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Resum 

Este Trabajo Fin de Máster analiza la viabilidad de establecer una ruta aérea transatlántica 
de bajo coste entre el Aeropuerto Josep Tarradellas Barcelona–El Prat (BCN) y la región 
de Florida Central, comparando dos posibles aeropuertos de destino: Melbourne Orlando 
International Airport (MLB) y Orlando International Airport (MCO). El objetivo principal es 
determinar cuál de los dos aeropuertos ofrece mayores ventajas estratégicas, operativas y 
económicas para la aerolínea LEVEL en el desarrollo de una nueva ruta de largo recorrido. 

La metodología se estructura en cinco áreas principales: análisis de demanda y previsión 
de tráfico, evaluación de la infraestructura aeroportuaria, análisis de viabilidad financiera, 
revisión del entorno regulatorio y de incentivos, y evaluación estratégica mediante matrices 
de decisión. Para ello se utilizaron datos públicos de la Federal Aviation Administration 
(FAA), estadísticas aeroportuarias, indicadores socioeconómicos, encuestas a potenciales 
pasajeros y modelos de análisis financiero. 

Los resultados muestran que MCO dispone de una demanda potencial significativamente 
mayor, una red internacional consolidada y una infraestructura aeroportuaria superior. Sin 
embargo, MLB presenta ventajas relevantes para el modelo low-cost long-haul debido a 
sus menores costes operativos, menores tasas aeroportuarias, menores niveles de 
congestión y una mayor accesibilidad a programas de financiación e incentivos para el 
desarrollo de nuevas rutas. El análisis financiero indica que MLB presenta menores costes 
por operación y un umbral de rentabilidad más favorable, mientras que MCO requiere 
mayores niveles de ocupación para alcanzar la rentabilidad. 

La evaluación integrada de los factores de demanda, infraestructura, viabilidad financiera 
y entorno regulatorio concluye que ambos aeropuertos son técnicamente capaces de 
soportar una operación transatlántica. No obstante, MLB ofrece una mejor alineación 
estratégica con el modelo de negocio de bajo coste de LEVEL, especialmente durante las 
fases iniciales de implantación de la ruta. Aunque MCO podría facilitar mayores niveles de 
ocupación gracias a su mercado más amplio, MLB proporciona una combinación más 
equilibrada de costes reducidos, eficiencia operativa y potencial de crecimiento, 
convirtiéndose en la alternativa recomendada para el desarrollo de la nueva conexión entre 
Barcelona y Florida Central. 

Abstract 

This Master's Thesis evaluates the feasibility of establishing a low-cost transatlantic air 
service between Barcelona–Josep Tarradellas Airport (BCN) and Central Florida, 
comparing two potential destination airports: Melbourne Orlando International Airport (MLB) 
and Orlando International Airport (MCO). The primary objective is to determine which airport 
offers the greatest strategic, operational, and economic advantages for LEVEL in the 
development of a new long-haul route. 

The methodology is structured around five main areas: market demand and traffic 
forecasting, airport infrastructure assessment, financial feasibility analysis, regulatory and 
incentive environment evaluation, and strategic assessment through decision matrices. The 
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study relies on publicly available FAA data, airport statistics, socioeconomic indicators, 
passenger surveys, and financial modeling techniques. 

The results indicate that MCO benefits from significantly larger passenger demand, 
extensive international connectivity, and superior airport infrastructure. However, MLB offers 
important advantages for the low-cost long-haul business model, including lower airport 
charges, reduced congestion, lower operating costs, and greater access to funding and 
route-development incentives. The financial analysis demonstrates that MLB achieves 
lower operating costs per flight and a more favorable break-even threshold, whereas MCO 
requires higher passenger loads to achieve profitability. 

The integrated assessment of demand, infrastructure, financial performance, and regulatory 
factors concludes that both airports are technically capable of supporting a transatlantic 
operation. Nevertheless, MLB provides stronger strategic alignment with LEVEL’s low-cost 
business model, particularly during the initial stages of route development. Although MCO 
may achieve higher load factors due to its larger market size, MLB offers a more balanced 
combination of cost efficiency, operational simplicity, and growth potential. Therefore, MLB 
is identified as the preferred airport option for the proposed Barcelona–Central Florida low-
cost transatlantic service 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Objective  

The objective of this project is to assess the technical, operational, financial, and strategic 
feasibility of establishing long-haul low-cost airline operations between Barcelona–Josep 
Tarradellas Airport (BCN) and the Central Florida region, with a comparative analysis 
between Melbourne Orlando International Airport (MLB) and Orlando International Airport 
(MCO). The study specifically focuses on identifying which of the two airports offers greater 
strategic and business advantages for LEVEL in launching and sustaining a transatlantic 
route. To achieve this, the research evaluates differences in market demand, infrastructure 
capabilities, operating costs, and regulatory conditions to determine which airport provides 
a more favorable environment for long-haul low-cost operations.  

