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C
As an increasing number of U.S. airports

continue to seek ways to capture a sense of
place in their airport concession environ-
ments, brewery-branded airport pubs have
proven to be a boon to both airports seeking
that local flair and concessionaires hoping
to draw in a wide range of passengers. For
more than a decade, the popularity of craft
American beer has skyrocketed as
consumers have become more adventurous
and open to new drinking experiences, as
well as more concerned with supporting
local, small businesses. 

“People are drinking up in some ways –
trying things that are a little bit different,
even compared to just five years ago,” says
Richard Schneider, COO of travel
hospitality for Delaware North. “How we
drink has changed. You’re still going to get
folks that want a Miller Lite or Bud Light,
but you have a lot of people that want to
experience the local community as they
travel and that’s a great opportunity for us.”

This “locavore” movement began in the
food industry, as many restaurants embraced
the farm-to-table concept by sourcing from

nearby food purveyors, and the trend quickly
spread to the beverage industry as dozens –
and now hundreds – of homegrown,
independent breweries popped up around
the country, beginning with a Boston-based
brewery that is now synonymous with the
U.S. craft beer movement.

“There’s been a craft beer craze since the
1990s. It was all started by Samuel Adams,”
says Pat Murray, executive vice president of
SSP America, which operates nearly 20
pubs throughout North America.

Murray adds that as the popularity of craft

raft craze
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Airport Brew Pubs 
Promote, Celebrate Local Beer

The Yazoo Brewing kiosk opened on
Nashville International’s Concourse C in

October 2013 and earned just under
$500,000 in gross sales in 2014.

Thanks to an airportwide liquor license,
passengers at BNA can purchase beer
at the kiosk and walk freely throughout

the airport’s security area.
Photo credit: Peyton Hoge, Nashville International
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breweries has grown immensely in recent
years, there’s been a natural progression from
street-side breweries to airport concepts. 

“Trying local beers is part of today’s travel
experience so it’s natural that the popularity
of brew pubs extended into airports,” he says. 

Focus On Providing 
Local Flair, Authenticity

Over the past two years, the San Diego
County Regional Airport Authority
completely redeveloped the concession

program at San Diego International
(SAN), says Jim DeCock, real estate
manager for the authority. As part of this
redevelopment, the airport partnered with
High Flying Foods and San Diego brewery
Stone Brewing Co. to open an outpost of
the brewery in SAN’s Terminal 2. 

Kevin Westlye, president and COO of
High Flying Foods, says Stone brew pub
reaches sales among the top 10 restaurants
within SAN out of 50 concepts as of
March. Westlye attributes Stone Brewing’s
popularity to a general increase in craft beer

consumption and that the airport concept
offers passengers a taste of San Diego. 

“Craft beer has become an increasingly
popular alternative to liquor and wine
consumption lately, but many passengers
may not have had time to visit one of San
Diego’s great craft breweries during their
visit,” Westlye says. “At Stone, they can
taste many varieties of the local brand’s
craft beer and specialty bottles, as well as an
extensive food menu specifically designed
to pair favorably with Stone beer.” 

In this way, Stone bolsters SAN’s overall

craze
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goal of creating an authentic local feel. 
“At SAN’s Stone Brewing pub,

passengers have the opportunity to take in
the San Diego experience right up until
their flight,” DeCock adds. “They can even
take the experience beyond the airport by
purchasing beer by the bottle to enjoy at
their destination.”

At Phoenix Sky Harbor International
(PHX), SSP America-operated Four Peaks
Brewery in Terminal 4 is one of the airport’s
top earners among its full-service restaurant
concepts, generating sales of more than 
$7.5 million in calendar year 2014, says
Paula Kucharz, PHX’s business development
manager. 

“Brew pubs are a great way to expose
passengers to the local flavor,” she says.
“Four Peaks Brewing Co. has a strong
local following and has been recognized
nationally for its craft beers. PHX’s Four
Peaks Brewery location captures the
essence and design of the street-side

locations so that passengers really do get a
sense of place when they visit.”

Doug Draper, senior director of adult
beverages and bar development for
HMSHost Corp., also notes the
importance of brew pubs in helping give
airport passengers a true local experience
they may not get at other more generically
branded dining concepts. 

