscal year 2018 SCASDP 
grant. Working with DOT (and based on changes to SCASDP in the FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024), Grand 
Junction repurposed the grant, applying it in 2024 to a revenue guarantee restoring air service to Salt Lake City 
with SkyWest Airlines. This service had ended in 2021 after being offered for the previous 30 years.31

Before the flexibilities provided under the FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024, DOT was more limited in its ability 
to amend existing grants as communities’ circumstances changed. For example, for fiscal year 2017, the 
community of Wenatchee received a $750,000 SCASDP grant (matched with $400,000 in local funds) to 
secure a flight between Wenatchee and San Francisco. With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the airport 
was unable to find an airline to provide this service after the airline included in the application stepped away. 
Representatives from the airport and regional port authority told us that when a different airline subsequently 
expressed interest in providing air service to Denver instead, the community was unable to change the 
purpose of the existing grant for this new route. According to DOT officials, prior to the passage of the FAA 
Reauthorization Act of 2024, DOT was limited in its ability to amend the scope of a grant agreement in 
accordance with a community’s current needs due to a lack of statutory flexibility. In July 2025, DOT officials 
stated that, because the grant was still active, Wenatchee could reapply to DOT for a scope modification under 
the new flexibilities included in the FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024.

DOT officials told us they have flexibility to alter the scope of SCASDP grants from one location to another 
(e.g., changing destination airports), but the decision to do so may depend on the level of funding remaining in 
the grant and the likelihood of success given that level of funding. For example, if an airport wished to apply 
unexpended SCASDP funding to a new service (potentially with a different airline to a different location), but 
there was insufficient funding remaining in the grant to support a new revenue guarantee, then DOT might not 
approve the modification. In such a case, according to DOT officials, existing grantees have the option to apply 
for a new grant and need only terminate the existing grant if they are selected. This flexibility allows grantees to 
reapply without penalty and keep their existing grant in the event they are not selected.

30For more information about these and other options for modifying SCASDP, see GAO-24-106681. 

31DOT officials also told us about a change they approved during the COVID-19 pandemic for Charleston, WV, where the original fiscal 
year 2021 SCASDP grant to support service by American Airlines to Texas (DFW or IAH) was changed to support Breeze Airline 
service to Las Vegas. DOT officials stated that the support was adjusted to address pandemic-related industry shifts. The new service 
began in May 2023.

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106681
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SCASDP Provides Limited Flexibility and Funding Assistance to Communities to 
Maintain Air Service, but Recent Changes May Offer Additional Options

After a SCASDP grant has ended, communities must find other means to support air service. Representatives 
for six of the seven selected non-EAS nonhub airports we spoke with said they needed ongoing funding for 
revenue guarantees after they secured initial air service. SCASDP grants can provide funding for revenue 
guarantees for no more than 3 years. However, communities may need to expend the funding before that time, 
depending on how successful the new air service is. Representatives for two of the three stakeholders we 
spoke with also pointed to the need for continued support for smaller airports. For example, a representative 
for the National Association of State Aviation Officials told us that it is challenging for communities to expect 
self-sustaining service after a SCASDP grant, and that communities may need to secure additional funding to 
keep existing service.

While funding for revenue guarantees is time-limited by the SCASDP statute, the FAA Reauthorization Act of 
2024 amended the law to allow DOT to award more than one grant for the same project after 5 years.32 This 
eligibility allows communities to apply for a new grant for the same project after 5 years, offering them the 
possibility of continuing to use SCASDP funding to pay revenue guarantees. However, the new application is 
subject to the competitive grant process, and DOT officials noted that a second grant is not assured, 
particularly when there are more applications than available funding.

Selected Nonhub Airports Reported Struggling to Address Challenges 
and Taking Some Steps to Secure or Maintain Air Service

Nonhub Airports Have Faced Challenges, Including Those Posed by Airline Industry 
Trends

Certain nonhub airports have faced challenges in securing and maintaining air service, particularly the daily 
network service that is a priority for travelers in smaller communities and that helps prevent businesses from 
relocating to areas with better service, according to the airport representatives and stakeholders we spoke 
with. Some of these challenges relate to airline industry trends, including airlines’ shift to using larger aircraft 
and reducing flight frequencies in smaller markets to lower costs. Non-EAS nonhub airports have also faced a 
heightened need to pay revenue guarantees to incentivize airlines to establish new service or maintain existing 
service, according to these stakeholders. In addition, certain nonhub airports continue to experience passenger 
leakage, when travelers choose to drive to other airports for better service. Moreover, some non-EAS nonhub 
airports have operated at a competitive disadvantage in relation to airports that receive EAS-subsidized 
service, according to several airport representatives and stakeholders we spoke with.

32The 2024 FAA Reauthorization amended 49 U.S.C. § 41743(d)(1) to state that the time limitation “shall begin with each new grant, 
including same-project new grants, and which shall be calculated on a non-consecutive basis for air carriers that provided air service 
that is seasonal.” Pub. L. No. 118-63, § 562, 138 Stat. at 1217.
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Shifts to Larger Aircraft and Fewer Flights Have Resulted in Reduced Air Service in Smaller Markets

As we have previously reported, in response to higher operating costs, including for labor, fuel, and fleet 
maintenance, airlines have sought to lower costs by replacing smaller planes across their fleets with larger 
aircraft (i.e., upgauging) and reducing flight frequencies at smaller airports, including nonhub airports.33 As a 
result, small communities that were once served by turboprop aircraft that seated from nine to 30 passengers 
per flight, or by 50-seat aircraft, are now served by larger aircraft, including regional jets with 65 to 76 seats. 
Amid this upgauging, some smaller airports have seen their air service substantially reduced, with fewer flights 
per day on larger aircraft, or have lost service entirely.

Several of the representatives we spoke with from non-EAS nonhub airports described how their level of 
service changed as airlines began upgauging. Representatives from Pangborn Memorial Airport (EAT) in 
Wenatchee told us, for example, that before the COVID-19 pandemic, the airport had up to seven flights per 
day on smaller 30-seat aircraft, but flight frequency has decreased as airlines removed those aircraft from 
service. Similarly, representatives from Abraham Lincoln Capital Airport (SPI) in Springfield stated that the use 
of smaller, turboprop aircraft had provided more flexibility, servicing up to five flights per day before being 
phased out and replaced with larger regional jets with fewer flights.

