Thanks To Loosening Restrictions, Bars Are
A Bright Spot In Airport Concessions

Since March 2020, many states have legalized the
sale of alcohol to-go to help restaurants and bars stay
afloat while their regular service has been drastically
affected by the pandemic. There are currently 39
states, plus the District of Columbia, where this change
has been made — and this May, 15.of them decided to
make to-go alecohel sales permanent, While another six
extended the temporary measure until at least 2022..

With this major landscape change, airport
restaurants and bars have alse-been afforded the abiliey-«
to serve travelers takesaway-alcohol, allowing them to
capture demand despite dine-in restrictions. ="
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“In the past six, nine, 12 months we've
become very flexible with many things that
I thought we would never be able to do in the
airport, and one of them in California was
letting people walk around the terminals
and gate area with beer or liquor,” says
Jim DeCock, interim director of revenue
generation and partnership development
for San Diego County Regional Airport
Authority. “With no seating or limited
seating in bars and restaurants during
early COVID-19 restrictions, this was a
great benefit to concessionaires to increase
their add-on sales, and to passengers from a
service perspective.”

To-go alcohol sales are currently a
temporary allowance in California, but
there’s a good chance it will become
permanent, as a bill proposing just that
passed unanimously through the state
senate in May. At press time, the bill
was awaiting consideration by the state
assembly. If passed there, it will go to the
governor’s desk.

Some airports already allowed for
travelers to enjoy to-go beverages
throughout the terminal, even before
COVID-19 and before many state laws
began to change. St. Louis Lambert
International Airport, for instance, has
been able to offer this service since 2018.
“We were looking for an opportunity to
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Right: Where permissible, HMSHost
has added adult beverages to its
existing grab-and-go kiosks and

has introduced bar cart kiosks to
provide more options for travelers.
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increase sales in underserved areas of
the airport and improve our customers’
experience,” says Roger Lotz, public
information manager for the airport. “We
started the process by talking to our airline
partners, and once they were on board,
we went to St. Louis County officials and
finally worked a state law change through
the Missouri legislature.”

Lotz notes that the reaction to the
change has been very positive for everyone
involved. “Sales and revenue have
increased, and passengers appear to enjoy
the amenity. Most notably, there have been
no complaints regarding this new option,
and the fear of over-served passengers
attempting to board flights has never
materialized.”

Left: Thanks to stadium licensing,
concessionaires were able to allow
guests to walk the terminals with
alcohol purchased at their restaurants
and bars in a growing number of
airports. (Paradies Lagardére’s Bar Louie
pictured.)

John Glenn Columbus International
Airport (CMH) has been one of the more
recent airports to allow to-go alcohol
sales, since Ohio law only began allowing
for it in the airport as of this April — but
it’s a permanent change. “Many of our
customers wanted the option to grab a
beverage and go sit elsewhere to relax or
do some work prior to their departure,
rather than sitting in the restaurant or
bar,” says Todd Carter, senior manager of
concessions for CMH. “This new amenity
enhances the travel experience for those
who prefer to find a quiet, distanced area
to enjoy their beverage, while also allowing
concessionaires to expand their reach.”

Jens Baake, president of the dining
division for Paradies Lagardere, notes that
thanks to stadium licensing, the company
was able to allow guests to walk the
terminals with alcohol purchased at their
restaurants and bars in quite a few airports
before COVID-19. “But the importance
of this grew considerably as the amount
of seating in restaurants became very
restrictive during COVID,” he says. “Our
bar business, like all dining and retail, was
affected tremendously by the pandemic,
but as we see travelers start to return, we're
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Above: \When in-person
dining was shut down,
new laws allowing for
to-go alcohol sales
allowed concessionaires
like Areas USA to open
operations that otherwise
would have had to stay

closed — a bright spot
in an otherwise bleak
landscape.

noticing — and welcoming — a return to our
bars and restaurants. The main goal is to
get back to some sense of ‘normalcy’ while
simultaneously making travelers feel safe
and comfortable, and giving them options
like to-go drinks helps with this goal.”

To-Go s A Boon

HMSHost currently offers to-go alcohol in
45 airports and is working to secure approvals
to provide this offering in nine additional
airports, according to Tyler Pitman, vice
president of portfolio development and brand
partnerships, who says there’s high demand
for it.

In addition to allowing for this feature at
its restaurant and bar locations, HMSHost
has also added adult beverages to its existing
grab-and-go kiosks and introduced bar cart
kiosks over the last 14 months to provide
even more options for travelers.
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“The sale of alcoholic beverages to-go
has driven incremental sales by allowing
us to meet the changing expectations of
passengers during the pandemic, as well as
the need-state of our customer base, with
the majority of our guests being leisure
travelers,” Pitman says. “We've learned what
leisure travelers are looking for in food and
beverage as they begin their journey and
we're adapting to provide them a variety of
offerings to complement those needs. With
street-side restaurants across many markets
now offering adult beverages to-go, this is
very much a growing trend and one that
restaurant guests are clearly enjoying given
the success of these new programs.”