“Craft brewing and experiencing new
beers are more popular than ever before,
and the appeal of the airport brew pub is
that is gives travelers who may be less
familiar with the region and the unique
beers available there the chance to have an
authentic regional experience,” he says. 

Airport Locations Give Breweries 
Greater Name Recognition

It’s not just the airports and concessionaries
benefiting from the expansion of brew pubs in
airports nationwide. The breweries

themselves are given an advantage by having
their brands prominently displayed in venues
that millions of people pass through each day. 

“Having an airport location can be
hugely beneficial for a brewery because the
exposure to a global audience exists more
readily in an airport compared to a regional
street-side location,” Draper explains.
“Name recognition proliferates much faster
with this exposure and sales are strong due
to the high-volume nature of airports.” 

HMSHost operates several brew pubs in
airports across the country, including Cigar
City Brewing at Tampa International
(TPA), which is unique in that beer is
brewed on-site – a feat logistically difficult
for many airports to achieve. 

“At Cigar City Brewing, the brewers are
the ones doing the on-site brewing while
HMSHost associates assist and are mainly
focused on operating the restaurant and
ensuring beers are poured properly and
service is fast,” Draper says.

Left: At Cigar City Brewing at Tampa
International, beer is brewed on-site – 
a difficult feat for many airports to
achieve – by the brewers themselves;
HMSHost Corp.’s staff assists with daily
operations, including ensuring beer is
poured correctly and service is efficient.
Photo credit: HMSHost Corp. 

Below: Delaware North’s proprietary
brew pub Cross Grain will open three
locations by year’s end at Boise, Will
Rogers World and Fort Lauderdale-
Hollywood International. Although many
design elements will be the same
across Cross Grain locations, Delaware
North will incorporate as many local
elements as possible to give each
location its own unique sense of place.
Photo credit: Delaware North
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Many airports and concessionaires stress
the importance of working closely with
brewery owners in the development and
operations of their airport locations to ensure
the brewery is being authentically represented
and the beer handled appropriately. 

“The owners of Stone Brewing were
involved throughout the design of the airport
location,” Westlye says. “Many meetings and
conversations were held to honor the look
and feel of Stone while meeting the specific
and detailed criteria for the airport. We meet
regularly with Stone executives to share
information and review current beer offerings
and upcoming releases.” 

With the SAN Stone Brewing location
also allowing passengers to take bottled
beer to go, the Stone Brewing name quite
literally travels beyond just San Diego and
the airport, furthering the brewery’s
chances of reaching a wide audience and
increasing awareness of its brand.

“The big thing our local partners want is
brand authenticity,” says SSP America’s
Murray. “So our goal is to replicate the street-
side ambiance, service levels and quality of
the beer and food. For example, Laurelwood
Public House and Brewery’s mantra is ‘a
place where friends and family meet’ so we’re

determined to being true to a welcoming pub
environment at the brewery’s Portland
International (PDX) location.” 

To ensure this, brewery owners are
involved in every step of the process, from
the initial proposal and design to training
and day-to-day operations, Murray says. 

“We wouldn’t have it any other way,” he
says. “It’s one of the top reasons we’ve been
successful.”

Delaware North’s Schneider concurs that
the key to running a successful airport brew
pub is frequent contact with the brewery
owners, with Delaware North
implementing training programs for all brew
pub staff. The company operates Boulder
Beer Tap House at Denver International
(DEN) and is in talks with Terrapin Beer
Co. to open a brew pub at Hartsfield–Jackson
Atlanta International (ATL). 

“We want brewers to be very involved
and we want to make sure our staff is well
trained and certified to serve regionally
specific brews, so we have a training
program with a certification at the end of it
so that the staff can learn the characteristics
of each beer and the proper way to pour
each and the different things to tell guests
about each beer,” he says.  

Greater Consumer Experience

At Nashville International (BNA), the
HMSHost-operated Yazoo Brewing kiosk
offers craft beer lovers a unique and
unprecedented amount of freedom and
flexibility, leading to an overall greater
guest experience: Passengers who purchase
a beer at the kiosk, or at any of BNA’s
venues that offer wine, beer and spirits, can
then walk freely around the entire secure
area of the airport, thanks to an airportwide
license obtained in fall 2013. 