Moreover, smaller communities typically have fewer passengers, and the larger aircraft currently in network 
fleets can be too big to be profitable in these markets, according to an industry analyst.34 As a result, airlines 
may need to scale back service. At three of the non-EAS nonhub airports we selected for our review, new 
service that an airline provided on larger aircraft had not been successful or had to be scaled back. For 
example, in Springfield, Breeze Airways provided service via A220 aircraft (which typically seat 137 
passengers) to two destinations in Florida beginning in December 2023. Eventually, the airline scaled back to 
one route in August 2024, as the service did not generate the expected traffic and revenues, according to 
airport representatives.

While not yet in commercial service, alternative types of aircraft, such as electric or hybrid-electric aircraft, offer 
the potential to provide service to small communities, according to representatives at each of the non-EAS 
nonhub airports we selected for our review. As we have previously reported, regional air mobility—an 
application of advanced air mobility—could use electric or hybrid-electric aircraft to carry passengers to 
adjoining regions and cities, and it could open up new regional corridors (see fig. 6).35 Stakeholders also told 
us that electric or hybrid-electric aircraft—which include short-range aircraft in development that would 

33According to our prior work, other factors that have contributed to the decrease in air service to small airports include declining 
population levels in surrounding communities and a reduction in the number of small regional jets in airline fleets. In addition, a pilot 
shortage affected air service to small communities after the COVID-19 pandemic in 2021, when larger airlines filled their pilot vacancies 
by hiring pilots from regional airlines. However, several airport representatives and stakeholders we spoke with for this review said the 
shortage has largely abated, as airlines have shifted to using larger aircraft and reduced flight frequencies. For more information, see 
GAO-24-106681. In addition, we have ongoing work on the regional airline pilot supply.

34For more information on long-term trends in service to small airports, see William Swelbar, The Economics That Have Shaped the 
Evolution of Connecting Smaller Markets to the U.S. Air Transportation System: From Turboprops to Small Regional Jets to Large 
Regional Jets (Swelbar-Zhong Consultancy, January 2025). 

35The FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024 defines advanced air mobility as a transportation system that comprises urban air mobility and 
regional mobility. Both of these mobilities involve the use of advanced technologies such as fully electric and hybrid-electric aircraft for 
passenger transport, cargo transport, and emergency services, inside and outside of cities. According to DOT officials, fully electric 
aircraft have utility over shorter distances, such as trips up to 40 miles, and hybrid-electric aircraft can fly up to 300 miles before 
charging. For more information, see GAO-24-106681. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106681
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106681
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accommodate nine, 30, or 100 passengers—may be more suitable for some smaller communities than the 
larger jets that airlines currently use. However, as of December 2025, these electric and hybrid-electric aircraft 
had not been certified by FAA, and questions remain about how they would be integrated into the national 
airspace system.

Figure 6: Examples of Hybrid-Electric Aircraft That Could Potentially Provide Air Service to Small Communities

Note: Pictured are the ES-30™ by Heart Aerospace and the EL9 Ultra Short by Electra.aero. For more information about electric or hybrid-electric 
aircraft, see GAO, Advanced Air Mobility: Legal Authorities and Issues to Consider for Operations, GAO-24-106451 (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 14, 2024).

Nonhub Airports Have Faced a Heightened Need to Pay Revenue Guarantees to Airlines to Secure 
and Maintain Air Service

As airlines seek to increase revenue and reduce costs, many non-EAS nonhub airports now find themselves in 
a “pay-to-play” environment to have air service, according to several airport representatives and stakeholders 
we spoke to. As airlines make economic decisions on where to allocate their limited aircraft, communities find 
themselves having to pay revenue guarantees to launch new air service. As one airport representative told us, 
airlines are not interested in taking on risks (i.e., lower ticket sales than expected) to start new service in small 
markets without revenue guarantees.

Furthermore, small communities may also now need to pay to maintain air service at some smaller airports 
beyond the initial revenue guarantees they provided to launch new service. Representatives from two of the 
selected non-EAS nonhub airports we interviewed said they had lost service—or expected to do so—once the 
funds for revenue guarantees were fully expended. For example, representatives from Dubuque Regional 
Airport said that without another revenue guarantee, Dubuque may lose companies to locations with more 
frequent air service, as business travelers make up 60 to 70 percent of the current demand for service.

Communities can use revenue guarantees to secure scheduled passenger service with network airlines or their 
regional partners to hub airports, or with low-cost or ultra-low-cost carriers to leisure destinations. Several 
stakeholders and airport representatives stressed the importance of securing scheduled passenger service on 
network air carriers, which provide flights to larger hubs. For example, airport and community representatives 
in Dubuque, Springfield, and Wenatchee, among others, said that providing network service for travelers, 
particularly those traveling for business, was critical to their local economies. We have also reported that 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106451
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access to adequate air service, and the connection this service provides to the rest of the country, is vital to 
companies located in or near small communities.36

Leisure service (e.g., service once or twice per week to Las Vegas or Florida), by contrast, may offer fewer 
benefits to local communities, according to one state DOT official, because it is not designed to provide 
connections to the national aviation system. Despite this, representatives from one airport and from the Airport 
Consultants Council viewed jumpstarting leisure service with revenue guarantees as a way to demonstrate 
existing demand to eventually attract network service. However, a representative from another state DOT said 
that the advantages or disadvantages of using revenue guarantees to pursue leisure travel with the goal of 
attracting network service in their state were still to be determined.