More specifically, the project seeks to: 

 Assess current and future passenger demand through an analysis of historical traffic 
data, socioeconomic indicators, passenger surveys, and traffic forecasting based on 
the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) Terminal Area Forecast (TAF). 

 Evaluate MLB’s vs MCO’s ability to accommodate long-haul operations by 
examining runway performance, terminal capacity, ground-handling capabilities, 
CBP processing, and airspace and environmental constraints. 

 Estimate the financial viability of the proposed route by analyzing airport fees, 
operating costs for LEVEL, potential revenues, break-even load factor, and the 
broader economic impact on the region. 

 Review the regulatory, taxation, and incentive environment that may affect the 
operation of a foreign carrier, including federal and state aviation policies and 
potential air-service development incentives. 

 Identify market, operational, and financial risks and synthesize these findings into a 
strategic framework using Strengths, Weakness, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) 
analysis. 

Ultimately, the project aims to provide a comprehensive feasibility assessment and develop 
data-driven strategic recommendations for LEVEL, supporting informed decision-making 
regarding the potential launch of a new transatlantic service. 

1.2 Scope  

This Project evaluates and compares the feasibility of introducing long-haul low-cost 
transatlantic operations at MLB and MCO, operated by LEVEL. The scope of the study is 
structured around five principal analytical dimensions: market demand, operational 
feasibility, financial viability, regulatory environment, and strategic risk assessment. 

 Market Demand and Traffic Forecasting Analysis 
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 Analysis of historical and current passenger traffic trends using FAA T-100 
datasets. 

 Definition of MLB’s catchment area through drive-time analysis and population 
distribution assessment. 

 Evaluation of socioeconomic and demographic indicators obtained from the 
United States Census Bureau and the Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA). 

 Analysis of primary passenger survey results to assess willingness to fly, price 
sensitivity, destination preferences, and airport awareness. 

 Development of Conservative, Base, and Optimistic traffic forecast scenarios 
using the FAA TAF, combined with historical trends and demand stimulation 
assumptions. 

 Operational and Infrastructure Feasibility Assessment 
 Assessment of runway length, pavement strength, taxiway configuration, apron 

capacity, and aircraft compatibility (Airbus A330). 
 Evaluation of terminal infrastructure, including passenger processing capacity, 

Transportation Security Administration (TSA) checkpoints, and U.S. Customs 
and Border Protection (CBP) facilities. 

 Review of ground handling services, fueling infrastructure, catering, and 
Maintenance, Repair, and Overhaul (MRO) capabilities. 

 Analysis of airspace structure, Instrument Flight Rules (IFR) flows, weather 
patterns, historical delays, and environmental constraints affecting operational 
reliability. 

 Financial and Economic Feasibility Analysis 
 Estimation of operating costs, including fuel consumption, block times, crew 

expenses, maintenance reserves, and station costs. 
 Calculation of the Break-Even Load Factor (BELF) under different demand 

scenarios, incorporating ancillary revenue streams such as baggage fees, seat 
selection, and onboard services. 

 Economic impact assessment using aviation economic multipliers to estimate 
direct, indirect, induced, and catalytic effects on employment, tourism, and 
regional output. 

 Regulatory, Taxation, and Incentive Environment 
 Review of applicable federal and state aviation regulations, including FAA, 

DOT, and Internal Revenue Service (IRS) policies affecting international opera-
tions. 

 Evaluation of potential incentive programs, including Small Community Air Ser-
vice Development (SCASD) grants, landing fee waivers, and marketing support 
mechanisms. 

 Integration of applicable financial incentives into the operating cost and revenue 
models. 

 Risk Evaluation and Strategic Assessment 
 Identification and categorization of market, operational, financial, and regulatory 

risks through a structured probability and develop and impact risk matrix. 
 Strategic evaluation using SWOT analysis framework to assess the competitive 

positioning of LEVEL at MLB. 
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1.3 Requirements 

The study must achieve the following objectives: 

 Provide a comprehensive assessment of market demand for a potential long-
haul low-cost service between Barcelona and Central Florida. 
 Historical traffic data are analyzed to identify existing travel patterns between 

Europe and Florida. 
 Socio-economic indicators are examined to estimate the potential passenger 

market. 
 Passenger survey results are used to understand traveler preferences and will-

ingness to use the route. 
 FAA TAF forecasts are used to estimate future traffic growth. 