Pitman adds that, of course, business
volumes remain considerably lower than
normal due to the decrease in passenger
enplanements, but the company’s adult
beverage mix has increased as an overall
percentage of sales. “We attribute this
to several factors: the larger percentage
of leisure travelers during the pandemic;
behavioral changes due to safety concerns;
the expansion of our to-go product offerings
in beer, wine, cocktails, and hard seltzers;
and an increase in the number of restaurants
and grab-and-go kiosks that are now offering
adult beverages.”

While Richard Schneider, COO of Areas
USA, can’t confidently say that sales of to-go
alcohol have provided a tremendous boost in
revenue given how low enplanements still
are compared to pre-pandemic times, it has
certainly helped. “It gave us the opportunity

to open up bars and capture the demand
that was there, even while restrictions on
bar seating were still in place,” he says. “And
many airlines haven’t been serving alcohol in
their main cabins, so a lot of folks are having
a drink they may have had on the plane
pre-flight instead. It’s been good — nowhere
near what it was, but I think we’re starting to
see some bright spots that indicate that bars
are going to be resilient.”

Where to-go alcohol purchases are
permissible, Delaware North is seeing an
increased margin on sales, according to Brian
Sterner, vice president of food and beverage
operations. “With several more airports and
states changing their alcohol sales policies
during COVID, two-thirds of the airports
where we operate were able to offer alcohol
to-go and it has been a welcome boost to
our business even though we're still not to
pre-pandemic business volume.”

A Hopeful Future

All signs seem to be pointing to more
states allowing for to-go alcohol sales to
remain a permanent fixture of the restaurant
and bar landscape, both on the street and in
the airport, and operators have indeed relied
on these sales to get through these difficult
times.

“During the shutdown, to-go sales were
the majority of our bar sales, so we hope
the allowance becomes permanent and is
adopted by all airports,” says Josh Barone, vice
president of commercial for SSP America.
“As enplanements inch up, there will be
passengers who want to buy a sandwich and a
beer but feel more comfortable purchasing it
from a grab-and-go or ordering it to-go versus
sitting in a busy bar.”

And especially as restrictions on bar
seating are still in effect in many areas, the
ability to offer travelers the option to buy
their drink and take it with them to the gate
will remain crucial.

“Our bar units typically have a very small
footprint, which compounds the impact
of seating restrictions — so for some units
you might only be able to accommodate a
handful of people, which makes operating
those units prohibitive,” Barone says.

Barone adds that there are other
challenges impacting bar businesses right



now, including product shortages in beer,
wine and spirits; the complexities of getting
draft beer systems working properly again
after being shut down for over a year; and
the lengthy process of rehiring and retraining
bartenders and servers in a very tough labor
market.

Areas USA’s Schneider also points to the
labor market as a major obstacle right now.
“Staffing has been a huge challenge for not
only airport concession operators, but the
hospitality industry as a whole,” he says. “It
doesn’t matter what state you live in, what
city you're in, it’s a challenge that has to be
worked through as we reopen.”

With these many obstacles affecting all
hospitality businesses, any little thing that
can boost sales and improve the passenger
experience is needed right now and will
remain relevant into the future, even when
the pandemic is solidly behind us.

“We anticipate and would hope that
to-go service will drive additional sales
moving forward as it provides the traveler
the convenience and flexibility to consume
alcoholic beverages where and when they
want,” Paradies Lagardere’s Baake says. “We'll
continue to focus on the travel experience
and the airport bar plays an important role in
that. Allowing for greater conveniences, such
as more stadium licenses, helps us accomplish
that goal and we feel strongly guests would
both appreciate it and respond positively to it.”

Baake adds that the company plans to
continue evaluating menu offerings that
complement alcohol purchases. “From

branded grab-and-go programs to full
menus, we're paying close attention to
evolving trends and preferences, and reacting
accordingly,” he says. “A great example is
how our Vino Volo offering has evolved.
Our latest opening in Louis Armstrong
New Orleans International Airport (MSY)
carries a full bar with a selection of beer on
tap and operates an adjacent food to-go
market with coffee bar.”

Indeed, as we come out of the pandemic, it
will be important for concessionaires to pay
close attention to how passenger behavior

Left: Many of SSP America’s
bars have very small footprints,
compounding the impact of
seating restrictions, so the
company has relied greatly

on to-go alcohol purchases,
which have accounted for the
majority of bar sales since the
start of the pandemic.

Below: As more and more
states have changed their
laws to allow to-go alcohol
sales, two-thirds of the
airports where Delaware
North operates have made
the change, which has been
a welcome boost to the
concessionaire's sales.

has changed, and offering flexible options
will be key, Schneider says. “I think even
after the pandemic there’s still going to be a
certain consumer that wants the flexibility
to grab a margarita and go sit at the gate,” he
notes. “So, there will be some shifts we need
to be ready for, but I don’t think we’re going
to see people shift away from going to bars
entirely — we're going to gravitate back to bars
because it’s something that not only we want
to do, but that we enjoy doing. You can see
that as the world is reopening, on the street
and in airports. We all miss it.” m
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