Travelers May Choose to Drive to Other Airports for Better Service

As airlines consolidate their schedules with larger aircraft and fewer flights, travelers may choose to drive to 
other nearby airports for better service for several reasons. Residents of small communities are often willing to 
drive or take a bus to a larger airport to take advantage of the fares offered by low-cost or ultra-low-cost 
carriers and for nonstop service, according to representatives of an airline industry association and to a 2019 
study.37

Moreover, representatives at four of the selected non-EAS nonhub airports, three stakeholders, and one state 
DOT official we interviewed told us that travel can be less reliable when airports offer few daily flights, which 
can result in leakage as travelers choose to drive. For example, representatives from the airport in Wenatchee 
told us that their two daily departures to Seattle do not provide a sufficient safety net if a flight is canceled or 
delayed, or if the traveler misses a scheduled flight, creating an incentive for travelers to drive to another 
airport—typically 160 miles across two mountain passes to Seattle—or to their final destination.

Representatives at five of the selected non-EAS nonhub airports we interviewed also stressed the challenges 
posed by poor scheduling. They said that when available flights are not well timed for ongoing travel, such as 
flights departing very early or very late in the day, it can be difficult to align with connecting flights. According to 
community representatives in Springfield, for example, the two afternoon flights offered by American Airlines to 
Chicago were not well timed to transfer to connecting flights to popular destinations.

If travelers choose to drive, the leakage that results—with fewer passengers using local airports—has posed 
additional challenges to nonhub airports seeking to demonstrate demand for air service or to maintain existing 
air service, particularly if they are in competition with nearby airports. For example, representatives from the 
airport in Springfield said that declining ticket sales resulting from passenger leakage to nearby airports could 
lead American Airlines to decide to exit the market. Springfield sits among a cluster of smaller airports and is 
within a 2-hour drive of the medium hub airport in St. Louis, Missouri (see fig. 7). Airport representatives told us 
that a leakage study prepared for the airport found that over 90 percent of travelers in the catchment (i.e., the 
geographic area from which an airport can reasonably expect to draw commercial air service passengers) for 

36GAO-24-106681.

37Stephanie Atallah and Susan L. Hotle, “Assessment of Contributing Factors to Air Service Loss in Small Communities,” 
Transportation Research Record, vol. 2673 (2019).

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106681
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Springfield traveled to other airports in 2023, including over 60 percent who drove to St. Louis. At that time, 
Abraham Lincoln Capital Airport (SPI) had less than one average daily departure per route.38

Figure 7: Airports in Proximity to Abraham Lincoln Capital Airport (SPI) in Springfield, Illinois

Note: The Illinois Department of Transportation’s Illinois Public Airport Location Map illustrated the locations for primary, reliever, and general aviation 
airports for the Illinois Aviation System Plan (2022).

The ability of travelers to drive to other airports to access the national airspace system is made possible by 
highway infrastructure throughout the United States, according to one industry analysis.39 Accordingly, the 
analysis emphasized that the highway has been and remains the first mode that millions of travelers use to 
access air service. As small airports face challenges amid fewer flights and poor scheduling, highways will 
become increasingly important for travelers needing to connect.

EAS Has Put Certain Nonhub Airports at a Competitive Disadvantage

According to an industry association we spoke with, market distortions created by EAS subsidies can affect the 
ability of non-EAS nonhub airports to secure and maintain air service. In some instances, the non-EAS 
communities that lost air service believed they would have been able to keep it had there been no EAS airports 
nearby. EAS subsidies provide ongoing assurance of revenues to airlines providing EAS. An airline that 
typically serves small communities may have to decide between serving an EAS community with guaranteed 

38As of November 2025, SPI had two daily departures on a regional partner with American Airlines to Chicago. For more information 
about SPI and other selected airports, see appendix II. 

39William Swelbar and Michael Boyd, The Real Third Rail Issue: Continuing to Believe That Pilot Training Requirements Will Get 
Changed OR That There is Some Other Airline/Aircraft Fix to the Conundrum – Because Small Community Air Service is an 
Entitlement? (Swelbar-Zhong Consultancy and Boyd Group International, Inc., March 2022). 
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revenue, and a non-EAS community that could be marginally profitable but not without risks. According to one 
airport representative, for example, during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, airlines considered it too 
financially risky to serve smaller markets using the prorate agreement that had previously allowed regional 
airlines to earn profits in the absence of subsidies. Instead, some airlines opted to allocate more of their 
resources to EAS markets, where revenues were assured.40 Accordingly, a representative from the American 
Association of Airport Executives said that if facing a limited supply of pilots and aircraft, an airline may decide 
to allocate its resources to serve an EAS rather than a non-EAS community.

Furthermore, according to one representative from the National Association of State Aviation Officials, non-
EAS communities may face a competitive disadvantage when funding their own revenue guarantees. Nonhub 
airports that receive federal funds are unable to use their own funds to provide revenue guarantees; rather, 
they must work with community partners, such as local governments, chambers of commerce, economic 
development corporations, or others to provide needed funding, putting them at a competitive disadvantage.41

By contrast, EAS subsidies are federally funded.

The FAA Modernization and Reform Act of 2012 generally limited EAS eligibility to communities that had 
received EAS-subsidized service in fiscal year 2011.42 Of the non-EAS nonhub airports we selected for our 
review, Dubuque and Rock Springs had previously been eligible for EAS. However, they were among those 
small communities that were not receiving subsidized service during fiscal year 2011 and consequently lost 
their EAS eligibility. Community representatives in Dubuque told us that the airport had had sufficient air 
service at the time, and that the community did not see the need for subsidized service. Given the more recent 
challenges facing the community, Dubuque is now paying revenue guarantees to American Airlines for one 
flight per day to Chicago. An airport representative told us that certain airports, like the one in Dubuque, are 
falling through the cracks between federal programs. EAS provides ongoing support for eligible (and often very 
small) communities, while SCASDP offers individual, 5-year grants for revenue guarantees to jumpstart new 
service but no long-term assistance to maintain service. Similarly, Rock Springs needs ongoing subsidized 
support, according to representatives from Wyoming DOT and the airport, and the airport participates in the 
state’s capacity purchase agreement with SkyWest.

In our prior review of air service to small communities, aviation stakeholders identified options for modifying 
EAS.43 These options included reducing EAS by increasing distance requirements between EAS-eligible 
communities and other airports to help target EAS to more remote communities, as well as expanding EAS by 

40A regional carrier flying under a prorate agreement receives a percentage of the overall fare paid by the passengers for flights 
marketed by their partner major carrier(s), shifting the risk to the regional airline, together with any resulting profit. 

