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connections. In addition to these modest improvements in flight 
capacity, high-speed rail would add a new dimension to intercity 
travel with a number of other travel and economic benefits.

Managing Demand

A number of potential demand management tools have been sug-
gested to use existing capacity at the three major airports more 
effectively by encouraging higher capacity aircraft and by better 
utilizing the times when airport capacity is not fully used. These 
include bans of small-sized aircraft (under 50 seats), ban of short 
flights (under 250 miles), a cap on the frequency in over-served 
markets, pricing of peak flights to encourage shifts to the off-

peak, and auctions. Most of these either proved unworkable or 
had only a small impact on freeing capacity. A limited number of 
recommendations emerged from this investigation, including the 
possibility of thinning out service in saturated markets. These 
recommendations, most of which would be resisted by some 
constituencies, deserve consideration for their beneficial effects 
on the margin, particularly in the long term at La Guardia, since 
physical expansion is not feasible there.

Regulation can play another role though. As passengers 
respond to higher speed rail service or shift to outlying airports, 
there is no guarantee that airlines will respond by dropping peak-
hour flights. The establishment of a process to encourage airlines 
to drop peak-hour flights would make these other travel options 
more effective to free up peak airport capacity.
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Departing Flights Destined for Markets With and Without Rail Service
Source: Port Authority
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Commercial Access on Highways and Arterials Surrounding JFK Airport
Source: New York City DOT and Regional Plan Association
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Ground Access and Impact on Airport Capacity

The report concludes that the limitations of ground access, while 
in need of attention, do not limit growth. While traffic condi-
tions may cause additional delay and may deter some prospective 
passengers, they will not discourage a large number from flying if 
the imperatives to fly are there. Collaboration among the trans-
portation agencies is recommended to ease traffic congestion 
and to develop the promising short- and long-term bus and rail 
transit options to all three airports outlined in this report.

Expand Existing Airports

After consideration of all the potential capacity-increasing and 
delay-reducing actions – NextGen, outlying airports, intercity 
rail, and regulatory actions – this report concludes that expan-
sion of the capacity at Kennedy and Newark will be necessary. 
Options to expand La Guardia, with a smaller footprint in a 
more developed area, would result in less new capacity with 
greater impacts on local communities and navigation of sur-
rounding waterways.

The Port Authority should begin to plan now since airport 
expansion will not happen overnight and serious capacity defi-
ciencies will become even more apparent in the next ten years. 
At Kennedy, four alternative configurations meet basic airspace 
and capacity criteria. Each has its advantages and disadvantages. 
The choice among them, or with possible variations and phasing 
plans, should be made by the Port Authority, working with the 
local and environmental communities, in the next few years. At 
Newark, one configuration stands out. It is within the airport 
footprint, minimizing impacts off-site, but it would require the 
redesign and relocations of one or more of three terminals on the 
airport.

Conclusion

A successful expansion or reconfiguration at Kennedy and New-
ark, along with NextGen, can meet the twin goals of capacity 
and delay reduction in the 2030s and beyond. Choosing inaction 
will result in an economic drain on the region. It will discourage 
business, limit visits, and prevent our region from fully partici-
pating in the global economy.

The inability of the combined impacts of NextGen, outlying 
airports and faster intercity rail to stem the need for eventual 
airport capacity expansion should not be viewed as a reason 
to deemphasize these actions. To the contrary, they are each 
of great value. NextGen will allow the reduction of delays and 
the expansion of capacity through more accurate tracking and 
more flexible airspace opportunities. Outlying airports such as 
Stewart and MacArthur will serve localized areas, building up 
local economies and offering air travel options. Faster rail travel, 
particularly in the Northeast Corridor, will divert travelers from 
the highways and knit together the economies of the Northeast.

Visit RPA.org to view the full  
report and appendices. 

Recommended Expansion Options for JFK and EWR
Airport Airspace Option Runways

JFK New  
Conventional  
Airspace
All 4-22

4

5

New  
NextGen  
Airspace
13-31

6

7

EWR New  
Conventional  
Airspace
All 4-22

3

 new or modified
 retained
 removed
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Regional Plan Association is America’s oldest and most 
distinguished independent urban research and advocacy group. 
RPA prepares long range plans and policies to guide the growth and 
development of the New York- New Jersey-Connecticut metropolitan 
region. RPA also provides leadership on national infrastructure, 
sustainability, and competitiveness concerns. RPA enjoys broad 
support from the region’s and nation’s business, philanthropic, 
civic, and planning communities.

RPA’s current work is aimed largely at implementing the ideas 
put forth in the Third Regional Plan, with efforts focused in fi ve 
project areas: community design, open space, transportation, 
workforce and the economy, and housing. 

For more information about Regional Plan Association, please visit 
our website, www.rpa.org.
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