
 

Fitch H. Beach 
Municipal Airport 

Memo 
To: City Council 
From: Bryan Myrkle, Community Development Director 
Date: May 6, 2016 
Re: Runway and Taxiway lighting repair expense 

 At the City Council’s most recent meeting, a question 
was asked about expenses associated with runway and taxi-
way lighting repairs.  

 Because the question highlights a very frustrating de-
sign aspect of our airport, and because you are likely to see 
more of these bills in the future, I thought a more detailed ex-
planation may be warranted. 

 I am sure most of you have flown into or out of an air-
port at night, and no doubt noticed the extensive lighting in 
place around runways and taxiways. Similarly, you may have 
driven past our own airport in the evening while a plane was 
landing or departing and noticed the lighting system illumi-
nated. The lights are actually triggered by individual airplane 
communication systems and are only lit while in use. 

  

The individual 
lights are locat-
ed anywhere from 3 to 8 feet off the 
pavement, and completely line the run-
way and taxiways. In Charlotte, there are 
more than 150 individual lights. 

 The problem that we, and other 
airports, experience with these lights is 
an aspect of their design. Because they 
are intended as helpful guidance to pi-
lots, they must be located very close to 
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the pavement in order to provide that guidance. Unfor-
tunately, that means they also represent a potential 
hazard to planes that might stray off the pavement and 
strike them.  

 A light aircraft striking one of these fixtures at a 
slow speed could be overturned, and striking one at or 
near flight speed could be truly hazardous and poten-
tially deadly. Therefore, in order to mitigate the danger 
to planes running into them, they are specifically de-
signed to break easily at their bottom mounting point.  

 While this design is no doubt much safer for pi-
lots, it means the light fixtures are uniquely vulnerable 
to damage. Over the past few years I have been moni-
toring them, they have been damaged by airplanes, 
snow and mowing.  

 We are taking steps to deal with the damage from 
mowing, including spraying around the lights to kill the 
grass. There is a cost associated with spraying, but it is 
less than the cost of lighting repair. We are also working 
to reduce the cost of repair, including buying replace-

ment parts in larger orders and creating a stockpile of the commonly used replace-
ment parts. This helps get the repairs done faster, too. 

       We also, to the extent we 
can, repair the lights ourselves 
when the damage is minor. 
However, the lights are often to-
tally broken-off at the base and 
those require the services of a 
licensed electrician. 

     There is very little we can do 
to eliminate damage from air-
craft and snow removal, howev-
er. The damage from planes is 
usually only one or two lights and 
is relatively infrequent. The dam-
age from snow removal can include several lights at a time and the lights can be dam-
aged just from the heavy snow being pushed past them, they don’t have to be hit di-
rectly.  

Note the number, and proximity, of             

lights to pavement. 

The airfield is densely populated with these fragile light fixtures. 



     We have talked to MDOT in the past about using our federal and state airport 
funds to repair and replace lights, but this is considered a maintenance item and the 
repairs are not eligible. 

     We have considered alternative systems with different designs, but the design and 
installation of a new system would likely run into the hundreds of thousands of dol-
lars. It is difficult to predict damage, but our experience over the past few years sug-
gests we should expect approximately $3,000-5,000 in annual expense to keep these 
lights operational. That is significant, but not enough to warrant the installation of an 
all new system that would likely have an annual maintenance expense of its own.  