41Pursuant to statute and FAA policy, airports that receive federal funding are not able to use airport revenue to provide revenue 
guarantees. See 49 U.S.C. §§ 47107(b)(1), 47133; FAA Policy Regarding Air Carrier Incentive Program, 88 Fed. Reg. 85,344 (Dec. 7, 
2023) (stating that airport revenues must be used for the capital and operating costs of the airport or local airport system, and air carrier 
operations are not a capital or operating cost). 

42Eligibility during this time period also included communities that received a 90-day notice of intent to terminate EAS, but the Secretary 
of Transportation required the carrier to continue providing such service to the community. Pub. L. No. 112-95, § 422, 126 Stat. 11, 97 
(codified as amended at 49 U.S.C. § 41731(a)(1)(D)). These eligibility requirements do not apply to locations in Alaska or Hawaii. 

43For more information about these options, see GAO-24-106681. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106681
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loosening requirements or allowing previously eligible communities to regain eligibility. Such options would 
involve statutory changes.44

Selected Nonhub Airports Have Taken Steps to Secure Air Service, but Reported 
Difficulty Providing Ongoing Funding to Maintain It

The non-EAS nonhub airports we selected for our review have each taken several steps to address the 
challenges discussed above, including leveraging various sources of funding to pay revenue guarantees for air 
service; offering community-led marketing of air service; providing airport incentives; and planning at the state 
level. However, several airport and community representatives stressed the difficulty in providing ongoing 
funding to maintain air service.

Leveraging Various Sources of Funding to Pay Revenue Guarantees for Air Service

Executives at six of the non-EAS nonhub airports we selected for our review have worked to leverage local 
entities to support air service through revenue guarantees, but they said funding is often limited. In some 
cases, these communities have also been able to use federal funding through SCASDP grants.45 For example:

· Dubuque combined a SCASDP grant with contributions from partners, including the Chamber of 
Commerce, City of Dubuque, Travel Dubuque, Greater Dubuque Development Corporation, and other local 
business organizations to pay $1.9 million for once-per-day air service by Denver Air Connection between 
Dubuque and Chicago starting in fall 2024. Funds were expended in May 2025, and representatives from 
the airport told us they were working with their partners to achieve a goal of providing $1.5 million in 
additional funding through the end of 2025. Without the funding, airport representatives did not expect the 
service to continue. They noted that a previously subsidized service ended once the revenue guarantee 
was exhausted.46

· In the absence of SCASDP or other federal funding, in 2023 the community of Wenatchee used public 
funding from the local regional port authority and solicited contributions from other entities, including local 
municipalities and businesses, to pay a 1-year, $500,000 revenue guarantee to Alaska Airlines for a 
second daily flight between Wenatchee and Seattle. Representatives of the port authority told us that 
providing ongoing support would be difficult, given that funds were drawn from the agency’s general fund 
and the need for air service must compete with other regional needs. The airport has not yet achieved air 
service through its active SCASDP grant to provide service between Wenatchee and San Francisco, as 
described above.

· By contrast, in Grand Junction, a local lodging tax has provided dedicated, ongoing funding through an air 
service alliance to secure and maintain air service at Grand Junction Regional Airport (GJT). The airport 
has leveraged these funds for revenue guarantees and marketing, with and without additional support from 

44These options were identified before the FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024 was enacted. These options would require statutory 
changes, which, for the most part, were not included in the FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024.

45DOT awards SCASDP grants to local government entities. Under 49 U.S.C. § 41743, a SCASDP grant can subsidize air service for 
no more than 3 years. DOT typically provides a 5-year grant term for projects that target a revenue guarantee to allow the community 
time to recruit and enter into a revenue guarantee with an air carrier consistent with the terms of the grant. For more information about 
SCASDP grants used to support air service at the non-EAS nonhub airports selected for our review, see appendix II. 

46Dubuque had funded a revenue guarantee for leisure service with Avelo Airlines to Orlando, FL. The airline ended the service in 
October 2024.
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SCASDP. According to an airport representative, the community has spent millions of dollars to contribute 
to the growth of the airport, which was served by three network airlines as of November 2025 (see fig. 8).

Figure 8: Airport Terminal with the Network Airlines Serving Grand Junction Regional Airport (GJT) in Grand Junction, 
Colorado

Note: In addition to service from American Airlines, Delta Air Lines, and United Airlines, Breeze Airways (a low-cost carrier) also provided leisure air 
service between Grand Junction and four destinations, as of November 2025.

Offering Community-Led Marketing of Air Service

Six of the seven communities in our review have offered marketing services as an incentive to attract air 
service. These efforts have often been partially funded using SCASDP grants awarded to communities by DOT 
to help secure service at a local airport. For example, the community of Springfield is currently using a fiscal 
year 2022 SCASDP grant to market all air service into and out of the airport in Springfield. According to DOT, 
while communities are not allowed to use SCASDP grants to market a specific air carrier—unless it is in 
support of new or improved service by that airline—communities may use SCASDP funds to advertise the 
airport and its air services more generally. According to one industry report, such marketing efforts help 
increase public awareness of new destinations or airlines, which is especially important in smaller communities 
where airlines do not typically spend money to market new service.47

Providing Airport Incentives

Representatives from each of the airports in our review told us that they generally use all available incentives 
allowed by FAA, but these options are limited. These incentives may include waiving or reducing landing fees 

47Airport Cooperative Research Program, Definitions of Air Service Incentives (citing Mead and Hunt, Inc., Northwest Regional Air 
Service Initiative Handbook: Empowering Pacific Northwest Communities (2006)).
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and other airport fees.48 Incentives can reduce airline operating costs, which can make the airport more 
attractive to airlines. However, waiving or reducing such fees can result in costs to airports that must be paid 
through other means. 

Planning at the State Level

Two of the non-EAS nonhub airports we selected for our review—in Rock Springs and Traverse City—are 
located in states that currently provide funding for air service through their state aviation programs. In addition, 
while not directly funding air service development, Washington State DOT was part of a regional effort funded 
through SCASDP to assist smaller airports—like the one in Wenatchee—with local air service issues in Oregon 
and Washington.