“To make the distinction, there are other
airports that allow you to walk freely with
your beverage away from the concept at
which you purchased it, but those are under
a single operator’s license,” says Rebecca
Ramsey, assistant director of properties for
the Metropolitan Nashville Airport
Authority. “We’re the only airport authority
that actually possesses the airportwide
license. Because of this, we’re inclined to
promote that service to our guests because
we do believe it is a huge benefit to them,
especially when a bar or lounge is full. We
want our patrons to know that they don’t
have to forgo that beer before their flight
just because there are no open bar seats.”

At Stone Brewing Co. at
San Diego International,

passengers are provided an
authentic San Diego

experience through many
local beer offerings, as well

as a farm-to-table menu
that was designed to pair
well with Stone Brewing’s

beers. Passengers may also
purchase bottled beer to

take with them to their
destination, which helps
expand Stone Brewing’s

audience beyond the San
Diego region.

Photo credit: Stone Brewing Co.
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Ramsey explains that when the airport
authority and HMSHost were choosing
concepts to open under this newly instated
regulation, partnering with Yazoo Brewing
Co. was a clear choice because of its huge
following in Nashville. 

“We knew that they’re one of the leaders,
if not the leader, in the local craft beer

market in Nashville so we were absolutely
inclined to pursue them. The Yazoo kiosk
has been hugely successful thanks to the
brewery’s voracious fan base,” she says,
adding that in 2014, Yazoo brought in gross
sales just south of $500,000. “Not bad for a
relatively small kiosk with eight taps. And
there’s no food associated with this – that is

pure beer sales.” 
Thanks to the popularity of Yazoo and

the airport’s overall unique alcohol policy,
each dining and/or bar concept at BNA is
averaging an additional $20,000 to $30,000
per month in sales, Ramsey notes.

Another way the Yazoo Brewing kiosk
stresses the importance of consumer



The Phoenix Sky Harbor
International location of
Four Peaks Brewing in
Terminal 4 closely
replicates the brewery’s
street-side locations to
capture a sense of place,
says Paula Kucharz,
PHX’s business
development manager.
Thanks to Four Peaks’
local fan base, it is one of
the airport’s top earners,
with sales reaching 
$7.5 million in 2014.
Photo credit: SSP America
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freedom is with tastings and flights. 
“Any consumer in any environment

wants to have greater control over how they
purchase and enjoy a product,” Ramsey says.
“We offer tastings and beer flights to let
guests try Yazoo beers until they find the one
they want to consume in its entirety. It’s all
about making a better guest experience.” 

Schneider also points to tastings and
flights as being hugely successful. 

“We offer flights so that guests can try
different beers and take a journey,” he says.
“The more choices you give folks, the more
likely they are to take risks and try new
things.”

Brew Pub Expansion 
Opportunities Abound

With the major success of craft breweries
nationwide, airports and concessionaires
alike express interest in expanding their
current concepts or adding more to their
current lineups, including Kucharz at PHX,
Westlye at High Flying Foods, Draper at
HMSHost and Ramsey at BNA.

SSP America’s Murray states that SSP has
plans to open pubs in multiple airports
throughout North America, including
Sacramento International (SMF), George
Bush Intercontinental (IAH), Toronto
Pearson International (YYZ), Orlando
International (MCO) and Montreal-Pierre
Elliott Trudeau International (YUL). SSP
is even in works to create a proprietary brew
pub brand that will allow them to represent
multiple breweries from one city rather than
focus on a single brewery, Murray explains.

This is precisely the next frontier for
Delaware North: opening its own
proprietary brew pub brand called Cross
Grain Brewhouse, with plans at press time
to open at Boise (BOI) in June, Will
Rogers World (OKC) in late July or early
August, and Fort Lauderdale-Hollywood
International (FLL) by the end of the year. 

“What we’ll do is celebrate the local beers
of each market and accentuate that through
not only beer offerings but also on the food
menu, using beer in sauces and breads and
other food products to really drive home
that local feeling,” Schneider explains. 

Although Cross Grain will be a chain
that can be found in multiple cities,
Schneider doesn’t worry about losing that
sense of place that is so prized by airports.
Although there will be a general design
scheme across all Cross Grain locations, the
company is working to make sure each
location is unique and locally driven. 

“We’re striving to bring in local flair
wherever possible, to localize it to the
community,” Schneider says. “With what I’ve
seen at this state, I’m feeling very excited.”




