






DEREGULATION CHANGES THE FACE OF COMMERCIAL AVIATION 15

CHANGES FOR
 THE BETTER
Hillaero Modifi cation Center

“Line Boy” Doug Hill 

Doug Hill not only embraces change, he made it his profession. Hill, who began 

his aviation career in 1969 as a “Line Boy” fueling planes at Duncan Aviation, 

founded Hillaero Modifi cation Center at the Lincoln Airport in 1976. Hillaero

specializes in private and business aircraft painting and interior refurbishment, 

including aeromedical conversions for planes and helicopters.

 In his decades spent at the airport, Hill has witnessed some dramatic changes, 

most notably a host of infrastructure updates. “There used to be just a two-lane 

road leading to the airport,” he recalled. “You just drove up to two hangars. 

There were no fences. We didn’t know what security was.”

 But, as they say, that was then. Today, the airport has evolved into a secure, 

modern and, according to Hill, indispensable transportation hub. ”The Lincoln 

Airport is an invaluable asset to the community, especially the way it supports 

the local business community,” he said. “The general public is probably not 

aware of all the business transit at the airport. Company planes are coming and

going all the time, with executives coming to town to conduct business locally. 

The airport is vital to the interests of the local business community.”

 And that’s not likely to change any time in the foreseeable future.



Charles De Gaulle Airport Opened in Paris. 
The Sears Tower Opened in Chicago. 
And a new Airport Terminal Opened in Lincoln.

MOMENTS 
IN TIME
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80001980–1989 

PRIVATE COMPANIES EXPAND OPERATIONS

Despite the uncertainties created by federal airline deregulation, the 1980s saw unprecedented investment at the

airport by private fi rms. A new Fixed Base Operator (FBO) facility managed by Linaire was built in the General 

Aviation area. Hillaero Modifi cation Center also invested in a new aircraft painting and custom-interior facility. And 

in the late ‘80s, Duncan Aviation began several expansion projects that continued throughout the next decade.



When you work at Lincoln Airport for 30-plus years, as 

Operations Foreman David Tonniges has, you get to see more 

than aircraft on the fi eld. Take disoriented drivers, for example.  

 “When I fi rst started here, the fence didn’t go all the way

around the perimeter of the airfi eld,” Tonniges recalled. “So, 

we’d have people from out of town actually drive out on the 

runways looking for the terminal building.”

 Despite almost certain apprehension, drag racers would also

try to sneak in during the night to test their machines. 

But for sheer lunacy, it would be hard to beat the time during a 

snowstorm when a skier was seen being pulled across the fi eld 

behind a pickup by means of an electrical extension cord. Of 

course, as Tonniges is quick to point out, that was “back in the

day” before there was any real security at airports. 

 But safety and security are the Airport’s highest priorities 

today. You may want to be on the lookout for seagulls, 

especially after a summer shower.  According to Tonniges, “They 

love to stand around on wet pavement.” But Lincoln Airport has 

the problem well in hand. There’s a USDA wildlife person on

staff  full-time to manage the gulls, deer and any other critters 

that make their way onto the airfi eld.

EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED
Airport skiing saves on lift tickets.

WAYNE ANDERSEN
Under the Airport Authority’s Second Director,
Taxes Literally Became a Non-Issue. 

When asked what he considered his greatest accomplishment as executive director 

of the Airport Authority from 1983 to 1996, without hesitation Wayne Andersen said, 

“From 1986 on, no city taxes were needed to operate the airport.” 

 He also hastened to add that the credit should really go to the Authority Board. 

“They didn’t try to micro-manage,” he said. “They gave us broad marching orders and 

let us do our jobs.” 

 And one of Andersen’s biggest jobs was continuing to expand the Air Park. 

“Being able to aggressively develop the industrial park allowed us to increase revenue 

dramatically, to the point that we no longer needed any tax support,” he said. “It 

also allowed us to keep the rates we charged the airlines serving the airport below 

our competition.” And keeping the airlines’ cost of doing business down was often

refl ected in lower airfares for Lincoln passengers.

 “It was always a challenge to get competitive fares compared to Omaha. But we

fought and were able to obtain that to an amazing degree,” Andersen said. “Now that 

entire picture has changed dramatically because of fuel costs and the airlines reducing 

service to so many markets.”

 Still, the diversifi cation of businesses at the Lincoln Airport has helped keep 

revenues up and airfares competitive. Not to mention creating jobs. 

 Andersen noted, “I think the city of Lincoln sometimes forgets Duncan Aviation and

the other companies located at the airport pour literally millions of dollars in salaries 

into the Lincoln community without a great amount of fanfare. There are insurance 

agencies located there. A printing company. The Air National Guard is another major 

contributor to the local economy.”