Examples of Onsite Activities Beyond Commercial Aviation at Selected Nonhub Airports
Each of the seven nonhub airports we selected for our review have other onsite endeavors to 
support the airport financially, beyond offering commercial air service. For example, Abraham 
Lincoln Capital Airport in Springfield has developed a solar program and microgrid, which provide 
power to an on-premises maintenance facility. Dubuque Regional Airport hosts a growing flight 
school with the University of Dubuque, across the airfield from its commercial terminal (see photo), 
as well as a fuel facility and general aviation operations.

Source GAO analysis and photo.  │  GAO-26-107751

· Southwest Wyoming Regional Airport (RKS) in Rock Springs is part of a Wyoming DOT aviation program 
that contracts with SkyWest to provide air service to four airports in the state through a capacity purchase 
agreement. Rock Springs has received air service through this program since 2020; previously, the 
community had been supported intermittently from 2004 through 2019 by a different aviation program 
administered by the state DOT. Rock Springs was also part of an effort led by the Wyoming DOT to market 
10 of the state’s airports using funding from a fiscal year 2005 SCASDP grant. See appendix III for more 
information about Wyoming DOT’s air service development programs.

· Cherry Capital Airport (TVC) in Traverse City has received funding from a grant program administered by 
the Michigan Aeronautics Commission. Started in 1987 to address the loss and decline of commercial air 
service in many communities in the state, the Michigan Air Service Program distributes funding for air 
carrier recruitment and retention, as well as other purposes.49 Program objectives include assuring the 
appropriate distribution of air service statewide and supporting quality of life for Michigan residents and 

48Allowable incentives are governed by statute and FAA policy. 49 U.S.C. §§ 47107, 47133; FAA Policy Regarding Air Carrier Incentive 
Program, 88 Fed. Reg. 85344 (Dec. 7, 2023). 

49The program also includes categories for aircraft rescue and firefighting, airport awareness, and capital improvement and equipment. 
For more information, see Michigan DOT Office of Aeronautics, Michigan Air Service Program Guidelines, Updated May 2021 (May 26, 
2021).
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visitors through access to the national air transportation system. According to Michigan DOT officials, the 
program has historically been funded through the state’s aviation fuel tax, and in fiscal year 2023, the 
Michigan Aeronautics Commission approved grants totaling $50,000 that were matched with more than 
$22,000 in local funds. Officials told us that an additional $5 million and $4 million was allocated to the Air 
Service Program in fiscal years 2024 and 2025, respectively, out of the state’s general fund to address air 
service declines related to the COVID-19 pandemic. Officials said this funding was awarded through 
competitive grants to individual airports, rather than using the statewide objectives that typically guide the 
Air Service Program.

· In 2006, state DOTs in Washington and Oregon formed a consortium and cooperated to develop a 
handbook for small communities in the region.50 The effort was partially funded by a SCASDP grant, 
awarded by DOT for fiscal year 2005 to support a study to help these communities determine what level of 
air service would best meet their needs and to provide help in securing that service. The handbook 
provided information on a variety of topics related to air service, including how air service contributes to 
local economies; the status of the airline industry (e.g., types of airlines and aircraft, and service models); 
available federal programs; airline decision-making; and community influence on air service decisions (e.g., 
the community role and airline risk mitigation). The Washington State DOT official we spoke with said that 
this handbook helped smaller communities set reasonable expectations when seeking to develop or 
support air service. While now somewhat outdated, the official saw this type of planning as having the 
potential to integrate aviation system planning into a multimodal approach to address the transportation 
needs of smaller communities.

Officials from the state DOTs in Michigan, Washington, and Wyoming told us that state or regional support for 
air service development can be limited by funding and other constraints. Our analysis of SCASDP grants found 
several other examples of SCASDP funding being used to support state or regional planning efforts, although 
such uses were infrequent. While the statute enables—and according to agency officials, DOT encourages—
applications by groups of communities, DOT most frequently receives individual applications for SCASDP 
funding, rather than applications that are part of a more holistic assessment of state or regional needs.

Agency Comments
We provided a draft of this report to DOT for review and comment. DOT provided technical comments, which 
we incorporated as appropriate.

We are sending copies of this report to the appropriate congressional committees, the Secretary of 
Transportation, and other interested parties. In addition, the report is available at no charge on the GAO 
website at https://www.gao.gov.

If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact me at CollinsD@gao.gov. Contact 
points for our Offices of Congressional Relations and Public Affairs may be found on the last page of this 
report. GAO staff who made key contributions to this report are listed in appendix IV.

50Mead and Hunt, Inc., Northwest Regional Air Service Initiative Handbook. 

https://www.gao.gov/
mailto:CollinsD@gao.gov
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Derrick Collins 
Director, Physical Infrastructure
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Appendix I: Objectives, Scope, and Methodology
The FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024 includes a provision for GAO to conduct a study on the challenges faced 
by nonhub airports not designated as Essential Air Service (EAS) communities and to recommend ways to 
help secure and retain flight schedules using existing federal programs, such as the Small Community Air 
Service Development Program (SCASDP).51

This report describes (1) how scheduled passenger air service at nonhub airports changed from 2018 through 
2024, according to key metrics; (2) the extent to which SCASDP can help nonhub airports not receiving EAS-
subsidized service (non-EAS nonhub airports) secure and maintain scheduled passenger air service; and (3) 
challenges selected non-EAS nonhub airports identified in securing or maintaining air service, and how these 
airports have addressed the challenges. This report builds on our 2024 report on air service to small 
communities.52

Objective 1

Airport Categorization

To address the first objective, we analyzed data from the Department of Transportation (DOT) that track 
changes in air service. We used Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) enplanement data for 2018 to identify 
all the commercial service airports in the contiguous United States and grouped the airports into the following 
five categories following the statutory categorization:53

· Large hub. Receives 1 percent or more of annual U.S. commercial enplanements.
· Medium hub. Receives at least 0.25 percent but less than 1.0 percent of annual U.S. commercial 

enplanements.
· Small hub. Receives at least 0.05 percent but less than 0.25 percent of annual U.S. commercial 

enplanements.
· Nonhub. Receives less than 0.05 percent of annual U.S. commercial enplanements but has more than 

10,000 annual enplanements.
· Non-primary commercial service, nonhub (non-primary nonhub). Has scheduled passenger service 

and has at least 2,500 but no more than 10,000 annual enplanements.

