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Concessionaires Are Capitalizing
On The Nationwide Craft Brew Craze
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Today’s consumers have come to expect all restaurants and bars — even
big-name chains — to offer locally made craft beers. This is largely thanks to
the amount available on the market today: According to the Brewers
Association, as of November 30, 2016, there are 5,005 breweries in the
United States, compared to fewer than 100 in the 1980s. Of that amount
the Brewers Association says 99 percent are small, independent brewers.

The abundance and booming popularity of microbrews has had a
major effect on airport concessions nationwide.

“There’s been a craft beer craze since the 1990s. Trying local beers is
part of today’s travel experience, so it’s natural that the popularity of
brew pubs extended into airports,” says Pat Murray, executive vice
president of business development for SSP America. “Pubs are very
approachable and casual — there’s a universal appeal.”

Additionally, consumers are increasingly drawn to food and beverages
that they deem artisanal and high quality.

“The foodie trend has affected beer consumption. We don’t only talk
about wine pairings anymore; there are now beer pairings for specific
dishes. It’s an everyman’s artisanal experience,” says Daniel Mufioz,
director of culinary and concept development for Areas USA.

Michelle Ranum, chief marketing and brands officer for Aero Service
Group, also notes this growing consumer preference: “‘Craft,’
‘homemade’ and ‘artisan’ are some predominant keywords trending now
throughout all of the food and beverage industry. Carbon footprint has
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SSP America operates nearly
20 pubs throughout North
America, including several
brewery-branded ones like

Laurelwood Brewery at
Portland International.
Photo by: Dina Avila



also become a household phrase, and
people feel better knowing the things they
eat and drink aren’t trucked from far away.”

Indeed, diners today care more about
where their food and beverage items come
from and how they’re produced. Craft
breweries deliver on these fronts by offering
products that reflect the local region and
that have an inherent homemade feel.

No Signs of Slowing

Despite craft brews carrying a higher price
tag than mainstream labels, beer drinkers
continue to favor these small-batch products.

“Our craft and local beer sales are growing
year over year and are an important sales
driver for us,” SSP America’s Murray says.
“Total restaurant profitability is higher in
concepts with stronger adult beverage sales,
so we are always looking at our entire adult
beverage program to identify growth
opportunities to shift more sales into adult
beverage. Local and craft beers have been a
strong part of that strategy, whether the
restaurant is a brewpub or not.”

SSP America operates nearly 20 pubs
throughout North America, including
brewery-branded ones like Mill Street Brewery
at Toronto Pearson International (YYZ), Four
Peaks Brewery at Phoenix Sky Harbor

International (PHX) and Laurelwood Brewery
at Portland International (PDX), as well as
proprietary bars that offer a range of craft beers.

“Passengers today expect us to offer
national and local craft beers, and we tend
to see higher revenues at venues where we
offer them,” says Steve Bass, north regional
vice president of travel hospitality for
Delaware North.

Alice Cheung, director of food and
beverage brand innovation for Paradies
Lagardeére, notes that sales are actually
lower when craft beer is offered, but that it’s
worth the cost: “Profit margins are going to
be slightly lower when you serve craft beer.
Craft beer is brewed in much smaller
batches, and the brewers often go out of the
way to source specialty ingredients — that’s
what makes the beer special and unique to
our guests. But if we can give our customers
what they are looking for, while helping
those in the communities where we do
business, why wouldn’t we want to do that?”

Local Connection

Connecting to the local community of
each airport is of the utmost importance
to concessionaires — it’s through these
relationships that companies are able to
create a unique sense of place in the

HMSHost Corp. has opened
several brewery-branded
venues in the past year,
including Land-Grant
Brewing in John Glenn
Columbus International.

airport that reflects the local culture.

“People seek out the local places when
they are in airports, and airports are
working hard to provide that local flavor,”
says Tom Whisenand, president of the
Minnesota Craft Brewers Guild. “The
craft brewing industry continues to soar,
and this presents a prime opportunity to put
local craft beers in more mainstream venues
to satisfy the local connection.”

Seizing  this  opportunity, many
concessionaires partner with local breweries
to bring pubs with the same feel and look of
their streetside locations into airports.

“We've invested a lot of time on building
relationships with local breweries,” says
Doug Draper, senior director of adult
beverage for HMSHost Corp. “By
partnering with breweries directly on a bar in
the airport, we help expand their exposure
and increase our craft beer offerings.”

HMSHost has opened several brewery-
branded venues in the past year, including
Land-Grant Brewing in John Glenn
Columbus International (CMH) and
Goose Island Brewery in Chicago O’Hare
International (ORD).

When people travel, they're looking to
explore the local culture, Paradies Lagardere’s
Cheung says. “Part of the benefits of
traveling, whether for work or for play, is that
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you have the opportunity to experience
things outside of your particular town or city,
and this extends to the food experience —
different states or regions have specific food
styles and beer, and people want to get the
full experience of that destination.”

Cheung adds that local and craft beers
have become a bigger part of the company’s
program in recent years. In February 2016
the company partnered with Arkansas
brewery Core Brewing & Distilling Co. to
open the Core Public House in Northwest
Arkansas Regional (XNA).

