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 Introduction 

In its “Our Greater San Diego Vision” publication, the San Diego Foundation identified three “traded 

economies” that are of vital importance to San Diego’s future well-being: tourism, the military and 

advanced technology/innovation.   

The East County Economic Development Council (East County EDC) believes that the “Aerotropolis” 

concept has the capacity to support and advance these economies, as well as others, in a manner that will 

establish San Diego as a progressive leader on the local, national, and global stages. 

Economic Potential 

Named as one of Time Magazine’s “10 Ideas That Will Change the World,” the Aerotropolis concept 

calls for the creation of a concentrated economic hub around an airport. It is a new urban form that 

supports cities and communities around them by facilitating and connecting workers, buyers, suppliers, 

executives and goods to the global marketplace.   Industries found in and around airports include: 

 Manufacturing 

 E-commerce fulfillment 

 Telecommunications and logistics 

 Hotels, entertainment complexes, exhibition and conference centers 

 Retail outlets and restaurants 

 Offices for business people who travel frequently by air or engage in global commerce 

 Clusters of business, logistics, and industrial parks 

 Information technology complexes 

 Wholesale merchandise marts and distribution centers 

 National security research and development 

America’s airports are established economic hubs that support and drive regional economies both inside 

and outside the airport fence line. Gillespie Field is already an economic driver in East County and the 

San Diego region, contributing more than $403 million and directly supporting 3,164 jobs annually. 

 “San Diego County’s regional airports are perfect for a mini-aerotropolis network,” said author and 

academic John Kasarda, during a February 2013 visit to Gillespie.  John D. Kasarda defined the term 

"aerotropolis" and works with regions and countries worldwide to leverage airports and their surrounding 

areas for economic growth. He is author of more than 100 articles and nine books on airport cities, 

aviation infrastructure, economic development, and competitiveness. 

The Vision 

The East County EDC’s Aerotropolis vision includes: 

 Aligning existing assets and opportunities that surround Gillespie Field  

 Identifying and planning for specific, targeted investment geared towards establishing the 

Aerotropolis  

 Turning the Aerotropolis concept into an economic engine that will benefit the entire San Diego 

region.   

http://www.eastcountyedc.org/
http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,2059521_2059701,00.html
http://www.sdcounty.ca.gov/dpw/airports/gillespie.html
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Why Here, Why Now 

Gillespie Field’s infrastructure makes it an ideal hub for investment.  With the recent connection of SR 

52-125-67 and the County’s decision to allocate more than 70 acres of airport property towards 

development, establishment of an Aerotropolis in the East County will bring a new employment center 

that can grow jobs near where people live. 

Unparalleled Opportunities  

National Security 

• Command, Control, Communications, Computers, Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance 

(C4ISR) 

• Unmanned Air Vehicles (UAV) -- R&D, Testing, Manufacture, including supply chain 

• First Responder Tech Support Center 

– New product tests 

– Technology and tactical Demonstrations 

– Training, Field Tests, Simulated Incidents 

– Potential agencies:  ICE, including Border Patrol, FBI, state and local law enforcement, 

fire, rescue, post-disaster response (FEMA)  

Logistics Center 

• SR 52-125-67 nexus  

– A regional advantage 

– Connects to border 

– Reaches Port, points East and North  

• Intermodal Transit facility 

– Trolley and bus 

– Will give workers and community access 

– Zipcar facility  

Trade – Import/Export 

• Free Trade Zone (FTZ) covers all of San Diego County 

• Allows companies to import, conduct further fabrication, then export, without paying custom 

duties 

• Set-up center to inform businesses and assist them complete paperwork 

Tourism/Hospitality 

• Hotels with conference space 

– Longstanding East County need 

– Critical for Aerotropolis vision to succeed 

• Museums 

– Restoration of existing air  

and space museum annex 

– Private museums 
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Nearsourcing Supply Chain 

• Defense/Aerospace 

– San Diego Connectory Profiles – 2,200 

– East County Connectory Profiles – 336 

• Cyber Security, Sensors, Reconnaissance 

• Wireless Health/Medical Devices 

• Design, Prototyping, Engineering  

Aviation Operations 

• Maintenance Repair Operations 

– Pilots and maintenance technicians in high demand 

– Expensive aircraft maintenance means some owners “rent” engines 

– Veterans can be excellent source of technicians 

– Will need to address scarcity of FAA-certified training 

• Cajon Air Center Development 

– Complements Aerotropolis 

– Vision will align with current County plans, think beyond 

• New FAA Interpretation of Through-the-Fence Access 

– Will identify where, when it makes sense for County 

– Aligns with Santee’s plans for Prospect Avenue  

Workforce 

• Education/workforce development 

– A-STEM 

– K-12, college and university 

• FAA technician training 

• Pilot training  

• Air traffic control 

• Advanced manufacturing 

• Logistics management 

• Aerospace/defense R&D 

• First responder operations center 

• Events and conferences  

Proposed Elements of a Strategic Roadmap to Implement the Aerotropolis Vision 

 Research elements of successful aerotropolis  

 Identify and characterize existing assets, competitive advantages that can be leveraged 

 Identify opportunities for investment and development of high-value industry sectors 

 Identify challenges that must be overcome 

 Align Aerotropolis Plan with existing airport, regional, and local master and specific plans 

 Define optimal geographic radius for Aerotropolis  

 Set near, mid, and far term priorities, action plans 

 Be flexible to respond to emerging opportunities, respond to inevitable obstacles 

Partnerships and Needs 

In early 2013, East County EDC requested guidance, funding, resources and best practice support from 

the San Diego Foundation to:  
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 Fund the various stages of the Gillespie Field Aerotropolis visioning effort 

 Understand and articulate the size and scope of the project 

 Bring in subject matter experts to establish an economic development plan for the Aerotropolis 

 Engage the San Diego region to garner support, buy-in and ways to incorporate it within the 

Greater San Diego Vision and any other regional visioning efforts.   

In March 2013, the Foundation awarded the East County EDC $50,000 to fund the initial planning, 

strategic development, and collaboration needed to fuel the Aerotropolis conversation. This award 

provides critical matching funds for two public sector grant applications currently pending.  

These applications, which are receiving positive consideration, are for resources to support development 

of the Aerotropolis vision.  Specifically, the East County EDC and its partners have applied for the 

following grant:   

U.S. Economic Development Administration (EDA) Planning grant for $40,000 – EDA’s focus is 

job creation in underserved areas. Gillespie Field is located in a County-identified redevelopment 

area. The environs surrounding that airport could benefit greatly from the workforce development 

potential of the Aerotropolis. Although the reviewing body has made a tentative positive decision, 

final determination is still outstanding. (Grant awarded on 30 September 2013.) 

Challenges 

 Bradley/SR 67 

 Demise of Redevelopment Agencies, Funding 

 Accessibility for low to moderate income & disabled population (poor public transit) 

 Aligning stakeholders across jurisdictions 

 California’s regulatory impediments  

 

Collaborations  

Partners include, but are not limited to: 

San Diego Regional Airport Authority 

City of Santee 

City of El Cajon 

County of San Diego 

San Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG) 

Metropolitan Transit System (MTS)  

South County EDC – (US Economic Development Administration (EDA) grant)  

Other Economic Development and Workforce Partners 

Community Members 