We also identified airports that had received subsidized air service through DOT’s EAS program for at least 1 
year from 2018 through 2024.

51Pub. L. No. 118-63, § 774B, 138 Stat. 1025, 1299.

52GAO, Commercial Aviation: Trends in Air Service to Small Communities, GAO-24-106681 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 25, 2024). 

53A commercial service airport is a publicly owned airport with at least 2,500 annual enplanements (i.e., passenger boardings) and 
scheduled air carrier service.

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106681
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Data Sources

We used a variety of data in our analysis (see table 2). For the data sources identified below, we reviewed 
related documentation and correspondence with DOT officials and representatives of Cirium, a private data 
contractor housing various aviation data on its platform. We also conducted electronic data testing for missing 
data and obvious errors. We determined these data were sufficiently reliable for the purpose identified in the 
“uses” column of table 2.

Table 2: Description of Data Used for Analysis of Air Service

Data Source Description Uses
2018–2024 T-100 domestic 
segment dataa

DOT, Bureau of Transportation 
Statistics. Data downloaded from 
Cirium, a private data contractor 
housing various aviation data on 
its platform.

Domestic nonstop segment 
data reported by carriers, 
including carrier, origin, 
destination, departures 
performed, available seats, 
passengers onboard, etc. 

To track trends in level of air 
service, as measured by key 
metrics.

2018–2023 airport hub 
category data

DOT/ FAA Airports grouped into five 
categories based on passenger 
boarding data. 

To assign each airport to its size 
group and to calculate the 
weight associated with each 
airport size category used in the 
calculation of connectivity index.

2018–2024 Essential Air 
Service (EAS) reportsb

DOT Information on each EAS 
contract, including the origin 
airport code.

To define EAS airports over our 
period of analysis.

Source: GAO’s analysis of Department of Transportation (DOT) and Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) data.  |  GAO-26-107751

Notes: We used the various data sources listed in the table to track trends in scheduled passenger air service to nonhub airports from calendar years 
2018 through 2024. For each data source, we used the most recent data available at the time of the analysis.
aAccording to DOT officials, DOT periodically revises historical T-100 data after carriers resubmit their data. We downloaded the T-100 data for 2018 
through 2023 in March 2024, and the T-100 data for 2024 in April 2025.
bEAS provides federal subsidies to air carriers to serve certain eligible communities.

Data Preparation

We downloaded the T-100 domestic segment data from Cirium, a private data contractor housing various 
aviation data on its platform.54 This database reports monthly air carrier traffic information from certified U.S. air 
carriers. The data include the origin and destination of flights, operating carrier, number of departures 
scheduled and performed, passengers, and seats. In addition to operating carriers, Cirium includes the 
associated marketing carriers reported in the schedule data. 

We prepared the T-100 data with a few additional filters and restrictions. We restricted the data by dropping 
flights with either an origin or destination outside the contiguous United States. Additionally, we retained flights 
that represent scheduled passenger service and dropped observations with zero departures performed, zero 
available seats, and zero passengers transported, which are potentially erroneous. For observations with load 
factors—a measure of the percentage of seats occupied by passengers—greater than 100 percent that are 
likely erroneous, we replaced passenger count with available seats. Moreover, we deleted flights marketed by 

54DOT’s T-100 traffic reports contain domestic market data reported by both U.S. and foreign air carriers, including carrier, origin, 
destination, and service class for enplaned passengers, freight, and mail when both origin and destination airports are located within 
the boundaries of the United States and its territories. 
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foreign carriers. We also restricted both origin and destination airports to those with at least 2,500 
enplanements in 2018, based on the statutory definition of public airports with commercial service. We further 
restricted the data to include routes with at least 52 annual departures, which is equivalent to about one 
departure per week.

Data Analysis

We conducted our analysis on a directional basis—that is, a route departing from airport A to destination 
airport B is treated as a separate route from a route departing from airport B to destination airport A—and used 
the marketing carrier instead of the operating carrier to identify the airline. We calculated the average (mean) 
for two key metrics each year to track the changes in air service for nonhub airports and airports of other sizes, 
as well as for nonhub airports receiving or not receiving EAS subsidized air service.

Average daily departures per route. For each route, we used annual departures and divided this number by 
the number of days per year to calculate average daily departures per year. We then calculated the mean of 
route-level average daily departures to calculate average daily departures for each airport. For airports within 
each size category, we calculated the mean of average daily departures of all the routes departing from 
airports of each size category each year.

Connectivity index score. We used Wittman and Swelbar’s Airport Connectivity Quality Index (ACQI), which 
is a function of the frequency of available scheduled flights, the quantity and quality of destinations serviced, 
and the quantity and quality of connecting destinations.55

55Michael Wittman and William Swelbar, “Modeling Changes in Connectivity at U.S. Airports: A Small Community Perspective,” Report 
No. ICAT-2013-05 (June 2013). 
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Table 3: Weights Assigned by Airport Size Group for Analysis of Connectivity

Airport size group Year
2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Large hub 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Medium hub 0.23 0.23 0.23 0.24 0.24 0.23 0.23
Small hub 0.05 0.05 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.06
Nonhub 0.006 0.006 0.007 0.007 0.006 0.006 0.006
Non-primary nonhub 0.0003 0.0008 0.0008 0.0005 0.0006 0.0006 0.0006

Source: GAO analysis of Department of Transportation data.  |  GAO-26-107751

Note: To calculate the Airport Connectivity Quality Index (ACQI), we assigned weights to the nonstop and connecting airport, where the weights are 
computed by finding the average enplanement levels for each airport type for a given year, and then computing a ratio of each type’s average 
enplanement level to the large hub average enplanement level.

We first calculated the connectivity index score for each airport. Then we calculated the mean connectivity 
index score for airports within each size category each year.

