
The failure of the Aerotropo-
lis deal was perhaps the major 
story in the legislative session 
that just closed in Jefferson 
City. Here is an insider’s view 
on how the deal – which would 
provide $360M in state tax 
credits to incentivize develop-
ment aimed at making the St. 
Louis airport an international 
cargo hub – got shot down.

The bad guy, in this ver-
sion of events, is a St. Louis 
developer/consultant close to 
the publisher of a local business 
publication who is becom-
ing best known for creating 
problems so he can get paid 
to ix them. This operator also 
has been close to the Mayor’s 
Ofice, though on this deal his 
alliance with a governor seek-
ing reelection is said to have put 
him at odds with his usual deal 
partners in the city.

There is a surprising good 
guy, from the EYE’s perspec-
tive – Jeff Rainford, chief of 
staff for Mayor Francis G. 
Slay. Given that the Aerotropo-
lis deal was killed by leverag-
ing a ight over capping other 
tax credit programs, including 
historic tax credits, Rainford 
worked hard with urban pres-
ervationists to foster and hold 
together an unlikely alliance 
that almost saved Aerotropolis.

Two Republican state sena-
tors – Eric Schmitt and John 
Lamping – also look like good 
guys in understanding the net 
beneit for the region offered by 
these Aerotropolis incentives, 
and ighting for the deal in a po-
litical climate when tax credits 
are under attack.

This precarious, progressive 

economic development alliance 
was pitted against the rival ur-
ban developer/consultant, who 
was helping Gov. Jay Nixon 
work on his own unlikely al-
liance. The EYE was told that 
Nixon, a conservative Democrat 
who knows he will not be beat 
by a candidate running from the 
left in 2012, was trying to win 
over conservative iscal hawks 
in the Missouri Senate. 

Nixon and the urban opera-
tor saw an opportunity to drive 
a wedge between Republicans 
in the House and Republicans 
in the Senate that would reveal 
an appalling lack of cohesion 
and leadership among Missouri 
Republicans at the close of the 
legislative session. To provoke 
Republican legislative gridlock 
and court conservative support, 
the EYE is told, Nixon aligned 
himself with Republicans want-
ing to bring tax credit programs 
under control.

Then Aerotropolis comes 
along, bundled in the larger 
economic development bill. 
Suddenly, real pressure was put 
on those who stood against tax 
credit reform to bring existing 
programs under greater control 
and accountability. This was 
when the pro-growth Republi-
cans began to accept that they 
would have to bring urban 
preservationists aboard to pass 
Aerotropolis. Nixon and his 
consultant never counted on 
that. Their play rested on the 
hope and assumption that there 
never would be an alignment 
between the hawks who want to 
cut the state’s way out of its i-
nancial crisis and the economic 
progressives who want to grow 

our way out. At this point, the 
urban operative tried every trick 
in the book to sour the deal.

Why? Many operatives will 
work to defeat what they can’t 
control. Opening the St. Louis 
airport to international trade 
is something this player can’t 
control.

Why would Nixon take 
his advice? His critics claim 
Nixon’s economic development 
advisors have limited aptitude 
and mostly are interested in 
guaranteeing Department of 
Economic Development discre-
tion, where they can create 
objective criteria and apply 
them in a discretionary way that 
rewards their friends and pun-
ishes their enemies. They want 
to pick the winners and losers 
and get credit for the wins. 

In this version of events, 
Nixon and a sinister urban 
operative teamed up with iscal 
conservatives in the Missouri 
Senate to sacriice economic 
development – that is, jobs – for 
power and politics. 

It certainly animated this 
alliance that the Aerotropolis 
legislation is associated with 
the controversial Northside 
Regeneration redevelopment. 

The Land Assemblage Tax 
Credit (that is one cornerstone 
of Northside) was pushed 
through the Legislature with the 
essential help of Lt. Gov. Peter 
Kinder. This has not been for-
gotten. Kinder is considered to 
be Nixon’s most likely Republi-
can opponent in 2012. This was 
bad for Aerotropolis in 2011.

The connection between 
Aerotropolis and Northside also 
helps to explain the motiva-
tion of the St. Louis operative 
who worked overtime to shoot 
down this deal. This player is 
one of many putative experts 
in downtown St. Louis devel-
opment who have watched a 
St. Charles developer march 
into North City with an amaz-
ingly ambitious redevelopment 
plan for some of the region’s 
most blighted areas. This helps 
to explain the animus of this 
operative (and others).

There also is a very old and 
rancid political model in play 
here: one good way to get paid 
to ix something is to break it 
irst. This operative plays that 
game too. If he breaks it, he can 
control it, at least while he is 
being paid to ix it. 

In the meantime, an airport 

in the center of the country 
sits with signiicant dormant 
capacity and plenty of room 
for growth. If tax incentives 
encourage market growth at the 
airport, landed weight would be 
generated. New airplanes land-
ing at Lambert would mean the 
landing fees would be lowered, 
and lower fees would allow 
more connectivity for passen-
gers. It could make St. Louis a 
hub again, with increased hub 
activity from the passenger side 
and the cargo side. One of many 
reasons St. Louis has not been 
as competitive in attracting and 
retaining businesses is lack of 
air service, which is tied to is 
its high landing fees – one of 
the highest rates in the country, 
which is a barrier to attract-
ing air trafic. Air service is a 
primary engine for economic 
development. In a region where 
the dominoes have been falling 
in the wrong direction, Aer-
otropolis could begin a ripple 
effect in the direction of devel-
opment, jobs and prosperity.

This is not just about com-
pleting a cargo deal with China, 
but about putting St. Louis in 
play as an international cargo 
hub. But the China Hub deal 

would be a good started, given 
the vast scale of Chinese busi-
ness activity. And incentives are 
needed to seal this deal, which 
is highly coveted – it’s not St. 
Louis’ deal to lose, but a valu-
able piece of business for which 
St. Louis must compete.

As the dealmakers of 
Aerotropolis try to talk their 
potential Chinese deal partners 
off the ledge, the Aerotropolis 
dealbreakers celebrate a setback 
for the region. But the inal 
chapter has not been written. 
Nixon has the option of calling 
for a special legislative session 
and putting the Aerotropolis bill 
back on the table, potentially 
freed from the playmaking and 
power politics of the closing 
days of the session. Everyone 
frustrated with the governor 
today would be happy to cel-
ebrate with him when he signs a 
completed bill that provides for 
these incentives to develop the 
St. Louis airport. Aerotropolis 
would put St. Louis in a high-
stakes game where, currently, 
we have no seat at the table. 
And what is good for St. Louis, 
economically, is good for Mis-
souri and its governor.
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Power, politics 

and Aerotropolis

Vice President Joe 
Biden visits with resi-
dent Djuna Miller while 
Missouri Gov. Jay 
Nixon talks with Mayor 
Kyra Watson during a 
tour of tornado damage 
in Berkeley, Missouri 
on May 11. Tornados 
damaged or destroyed 
over 750 homes in the 
St. Louis area on Good 
Friday. The tornado also 
shut down Lambert-St. 
Louis International Air-
port for two days.  
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WE DON’T

JUDGE.

WE HELP.

WorksForMe.com  314.534.7610

No matter what your financial situation, we’re here

to lend a hand – with second chance products, 

loans, convenience services and investments. 

All at affordable pricing.

Let us help you, too! Visit us online, call or 

stop by our location nearest you.
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