 Evaluate MLB’s vs MCO’s operational and infrastructure capacity to support 
long-haul aircraft. 
 Runway and taxiway characteristics are reviewed to determine if they can ac-

commodate wide-body aircraft. 
 Apron space and aircraft parking are analyzed to assess capacity for additional 

operations. 
 Terminal facilities are evaluated to determine if passenger processing capacity 

is sufficient. 
 CBP capabilities are reviewed to confirm the airport’s ability to handle interna-

tional arrivals. 
 Ground-handling services are assessed to ensure support for long-haul opera-

tions. 
 Estimate the financial feasibility of the route for a long-haul low-cost opera-

tion. 
 Airport fees and charges at MLB and MCO are analyzed to determine the cost 

environment. 
 Operating costs for LEVEL are estimated based on aircraft type and route dis-

tance. 
 Projected revenues are calculated using expected fares and passenger demand. 
 Break-even load factors are estimated under different demand scenarios. 

 Review the regulatory, taxation, and incentive environment affecting foreign 
air carriers operating international services at MLB. 
 Relevant aviation regulations affecting international operations are reviewed. 
 Federal and airport-level taxes affecting airlines are analyzed. 
 Available airport incentives are examined. 

 Identify key risks and strategic considerations for the route. 
 Market risks related to demand and competition are analyzed. 
 Operational risks related to infrastructure and operations are evaluated. 
 Financial risks related to costs and revenue variability are assessed. 
 Regulatory risks affecting international operations are considered. 
 A SWOT analysis summarizes the main strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 

and threats. 
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1.3.1 Constraints and Assumptions 
The development of this study is subject to the following restrictions: 

 All analyses must rely on publicly available data sources (FAA, DOT, Census Bureau, 
airport reports) and primary survey results; no proprietary airline data will be ac-
cessed. 

 Operational assessments assume standard aircraft performance parameters for Air-
bus A330 type under typica meteorological conditions. 

 Financial calculations are constrained by estimated, not certified, cost structures, 
based on industry benchmarks and publicly available data. 

 Traffic forecasts use the FAA TAF as the baseline projection tool. 

1.3.2 Out-of-Scope Elements 
The following aspects are excluded from the scope of the study and will not be developed: 

 Detailed engineering design of airport infrastructure, including construction planning, 
architectural layouts, or cost estimations for potential expansions. 

 Environmental impact assessments requiring modelling of emissions, detailed noise 
contour simulations, or NEPA. 

 Airline scheduling optimization, fleet planning strategies, or crew pairing analysis 
beyond general cost estimation. 

 Long-term macroeconomic forecasting or modelling of competitive airline behaviors 
outside the dataset used. 

These requirements and exclusions ensure that the study remains focused on assessing 
the feasibility, operational suitability, financial viability, and strategic relevance of initiating a 
transatlantic low-cost service at either MLB or MCO. 

1.4 Justification 

Over the last decade, the air transport sector has experienced sustained growth, driven by 
increased international mobility, the expansion of global tourism, and the consolidation of 
cost-efficient airline business models. This growth has been particularly significant in the 
United States and, more specifically, in the state of Florida, which has emerged as one of 
the country’s main gateways for domestic and international air traffic. Florida’s airport 
system plays a key role in supporting tourism, employment, and regional economic 
development, generating substantial economic impacts at both the local and statewide 
levels (TRANSPORTATION., 2020). 
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Figure 1. Global low-cost airline market by product type (MARKET.US, 2024). 

At the same time, the low-cost airline model has undergone a notable evolution. While 
traditionally focused on short- and medium-haul operations, low-cost carriers have 
progressively expanded into the long-haul segment, particularly in transatlantic markets. 
The expansion of the long-haul low-cost model has transformed the commercial aviation 
landscape, forcing airlines to reduce operating costs, increase seating density, and diversify 
revenue streams through ancillary services, while maintaining competitive fares for 
passengers (DAFT & ALBERS, 2015). 

However, existing literature highlights that the financial and operational viability of this model 
is highly sensitive to external factors such as demand levels, fuel prices, and strategic airport 
selection. In this context, airport choice becomes a critical element in the operational 
strategy of long-haul low-cost carriers. Operating from secondary or smaller airports may 
offer competitive advantages in terms of lower airport charges, reduced congestion, and 
greater operational flexibility when compared to major hub airports. 

Nevertheless, these benefits must be balanced against potential constraints related to 
passenger demand, connectivity, and market visibility (GRAHAM, 2013). This trade-off 
underscores the need for a structured and data-driven assessment of airport suitability for 
long-haul low-cost operations. 
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Figure 2. Global low-cost airlines operations costs and revenues (MARKET.US, 2024)  

In this context, both Melbourne Orlando International Airport (Authority, 2018) and Orlando 
International Airport (MCO, 2025) represent particularly relevant case studies for evaluating 
this trade-off.  

MLB currently accommodates international charter operations, such as those operated by 
TUI, demonstrating its capability to handle transatlantic flights despite its smaller scale and 
more limited infrastructure. This makes MLB a valuable example of how secondary airports 
can support international services while potentially offering cost advantages aligned with 
the low-cost model.  