Objective 2

To address the second objective, we reviewed options stakeholders identified in our prior work on securing and 
maintaining air service to small communities. We interviewed DOT officials with the Office of Aviation Analysis, 
which administers SCASDP, and reviewed applicable statutes and grant applications and awards for SCASDP 
from fiscal years 2018 through 2023 (the most recent SCASDP award cycle). We also interviewed aviation 
stakeholders that we selected based on their knowledge of nonhub airports (i.e., the American Association of 
Airport Executives, the Airport Consultants Council, and the National Association of State Aviation Officials), as 
well as airport representatives at the selected nonhub airports described below.

Objective 3

To address the third objective, we conducted interviews—and four site visits to nonhub airports—with 
representatives from a nongeneralizable sample of seven non-EAS nonhub airports (see table 4). We selected 
these nonhub airports to reflect a variety of service changes and geographic locations. We also based our 
selection on previously identified challenges to securing and maintaining air service, and on stakeholder 
suggestions. We assessed service changes from 2018 to 2023 to identify airports that had decreased service 
(i.e., their average daily departures per route had declined while maintaining higher load factors) or that had 
increased service (i.e., they had at least a 10-percent increase in average daily departures per route).56

56We identified our selected airports using our analysis of DOT data from 2018 through 2023, the most recent year of available data at 
that time. 
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Table 4: Nongeneralizable Selection of Non-EAS Nonhub Airports for Interviews and Site Visits 

Airport Location 
Abraham Lincoln Capital Airport (SPI) Springfield, IL (visit) 
Cherry Capital Airport (TVC) Traverse City, MI
Dubuque Regional Airport (DBQ) Dubuque, IA (visit)
Grand Junction Regional Airport (GJT) Grand Junction, CO (visit)
Hilton Head Island Airport (HHH) Hilton Head Island, SC
Pangborn Memorial Airport (EAT) Wenatchee, WA (visit)
Southwest Wyoming Regional Airport in Rock 
Springs (RKS)

Rock Springs, WY

Source: GAO. │ GAO-26-107751

Note: Airports selected were not receiving subsidized service through the Essential Air Service (EAS) program.

In addition, we interviewed state aviation officials that we selected in conjunction with several of these airports, 
including aviation officials from state departments of transportation in Illinois, Michigan, Washington, and 
Wyoming. We also interviewed aviation stakeholders selected based on their knowledge of nonhub airports, as 
described above. Finally, we reviewed interviews and analyses from our prior work on trends in air service to 
small communities.57

We conducted this performance audit from August 2024 to December 2025 in accordance with generally 
accepted government auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our 
audit objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives.

57GAO-24-106681. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-24-106681
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Appendix II: Profiles of Selected Nonhub Airports
We collected information for profiles of each of the seven nonhub primary (nonhub) airports we selected for our 
review.58

Community, airport, and air service. To describe each community and airport, recent changes to air service, 
and flights currently offered, we interviewed airport and community representatives from October 2024 to May 
2025. We also reviewed publicly available information about these communities and airports, such as grant 
applications and airport websites, press releases, and annual reports, as well as local websites promoting 
tourism and economic development.

To describe air service trends since 2018, we analyzed changes in each airport’s connectivity index score—a 
measure of a passenger’s degree of access to the aviation system—from flight data that U.S. passenger 
airlines reported to the Department of Transportation (DOT) from 2018 through 2024 (see fig. 9).

Figure 9: Connectivity Index Score for Selected Nonhub Airports and Mean Connectivity Index Score for All Nonhub Airports, 
2018–2024

58For this review, we selected a nongeneralizable sample of seven nonhub airports that do not receive subsidized air service through 
DOT’s Essential Air Service (EAS) program (non-EAS nonhub airports) based on air service changes, previously identified challenges 
to securing and maintaining air service, geographic location, and stakeholder suggestions. For more information, see appendix I.



Appendix II: Profiles of Selected Nonhub Airports

Page 32 GAO-26-107751  Commercial Aviation

Accessible Data for Figure 9: Connectivity Index Score for Selected Nonhub Airports and Mean Connectivity Index Score for 
All Nonhub Airports, 2018–2024

Calendar 
year

Traverse 
City, MI

Grand 
Junction, 
CO

Hilton Head 
Island, SC

Mean 
nonhub 
airports

Springfield, 
IL

Rock 
Springs, WY

Wenatchee, 
WA

Dubuque, IA

2018 18.5 17.2 7.4 10.5 9.3 6.4 7.3 7.2
2019 20.1 18.3 10.5 11 9.4 6.6 7.4 7.3
2020 14.6 14.7 10 8.7 7.7 6 6 5.8
2021 19.5 18.7 15.5 9.8 8.6 6.3 6.4 6.1
2022 17.6 15.2 10.7 9.4 8.1 5.8 5.8 5.8
2023 17.8 15.8 9.5 9.2 6.8 5.9 5.5 4.6
2024 19 16.4 9.7 9.7 7.1 6.4 6.2 4.6

Souce: GAO analysis of Department of Transportation data. | GAO-26-107751

Note: Under statute, nonhub primary airports have less than 0.05 percent but more than 10,000 of annual U.S. commercial enplanements. We used 
Federal Aviation Administration enplanement data for 2018 to determine airport size.

We also analyzed changes in average daily departures per route for each of the seven airports selected for our 
review and for non-EAS nonhub airports not receiving subsidized service more generally, as illustrated in figure 
10.
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Figure 10: Percentage Change from 2018 to 2024 in Average Daily Departures per Route for Nonhub Airports Not Receiving 
EAS-Subsidized Service, Including Selected Nonhub Airports

Note: Includes average daily departures per route for nonhub primary airports not receiving subsidized service under the Essential Air Service (EAS) 
program. We conducted our analysis for calendar years. Under statute, nonhub primary airports have less than 0.05 percent but more than 10,000 of 
annual U.S. commercial enplanements. We used Federal Aviation Administration enplanement data for 2018 to determine airport size.

For the nonhub airports selected for this review, the percentage change in average daily departures per route 
ranged from -6 percent to -94 percent from 2018 to 2024 (see table 5).