 And from time to time, Andersen pointed out, revenue comes from unexpected 

sources. Like the time the economy slowed and Honda found itself with a substantial

surplus of cars. They wanted a place in the middle of the country to store their 

inventory and the airport had “a tremendous amount of concrete on West Ramp. 

It was unfortunate for them, but it was a delight for the airport because we got a 

signifi cant daily storage fee,” Andersen recalled.

 But not all the space at the airport is dedicated to producing revenue. The Airport 

Authority provides parks and a swimming pool for the city. Softball fi elds are also 

provided at no cost. And, of course, the airport itself is operated at no cost to the 

citizens of Lincoln. “The bottom line is, the taxpayer is the benefi ciary of the airport,”

Andersen said. “And that’s the way it should be.”
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Mount St. Helens Erupted. FAX Machines 
Came Online. And a New Fixed-Base Operator 
Facility Opened at the Lincoln Airport.

MOMENTS 
IN TIME

80
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90001990–1999 

AIR PARK COMES OF AGE

From the day the deactivated Lincoln Air Force Base was repurposed as Lincoln Air Park, the city’s premier industrial 

park, it has played a key role in the airport’s success. In 1994, work was completed on a new, 80,000-square-foot 

manufacturing and warehouse facility. Then in 1996, a second 80,000-square-foot facility was opened. The revenue 

generated by these facilities, and others built subsequently, has had a dramatic impact, witnessed by the fact that

the airport is able to operate without tax dollars.



Dow Jones Topped 3,000. The Internet 
Came Online. And Lincoln Airport was 
Selected for the Military Airports Program.

Satellite Digital Television Service was Launched. 
The Channel Tunnel Opened Between England
and France. And the First 80,000-Square-foot 
Building Opened in Lincoln Air Park.MOMENTS 

IN TIME
MOMENTS 
IN TIME

91 94
AIR PARK COMES OF AGE 25

When Robert Duncan began working for his father, Donald, at Duncan Aviation, the 

Omaha-based company had just opened its new Lincoln Airport facility. The growing 

business employed 12 people in Lincoln during that summer of 1964. 

Robert had returned for the summer from Northwestern University, where he was 

a junior studying business. And there was certainly no shortage of work for him at the 

family’s new Lincoln operations. Robert fueled planes, fl ew charters and sold aircraft, 

learning every aspect of the family business, literally from the ground up. 

“There was no point in renting a place downtown,” he recalled. “I needed to be at 

work all the time anyway. So, I just set up a room at the Duncan Aviation offi  ces, and that 

was my summer home.”

After graduating the following year, Robert returned to work at Duncan Aviation’s 

Lincoln facility full-time. “I remember the airport as being a small, close-knit family with

the Airport Authority, Duncan and Lincoln Aviation. You knew everyone and it was like a 

congenial, happy family. That allowed the airport to grow and prosper,” Duncan said.

That environment also helped the business grow and prosper. New employees and 

services were added. And business associates quickly became friends. “We were a 

Learjet distributor and Bill Lear and his wife, Moya, were great friends of Dad’s,” Duncan 

recalled. “They used to fl y through and get hamburgers down at King’s.”

Robert also fondly remembers football Saturdays during the Bob Devaney era. 

“In those days, football was a huge deal for us. We had hundreds and hundreds of 

airplanes come in for the football game. We would literally fi ll the entire ramp with

planes packed in as tight as we could get them,” he said. There were even “regulars,”

including a friend of Coach Devaney’s from Alabama who piloted an airline-sized 

Bach 111 aircraft. He would fl y in every Saturday, either to watch the game in Lincoln

or pick up the coaches’ wives and take them to an away game. “We sold a lot of fuel

on football Saturdays,” Duncan recalled.

Of course, the coaches, and the times, have changed. Duncan Aviation has grown 

from 12 employees in Lincoln to more than 1,200. Today, it’s the largest family-owned 

aircraft support facility in North America. And Robert, the now-retired chairman 

emeritus, has entrusted the corporate reins to his son, Todd.  

But in Robert’s eyes, one thing won’t change—the need for a viable airport in 

Lincoln. “I don’t think there’s any community of Lincoln’s size that can be vital without

a successful airport,” he said. “You need to be able to connect to the rest of the world 

and aviation is the way you do it now.” 

DUNCAN AVIATION
A pillar of the Lincoln business community, 
a cornerstone of the airport. 
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00002000–2009 

POSITIONED FOR THE NEXT 50 YEARS

While no one can predict the future, the Lincoln Airport appears well prepared for it.