In contrast, MCO functions as a major international hub with extensive connectivity, high 
passenger volumes, and fully developed infrastructure for long-haul operations. Its role as 
a primary gateway to Central Florida makes it an ideal benchmark for large-hub 
performance. Comparing these two airports provides a robust framework to assess which 
operational environment offers greater strategic and economic benefits for LEVEL, 
particularly in balancing cost efficiency against demand, connectivity, and scalability. 

Based on this background, the present study evaluates the operational, economic, and 
market feasibility for a long-haul low-cost airline to operate a transatlantic route between 
Josep Tarradellas Barcelona–Josep Tarradellas Airport and MLB Airport, in comparison with 
a major hub airport such as MCO. The objective is to determine which type of airport 
provides greater overall efficiency for this business model, considering factors such as 
potential demand, available infrastructure, airport charges, competition, and economic 
impacts. 
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2 Background and/or Literature 
Review 

2.1 Overview of LEVEL and the Low-Cost Long-Haul Airline Model 

LEVEL represents a contemporary approach to long-haul aviation, integrating low-cost 
carrier principles with intercontinental operational capabilities. By operating from a single 
European hub and adopting a flexible, streamlined service model, the airline leverages 
efficiency while maintaining alignment with broader strategic objectives within the 
International Airlines Goup (IAG) group. This integration strengthens LEVEL’s competitive 
position in the transatlantic market, enabling it to benefit from group synergies in areas such 
as fleet management, procurement, and network planning. However, despite these 
advantages, the airline continues to face structural challenges inherent to long-haul low-
cost operations, particularly the heightened sensitivity to economic fluctuations and demand 
volatility on long-distance routes (SOYK, RINGBECK, & SPINLER, 2017). 

2.1.1 Characteristics of Low-Cost Long-Haul Operations 
Low-cost long-haul operations differ substantially from both traditional low-cost short-haul 
models and the legacy Full-Service Carrier (FSC) model. Findings from (De Poret, O’Conell, 
& Warnock-Smith, 2015) show that financial viability in long-haul markets is highly sensitive 
to fuel price volatility, demand fluctuations, and aircraft utilization. Despite the efficiency 
gains of next-generation aircraft such as the Boeing-787, long-haul carriers must rely on 
high-density cabin configurations, ancillary revenue streams, and cargo uplift to reduce 
break-even load factors. The study highlights that long-haul operations inherently reduce 
the cost advantages typically associated with short-haul LCC models, requiring a more 
strategic approach to route selection, capacity planning, and ancillary revenue development. 

Complementing these operational constraints, passenger behavior research from (Hunt & 
Truong, 2019) emphasizes that travelers on long-haul routes value comfort, service quality, 
and convenience more strongly than short-haul passengers. Their findings indicate that 
while airfare remains the dominant driver behind selecting an Long-Cost Long-Haul (LCLH) 
carrier, attributes such as seat comfort, inflight service, and aircraft type significantly 
influence willingness to switch between LCLH and FSC options. This dual emphasis on low 
fares and service quality suggests that successful LCLH carriers must balance their 
products with perceived comfort, charging selectively for meals, baggage, or seat 
reservations while maintaining minimum service expectations comparable to FSC standards, 
Figure 3 shows the LEVEL onboard services. 
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Figure 3. LEVEL airlines onboard services (FlyLEVEL, 2024). 

At a business model level, (SOYK, RINGBECK, & SPINLER, 2017) demonstrate that long-
haul LCC carriers constitute a distinct strategic category within the transatlantic market. 
Their cluster analysis reveals that emerging long-haul low-cost airlines typically operate 
point-to-point networks, employ sum-of-sector pricing, and rely heavily on secondary or 
underutilized airports to reduce operational costs. Their results confirm a structural unit-cost 
advantage of 30 to 34% relative to legacy hub carriers, primarily driven by lower labor costs, 
higher seating density, simplified service models, and limited reliance on connecting 
passengers. Figure  shows airlines’ cost breakdown. 

 

Figure 4. Airline cost items breakdown (Transport, 2024-06-04) 

However, the study also notes that the sustainability of these cost advantages depends on 
maintaining efficient fleet utilization and identifying routes with sufficient origin-destination 
demand to compensate for the absence of extensive hub feed. 

Collectively, evidence across the three studies shows that the LCLH business model can 
be viable under the right conditions, but it remains significantly more complex and risk-
sensitive than short-haul low-cost operations. Successful carriers must integrate cost 
efficiencies, competitive pricing, and customer experience improvements while navigating 
market volatility and strong competition from established FSC transatlantic networks. These 
combined characteristics shape the strategic landscape of long-haul low-cost aviation and 
determine the foundations upon which emerging carriers can compete sustainably. 
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2.1.2 LEVEL’s Business Model and Network Strategy. 
LEVEL is a long-haul low-cost airline created by International Airlines Goup in June 2017 
as a strategic response to the growing demand for more affordable intercontinental travel. 
Its launch marked IAG’s entry into the emerging low-cost, long-distance market, which 
expanded rapidly during that period as travelers increasingly sought lower fares on 
transatlantic routes. Initially, LEVEL operated under Iberia’s air operator certificate, allowing 
the brand to begin flying while benefiting from the operational support of an established IAG 
carrier (FlyLEVEL, FlyLEVEL, 2024). 