“We added Core’s Hilltop IPA to our
selection of beers nearly three years ago, and
it quickly became our best seller, so it was
natural for us to expand our relationship with
Core,” says Bill Casey, senior vice president of
food and beverage for Paradies Lagardere.

It’s important to local brewers that their
airport locations are true to their style, SSP
America’s Murray notes. “The big thing our
local partners want is authenticity, so our
goal when we have a local partner is to

replicate the streetside ambiance, service
levels, and quality of the beer and food. Our
partners are involved every step of the
way — from the initial proposal to design
and buildout, and then onto training, day-
to-day management and operations.”

The massive popularity of craft brews has
shaped the way concessionaires approach
their beverage programs. “Previously, our nod
to the craft beer scene was serving an [PA
here and there, but as the trend has become
more widespread we’ve incorporated lagers,
pilsners and other styles to appeal to this
growing audience,” Areas USA’s Mufioz says,
adding that the company features a
minimum of two local beers in all of their
venues. The company also recently opened
Angel City Brewery in Los Angeles
International (LAX).

Branding Opportunity

As the number of breweries across the
country continues to grow, there are certain

states and cities that have numerous local
brands to choose from, and in these places
more and more concessionaires are opening
proprietary brands that serve the range of
beer brewed in the community.

A prime example of this is Aero Service
Group’s Stone Arch restaurant at
Minneapolis-St. Paul International (MSP),
which the company debuted in November
2016 in partnership with the Minnesota
Craft Brewers Guild.

“Stone Arch is a 100-percent Minnesota
craft beer location, which means that we do
not have craft beers from other states or
countries either on tap or in bottles and
cans. Our relationship with the Minnesota
Craft Brewers Guild gives us direct access to
hundreds of different beers that cover
almost every spectrum,” Ranum says.

She adds that these types of proprietary
venues are what work best for Aero Service
Group. “As our own concept we can make
the choices for our tap lines and are not
required under an agreement based on local
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or national contracts. We also have the
ability to react to positive or negative
supply chain opportunities, guest requests
and/or current events immediately.”

Minnesota ~ Craft ~ Brewers  Guild’s
Whisenand says that this new concept is a
great opportunity for Minnesota brewers to
reach a wide and diverse audience. “This
venue gives Minnesota craft beer a
megaphone to speak to travelers that we are
making creative and great beer all across the
state. Hopefully, more venues like Stone Arch
will pop up in other airports to give craft
breweries in other markets and states a chance
to shine and represent their regions.”

SSP America opened Union Street
Gastro Pub at San Francisco International
(SFO) in March 2016, and though it doesn’t
serve 100-percent local beers, like Stone
Arch does, Murray says that well over half of
the draft beers are from California breweries,
including Northern California favorites
Anchor Brewing and Lagunitas Brewing.

“In certain cities where there’s a large

Left: Delaware North’s Cross
Grain Brewhouse is a proprietary
brand that highlights local cuisine
and beer offerings. The concept
debuted at Boise in 2015 and
has since expanded to Will
Rogers World, Fort Lauderdale-
Hollywood International and
Richmond International.

Far Left: Paradies Lagardére
partnered with Arkansas brewery
Core Brewing & Distilling Co.

to open the Core Public House
in Northwest Arkansas Regional

in February 2016.

craft brewing culture we may prefer to
create a proprietary concept to offer a
variety of local options,” HMSHost’s
Draper says. “A great example of a situation
like this is our new Prospect Hill Brewhouse
coming to Gerald R. Ford International
[(GRR)] this summer and Craft Brews on
30th Street in San Diego International
[(SAN)], where a wide variety of regional
beers are being poured.”

But Draper adds that there are more
challenges to opening a proprietary pub brand
than bringing in an already well-known
brewery: “There’s always an opportunity to
create a market-spanning brand, but we must
consider the time and effort it takes to create
the brand and then build brand equity, too.
Working with local breweries that have an
established following and proven popularity
has the advantage of bringing brand equity
into the equation from day one.”

This hasn’t deterred Delaware North. The
company opened Cross Grain Brewhouse, a
proprietary craft beer concept, at Boise

Left: In addition to featuring at
least two local craft beers on
the menu at each of its airport
venues, Areas USA also
recently opened Angel City
Brewery in Los Angeles
International.

Center: Aero Service Group’s
Stone Arch restaurant at
Minneapolis-St. Paul
International is a proprietary
brand the company debuted in
November 2016 in partnership
with the Minnesota Craft
Brewers Guild. The venue
serves only beer made by
Guild-member breweries.

(BOI) in 2015 and has since expanded it to
Will Rogers World (OKC), Fort
Lauderdale-Hollywood International (FLL)
and Richmond International (RIC).

“Cross Grain was developed specifically
with the local craft lover in mind. At our
Richmond location we conducted an online
passenger survey, allowing guests to select
which local craft beers would be offered. The
survey was a huge success, and passengers
really appreciated that we listened and
offered their favorite local beers,” Bass says.

He adds that he sees venues like Cross
Grain becoming more common as craft
beer continues to gain more fans. “We don’t
see popularity in craft beer slowing down
anytime soon. Growth will continue, and
brand leaders will emerge and gain larger
market shares. I don’t ever see us going back
to the days of fewer choices.” m

We’d like to hear your opinion about this article.
Please direct all correspondence to Carol Ward at
carol@airportrevenuenews.com.
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