In 2000, Duncan Aviation completed a new 123,000-square-foot aircraft modifi cations hangar. Then, in 2006,

the fi rst 100,000-square-foot building was completed at the Lincoln Air Park Rail Center. The airport also 

launched a new website that year which, in addition to real-time fl ight updates, provides real-time fare updates, 

making it easy for travelers to fi nd the lowest possible fares. And lastly, the airport’s Master Plan was recently 

updated, charting  the Authority’s course for the next two decades.



The World’s Largest Ferris Wheel, 
the London Eye, Opened to the Public. 
Work Began on the World’s Largest Passenger 
Plane — the 656-Seat Airbus. And Expansion 
Continued at the Lincoln Airport.

Gidget, the Guggenheim and the 
Lincoln Airport Turn 50.

MOMENTS 
IN TIME

MOMENTS 
IN TIME
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TAMING THE WILD BLUE YONDER

Over 150,000 people turned out for the September 2006 Lincoln Air Show 

and were not disappointed. In addition to the spectacular aerobatics 

performed by the U.S. Navy Blue Angels precision fl ying team, the crowd 

witnessed fl ights by vintage aircraft including a B-17, P-51, B-54 and

Japanese Zero.

SPECIAL ATHLETES DESERVE SPECIAL TREATMENT

In 2010, Lincoln will host the Special Olympics USA National Games, 

with more than 3,000 athletes from all 50 states scheduled to compete. 

Companies that own and operate Cessna Corporate Jets will donate their 

planes and crews to provide transportation in an operation known as the 

Cessna Airlift. These “Dove Flights” will transport the athletes and coaches 

to and from Lincoln making the Lincoln Airport one of the busiest airports

in the country on those two days.

AIR PARK HOSTS THE “WORLD’S LARGEST

MOTORSPORT COMPETITION”

The need for a larger venue prompted the Sports Car Club of America (SCCA) 

to move its 2009 Solo National Championships to Lincoln Air Park. The Air Park 

off ers 95 acres of concrete for course competition, camping, setup, maintenance

and vending.

“Solo” competition is appropriately named because drivers compete alone, 

pitted against the clock on a winding course marked with traffi  c cones. More 

than 1,200 drivers competed, making the National Championships the largest

motorsports competition in the world. 

Airport Authority Executive Director John Wood said, “We know this will have 

a major, positive impact on Lincoln and look forward to working with the SCCA

for many years to come.” Authorities estimate the event will have a $4–5 million

impact on the local economy.



You can tell by the enthusiastic tone in his voice that John Wood, airport authority 

executive director since 1996, is proud of the Lincoln Airport’s success. “The airport 

continues to be a tremendous, cost-free asset for the citizens of Lincoln,” he said. 

“Between civilian and military aviation activities, and Lincoln Air Park West, the airport 

generates more than 2,500 jobs for the Lincoln economy.” 

Wood is also bullish on the airport’s future. He noted, “The industrial park’s proximity 

to I-80 and availability of rail service means it will continue to be a magnet for private 

sector growth and employment.” And as the nation’s economy improves, Wood 

believes, so will business at the airport and industrial park.

But for all his optimism, Wood is also a realist. “The greatest challenge we face at the 

airport,” Wood said, “is commercial air service. It always has been. And probably always 

will be. That’s simply because of our proximity to Omaha and the low fares available 

there. I tell everybody, if Omaha didn’t exist and the next closest airport was Kansas 

City, Lincoln would have four times more air service. It’s going to be the toughest 

challenge the airport has for the foreseeable future.”

But tough challenges are nothing new for Wood, a former Marine pilot. “We’re 

constantly talking to airlines,” he said. “When there’s serious interest, we do forecast 

models and work up numbers for them. There are still opportunities for future growth.” 

“Recently our problem hasn’t been attracting new service, it’s keeping it,” Wood 

says. “We have seen new service to six cities in the last seven years and have not been 

able to keep any of it. If we had kept it all, our air service picture would look a lot 

diff erent today.”

General Aviation is big in Lincoln, primarily because of Duncan Aviation and their 

1,200 employees. “As Duncan works through these tough times, we will continue to 

support them and provide the underlying airport infrastructure they need to grow 

their business in Lincoln,” Wood says.

“The Nebraska Advantage Act (which off ers relocating businesses numerous tax 

incentives) is very helpful in fueling growth,” Wood said. And it certainly doesn’t hurt 

to be located in the geographic center of the nation, adjacent to the Interstate, with 

convenient rail service.

“I don’t think there’s any question the day will come when some brand new

employer will come to the Air Park, and they will have picked Nebraska because of 

geography and transportation options,” he said. “And fortunately, in all ways, whether 

it’s the industrial park or aviation, the airport is well-positioned—physically, fi nancially 

and governance-wise—to serve the needs of this community.”

JOHN WOOD
An Optimistic Forecast from the Airport Authority’s Current Director. 