 

Figure 5. LEVEL airline logo (LEVEL, 2019) 

The airline’s business model is centered on offering low-cost long-haul services, combining 
competitive base fares with an a-la-carte system that allows passengers to pay only for the 
services they require, such as meals, checked baggage, or seat selection. This structure 
mirrors the flexibility of short-haul low-cost carriers while adapting it to long-distance 
operations. LEVEL’s value proposition also includes strong network integration within IAG: 
by using Barcelona–Josep Tarradellas Airport as its main hub and connecting with short- 
and medium-haul flights operated primarily by Vueling, the airline can attract passengers 
from across Europe who wish to access its long-haul services (LEVEL, 2022). 

Since its creation, LEVEL has focused on connecting Barcelona with key destinations in 
North and South America. Its network includes major U.S. cities and long-haul leisure 
destinations, and it has demonstrated adaptability during market disruptions such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic by temporarily operating alternative routes to maintain activity. The 
airline has further expanded its reach through codeshare agreements with carriers such as 
Qatar Airways, American Airlines, and Alaska Airlines, enhancing connectivity beyond its 
own operated routes (LEVEL, 2024). 

A significant milestone in LEVEL’s evolution occurred in December 2024, when the airline 
obtained its own Air Operator Certificate (AOC). This transition marked its shift from a 
branded operation supported by Iberia to an autonomous airline within IAG, giving LEVEL 
greater operational independence and enabling future growth. In parallel, the company has 
been expanding its fleet, strengthening its long-haul capabilities and consolidating 
Barcelona as an important transatlantic gateway (LEVEL, 2024 / b). 

 

Figure 6. Airbus A330-200 aircraft operated by LEVEL Airlines (Startup, 2017). 
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According to recent reports, LEVEL, the long-haul LCC created by IAG, is entering a new 
phase of operational maturity following the achievement of its own AOC. This milestone 
enables the airline to operate independently under its new International Air Transport 
Association (IATA) code LL and International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) code ICAO 
= LVL. The transition is expected to be completed in 2025. As part of its expansion strategy, 
LEVEL will incorporate a seventh Airbus A330-200 (see figure 6) into its fleet, with an eighth 
aircraft planned for 2026. These steps underline the airline’s ambition to strengthen its 
operational capabilities, increase capacity, and reinforce its strategic presence in the 
transatlantic market (Airport, 2024). 

Insights from RDC Aviation (RDC, 2025) further show that LEVEL plays an important role 
within IAG wider network strategy, particularly in relation to traffic flows between Europe and 
America. Operating from Barcelona under Iberia’s regulatory framework, LEVEL contributes 
to the group’s diversification by absorbing part of the transatlantic demand and expanding 
connectivity options. 

This structure allows IAG to optimize frequencies, deploy capacity efficiently, and strengthen 
its competitive position across both leisure and VFR (Visiting Friends and Relatives) 
markets connecting Europe and the Americas (RDC, 2025). 

Finally, since its establishment in 2017, LEVEL has been designed as more than a 
conventional low-cost airline: it represents a hybrid approach that combines the agile 
“startup mindset” typical of a modern LCC with the solid operational support of IAG. As 
highlighted in an interview with Future Travel Experience (FTE), this structure enables 
LEVEL to focus on customer experience and service differentiation, while relying on group-
level capabilities such as maintenance, finance, IT systems, procurement, and safety 
oversight. This integrated model supports the airline’s ambition to deliver a significant step 
change in customer experience across all touchpoints, from booking to onboard service 
(LEVEL, 2019). 

2.1.3 Benchmark Cases of Similar Airline Expansions 
This section reviews four relevant LCLH airlines whose expansion strategies help 
contextualize the development of LEVEL. The selected cases are Norwegian, AirAsia X, 
Jetstar and Eurowings. These airlines represent different regions but share common 
elements of the LCC model. Their experiences allow a clearer understanding of operational 
opportunities and risks in long-haul low-cost markets. 

2.1.3.1 Norwegian Air Shuttle 
Norwegian was one of the first European airlines to expand the low-cost model into long-
haul routes. The carrier operated Boeing-787 aircraft and offered point-to-point services 
between Europe and North America or Asia. Norwegian demonstrated that long-haul low-
cost operations are possible, but profitability remained difficult to sustain due to high fuel 
costs, strong competition and financial exposure (GMBH, 2024). The case of Norwegian 
shows that the LCLH model requires strict cost control, flexible capacity management and 
enough financial resilience to face market volatility. 
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Figure 7. Norwegian Air logo (GMBH, 2024). 