Table 5: Change from 2018 to 2024 in Average Daily Departures per Route for Selected Nonhub Airports

Airport location Change in average daily departures per 
route from 2018 to 2024: Number

Change in average daily departures per 
route from 2018 to 2024: Percentage

Dubuque, IA 2.6 to 0.1 -94%
Hilton Head Island, SC 2.7 to 1 -65
Grand Junction, CO 2.1 to 2 -6
Rock Springs, WY 1.8 to 1.7 -8
Springfield, IL 1.6 to 0.6 -61
Traverse City, MI 2.2 to 1 -56
Wenatchee, WA 3.1 to 2 -36
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Source: GAO analysis of Department of Transportation (DOT) data.  │  GAO-26-107751

Airport catchment and leakage. We described the catchment for each airport, which includes the geographic 
area from which an airport can reasonably expect to draw commercial air service passengers. An airport’s 
catchment area is affected by several factors, including geographic and access considerations, as well as 
proximity to competing airports. Representatives from each selected airport provided information about 
passenger leakage, which occurs when travelers from one airport’s catchment area, or core market, drive to 
another airport for air service or to their final destination. As discussed above, leakage may occur when 
travelers seek out better flight options, lower fares, or more convenient air service at a more distant airport.

Participation in the Small Community Air Service Development Program. To describe each airport’s 
participation in DOT programs, we collected information through interviews with individual airports and a review 
of federal grant information. Relevant programs include (1) the Small Community Air Service Development 
Program (SCASDP), which provides federal grants to fund strategies to improve air service and address airfare 
issues at eligible communities; and (2) Essential Air Service (EAS), which provides federal subsidies to air 
carriers serving certain eligible small communities.
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Appendix III: Air Service Programs in Wyoming
The majority of Wyoming’s airports face challenges in securing and maintaining air service, according to a 
2018 state plan for improving commercial air service, given the state’s small population and far-flung 
communities.59 Recognizing these challenges, the state’s legislature has provided support to address air 
service deficiencies and build stability throughout the state through two programs administered by the 
Aeronautics Division within Wyoming Department of Transportation (DOT). The Air Service Enhancement 
Program (ASEP) provides grants to individual communities for air service development, whereas the Capacity 
Purchase Agreement (CPA) program contracts with an airline to provide service to other airports.60

Wyoming’s programs are unique, according to several of the stakeholders we spoke with, because they seek 
to promote air service statewide. All nine of Wyoming’s commercial airports have received air service with state 
or federal support, either from one of Wyoming’s two funding programs or from the Essential Air Service (EAS) 
program (see fig. 11).61

Figure 11: Wyoming Commercial Air Service Airports Receiving Subsidized Air Service in Calendar Year 2024

Note: The EAS program provides federal subsidies to air carriers to serve certain eligible communities. ASEP and CPA are programs administered by 
Wyoming Department of Transportation to address air service deficiencies throughout the state. Riverton, Rock Spring, and Sheridan participated in 
EAS until 2006, when the airports in these communities were deemed no longer in need of a subsidy.

59Wyoming Department of Transportation, Commercial Air Service Improvement Plan (July 2018). 

60Wyo. Stat. §§ 10-3-601, 10-7-104. 

61As discussed above, the Department of Transportation’s EAS program provides subsidized air service to eligible communities 
throughout the United States and in Puerto Rico. 
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Air Service Enhancement Program (ASEP). A grant program created by the state legislature in 2004, ASEP 
is administered by Wyoming’s Aeronautics Commission to help communities pay airlines minimum revenue 
guarantees for both “primary” and “growth” service.62 The program prioritizes air service on a network carrier 
with a minimum of two flights (and up to three flights) daily to a hub airport. When used to secure such 
“primary” service, state funding requires a 40-percent local match. By contrast, if a community pursues 
“growth” service, such as on a low-cost carrier like Avelo for leisure travel, then the state funding requires a 60-
percent local match. While ASEP was described in the state’s 2018 Commercial Air Service Improvement Plan 
as a good return on investment, the program had not addressed the long-term goal of securing reliable air 
service throughout the state.63 In response, the state DOT convened a working group pursuant to state statute 
that developed a new model using a statewide capacity purchase agreement.

Capacity Purchase Agreement (CPA). Under the CPA program, Wyoming contracted with one airline—
SkyWest Airlines, operating for United Airlines—to purchase air service capacity for four communities: Gillette, 
Riverton, Rock Springs, and Sheridan. (Cheyenne joined the program for the new fiscal year beginning July 
2025.) Through this contract, state officials, community stakeholders, and others worked to obtain air service 
for selected communities as a group, rather than seeking to obtain air service individually with minimum 
revenue guarantees. Officials with the state DOT’s Aeronautics Division told us the CPA program gave 
communities negotiating advantages, reduced market fragmentation, and—by requiring local funding 
matches—incentivized communities to ensure that the resulting air service succeeded. Local communities 
provide a 40-percent match to state funding, according to state officials.

According to state officials and airport representatives we spoke with, communities in the CPA program have 
been able to negotiate flight schedules and have worked with SkyWest to help the airline retain passengers. 
Aeronautics Division officials told us the CPA communities did not lose all air service during the COVID-19 
pandemic, as some larger, much less remote communities did. Moreover, the community of Gillette will exit the 
program in 2026, having secured air service with United Airlines to Denver that will not require state subsidies. 
State officials and an airport representative from Rock Springs told us, however, that despite the CPA 
program’s successes, air service costs have gone up significantly in the last few years and threaten the 
program’s sustainability. In the absence of additional state funding, state DOT officials anticipate that the CPA 
program will be exhausted by July 1, 2026.64

62In this context, primary air service involves scheduled commercial service to a hub airport where a traveler can readily connect with a 
mainline carrier. By contrast, growth service involves service beyond basic need, including service to a variety of destinations to 
increase tourism, typically involving low-cost carriers focused on leisure travel.

63Wyoming DOT, Commercial Air Service Improvement Plan (July 2018).

64According to a state DOT official, the CPA program is funded by appropriations from the Legislative Stabilization Reserve Account, 
which is akin to the state’s rainy-day fund. 
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