2.1.3.2 AirAsia X 
AirAsia X is one of the most established Asian long-haul low-cost airlines. It operates Airbus 
A330 aircraft with high-density seating and relies heavily on supplementary revenue, such 
as baggage, meals, seat selection and premium upgrades. As highlighted in the literature, 
AirAsia X successfully adapted the LCC model to longer distances through a lean cost 
structure and strong demand in the Asia–Pacific leisure market (Meyer, 2020). This example 
shows how long-haul low-cost airlines benefit from dense population markets, efficient 
aircraft utilization and simplified service concepts. 

 

Figure 8. AirAsia X airlines logo (X, 2025). 

2.1.3.3 Jetstar Airways 
Jetstar, part of the Qantas Group, expanded from short-haul low-cost operations into long-
haul services using Boeing 787 and Airbus A330 aircraft. Jetstar applied a hybrid strategy: 
keeping a low-cost base while offering optional services to attract both leisure and value-
conscious passengers. Studies also show that Jetstar invested strongly in customer 
perception and brand positioning to remain competitive in the low-cost segment (ROBERTS, 
DANAHER, ROBERTS, & SIMPSON, 2012). Jetstar demonstrates how a long-haul LCC 
within a large group can benefit from shared resources, stronger network support and a 
controlled cost environment. 

 

Figure 9. Jetstar Airways airline logo (Airways, 2023). 

2.1.3.4 Eurowings (Lufthansa Group) 
Eurowings’ long-haul expansion was part of Lufthansa’s strategy to reposition traffic outside 
its main hubs. The new Eurowings product was marketed as low-cost, but Maertens (2015) 
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argues that many characteristics were closer to traditional long-haul leisure airlines than to 
pure low-cost model (MAERTENS, 2015). For example, Eurowings offered buy-on-board 
catering and baggage charges at the lowest fares, but the operational structure, including 
crew and aircraft leasing, followed a more conventional model. Still, Eurowings is an 
important benchmark because it shows how a major airline group can experiment with LCLH 
operations while minimizing labor costs and increasing network flexibility. 

 

Figure 10. Eurowings airlines logo (GMBH, 2024). 

Across all cases, the literature shows that long-haul low-cost expansion requires a balance 
between cost reduction, aircraft efficiency, and route selection. Norwegian and Eurowings 
illustrate the challenges of operating in Europe, including strong competition and high 
operational costs. AirAsia X and Jetstar show that long-haul low-cost operations can work 
in markets with high leisure demand and supportive cost structures. These examples offer 
relevant insights for evaluating the strategic positioning of LEVEL within the LCLH segment. 

2.1.4 Feasibility of a LEVEL Transatlantic Route to Central Florida 
This section builds on a previous study conducted by the author (Sopena, 2025). The earlier 
analysis provided initial insights into passenger demand and operational performance, 
which will be summarized in this section. 

The previous study evaluated the feasibility of operating a low-cost transatlantic route by 
LEVEL Airlines between Barcelona–Josep Tarradellas Airport and Melbourne Orlando 
International Airport, with a comparative assessment against Orlando International Airport 
and Orlando Sanford International Airport (SFB). 

The research focused on two key dimensions influencing route viability: potential passenger 
demand and airport-related operational performance. 

A mixed-methods approach is applied. Passenger demand was assessed qualitatively 
through survey data collected from residents of the Barcelona metropolitan area and Central 
Florida, capturing travel interest, price sensitivity, and destination preferences. Operational 
feasibility was evaluated quantitatively through a comparative analysis of arrival and 
departure delay times at MLB, MCO, and SFB using 2024 data from the Bureau of 
Transportation Statistics. One-way ANOVA tests were employed to identify statistically 
significant 

differences in operational performance among the three airports. 

The findings suggested that there is sufficient leisure-oriented passenger interest to support 
a low-cost transatlantic service between Barcelona and Central Florida, particularly driven 
by tourism demand. From an operational perspective, secondary airports such as MLB 
exhibit advantages associated with lower congestion and potentially reduced delay 
exposure when compared to MCO. These characteristics align well with the cost-sensitive 
and efficiency-driven business model of long-haul low-cost carriers.  
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Overall, the study indicates that MLB represents a viable alternative to larger hubs like MCO 
for LEVEL’s network expansion, if demand stimulation strategies and competitive airport 
cost structures are maintained. 

2.2 Airport Size and Low-Cost Airline Strategy in the U.S. 

The FAA’s National Plan of Integrated Airport Systems (NPIAS) (Administration, 2023) 
groups U.S. commercial airports into hub categories according to their share of national 
passenger enplanements. Large hub airports handle at least 1% of total enplanements, 
while small hubs account for between 0.05% and 0.25%. This classification helps to 
understand differences in airport scale, congestion, operational costs, and connectivity. For 
LCCs, these factors are important because small hubs usually offer lower charges and 
faster operations, whereas large hubs provide higher demand but more complexity.  

2.2.1 Airport Size, Evolution of Hub Dynamics, and Their Impact on LCC 
LCCs operate under a business model based on simplicity, high aircraft utilization, and fast 
turnaround times. Their competitive advantage comes from reducing operational complexity 
and choosing network strategies that align with point-to-point flying instead of hub-and-
spoke systems (Gillen & Lall, 2004). LCCs depend on quick aircraft turns, streamlined 
processes, efficient ground operations, and fuel costs, all of which are strongly influenced 
by airport size and congestion levels. According to FAA classifications, smaller airports 
usually experience fewer delays, shorter taxi times, and lower aeronautical charges. These 
characteristics make them attractive to LCCs seeking efficiency and lower costs. 

 

Figure 11. Airports with the most summer flight delays (Squaremouth, 2024) 

Research shows that carriers such as Southwest achieve operational efficiency by using 
uncongested or secondary airports, resulting in shorter taxi-out times, reduced gate holds, 
and faster ground operations (U.S., 2024). 
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For example, Southwest consistently completed faster turnarounds compared to legacy 
carriers, even when operating at both small and large airports, because less congestion 
created more predictable operations. The simplicity of processes such as open seating, no 
interlining, and standardized fleets further reduces turnaround variability and makes airport 
selection even more important for maintaining low costs. 

The evolution of airport hub dynamics in the United States has also shaped how LCCs 
choose their bases. After deregulation, the growth of the hub model created large, highly 
congested hubs dominated by major airlines. Over time, the increase in traffic at these large 
hubs resulted in longer taxi times, higher operating costs, and more slot competition. In 
contrast, secondary and small hub airports became more attractive for LCC expansion 
because they offered lower aeronautical fees, available capacity, and opportunities for rapid 
growth with less operational risk (Gillen & Lall, 2004). 

Overall, airport size and congestion directly influence the core cost structure of LCCs. Large 
hubs provide strong demand but also involve higher charges, longer delays, and less 
operational flexibility. Small hubs offer cost advantages and faster operations, which align 
more closely with the low-cost model (Janic, Assessment of airport congestion and delay: 
Measures and potential solutions, 2002). These differences explain why many LCCs 
prioritize secondary airports or uncongested parts of large cities when planning their 
networks. This context is essential for understanding the strategic suitability of airports such 
as MLB and MCO for long-haul low-cost operations. 

2.2.2 Strategic Suitability of Melbourne Orlando International Airport (MLB) for Low-
Cost Airlines 

Melbourne International Airport is a public airport located approximately 1.5 miles northeast 
of downtown Melbourne, Florida, and about 70 miles southeast of Orlando. MLB offers a 
range of services including commercial passenger flights, general aviation, and MRO 
operations (Airport M. O., 2024). The airports feature three runways, with the longest one 
measuring 10,181 feet, accommodating aircraft with Aircraft Design Group (ADG) V. In 
recent years, MLB has undergone significant renovations, including a $ 72 million terminal 
expansion to enhance passenger experience and accommodate growing traffic. Currently, 
MLB offers international flights operated by TUI, specifically, this airline offers charter flights 
between United Kingdom and Melbourne. 

 

Figure 12. MLB Airport Terminal 
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Table 1. Key Operational Parameters of MLB (AirNav, AirNav, 2025) 

Parameter Melbourne Orlando International Airport (MLB) 

Airport identifiers IATA: MLB, ICAO / FAA: KMLB 

Type / Ownership Public airport, primary commercial service airport 
(non-hub classification) 

Location Approximately 2 miles (3.2 km) northwest of down-
town Melbourne, Florida 

Elevation 33 ft (10 m) above mean sea level 

Runways Three runways: 09R/27L (3,103 × 46 m), 09L/27R 
(1,829 × 46m) and 05/23 (915 × 23 m) 

Runway surfaces Asphalt / grooved, in good/excellent condition; long-
est runway supports heavy aircraft 

Based aircraft 264 aircraft based at MLB. Includes including single- 
engine, multi-engine, jets, helicopters 

Annual aircraft operations 103,660 movements per year (284 daily average) 

Fuel availability Jet-A and 100LL available via FBOs 

Commercial airlines Several scheduled carriers including legacy and 
charter/seasonal 

Airport facility context Besides passenger terminal and general-aviation 
services, MLB hosts aerospace industry facilities 
(maintenance, MRO, manufacturing), making it a 
mixed-use airport 

Advantages (for airlines) Less congestion, lower fees, flexibility for general avi-
ation and mixed operations, ability to support heavy 
aircraft via longest runway 

Limitations / Constraints Smaller passenger demand compared to large hubs, 
fewer scheduled routes, limited network connectivity 
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It is important to note that MLB is located adjacent to the railway corridor connecting Central 
Florida with Miami. Although Melbourne currently does not have a passenger rail station, 
the future development of one could significantly enhance the airport's accessibility and 
stimulate regional growth. However, the analysis presented in this study does not assume 
the existence of a rail station and is based solely on current transportation infrastructure 
and accessibility conditions.  

2.2.3 Suitability of Orlando International Airport (MCO) for Low-Cost Airlines 
Orlando International Airports the primary commercial airport serving Central Florida and is 
classified as a large hub airport due to its high share of U.S. passenger enplanements. 
Located approximately 6 miles southeast of downtown Orlando, MCO covers more than 
11,600 acres and operates four runways, two of which exceed 12,000 feet in length, allowing 
the airport to handle the largest commercial aircraft (Transportation, 2024). In 2024, MCO 
handled more than 57 million passengers, making it the busiest airport in Florida and one 
of the busiest in the United States (Authority G. O., 2025). The airport offers an extensive 
network of domestic and international flights, supported by numerous airlines and nonstop 
routes worldwide. Its infrastructure includes multiple passenger terminals, cargo facilities, 
maintenance operations, and a wide range of commercial services, which together reinforce 
its role as a full-service large hub airport with the capacity to manage complex and high-
volume operations (Authority G. O., 2025). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2. Key Operational Parameters of Orlando International Airport (MCO) (AirNav, 2026). 

Parameter Orlando International Airport (MCO) 

Airport Type Large-hub primary commercial airport (FAA classification) 

Location 6 miles (9.6 km) southeast of downtown Orlando, Florida 

Airport Elevation 96 feet (29 meters) above mean sea level 

Total Area Approximately 11,600 acres 

Figure 13. MCO Airport Overview (Authority G. O., 2025). 
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Number of Runways 4 runways: 18L/36R (12,005 ft), 18R/36L (12,004 ft), 
17L/35R (9,000 ft), 17R/35L (10,000 ft) 

Runway Surface Asphalt / concrete (grooved) 

Passenger Traffic (2024) More than 57 million passengers annually 

Airlines Over 40 airlines including major U.S. carriers, international 
flag carriers, and several low-cost airlines 

Destinations 150+ domestic and international destinations across North 
America, Europe, South America, and the Caribbean 

Terminal Complex Main Terminal (Landside A/B) and Terminal C (South Ter-
minal) opened in 2022 to expand capacity 

Ground Transportation Integrated rail station (Brightline), rental cars, ride-share, 
shuttles, and bus connections 

Fuel Availability Jet-A and Avgas are available through multiple FBOs; full-
service fueling infrastructure. Around $ 7/gal 

Operational Characteristics High demand, extensive connectivity, and significant air-
craft movement capacity; potential for congestion and 
higher operating costs 

3 Methodology 
The methodology applied in this study follows a structured sequence of analytical steps 
aimed at determining the market, operational, financial, and strategic feasibility of 
introducing long-haul low-cost operations at Melbourne International Airport compared to 
Orlando International Airport. Each part of the research relies on specific techniques, data 
sources, and evaluation tools selected to address the objectives of the analysis. The 
following sections describe the methodological approach for each component of the project. 

3.1 Market Demand and Traffic Forecasting Analysis 

This first block aims to determine whether sufficient demand exists to sustain transatlantic 
operations at MLB. The methodology combines federal aviation datasets, socioeconomic 
indicators, and primary data collection. 

 Historical and Current Traffic Trends: The study examines historical passenger 
volumes using FAA T-100 dataset, comparing MLB’s performance with that of nearby 
airports such as MCO. Growth rates, seasonality, and market share trends are 
analyzed to understand MLB’s historical ability to generate or attract long-haul 
demand. 
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 Traffic Demand Forecast Scenarios using FAA TAF: The FAA TAF is used as the 
foundation of the traffic forecast. TAF projections for enplanements and operational 
activity at MLB are combined with historical trends, socioeconomic indicators, and 
survey-derived demand stimulation to develop Conservative, Base, and Optimistic 
scenarios. These scenarios estimate annual passenger demand and expected load 
factors for LEVEL. 

 Socioeconomic and Demographic Characteristics: MLB’s catchment area is 
defined through a drive-time and population-distribution approach. Socioeconomic 
variables. This analysis will include including income levels, population growth, 
economic activity, and tourism flows are collected from the U.S. Census Bureau and 
BEA to assess long-haul travel propensity. 

 Passenger Survey Results: A primary survey is conducted to capture travelers’ 
willingness to fly, price sensitivity, preferred destinations, and awareness of MLB. 
Descriptive statistics (Excel/JMP) are applied to identify dominant segments such 
as leisure, VFR, and student travel. 

3.2 Operational and Infrastructure Feasibility Assessment 

This component determines whether MLB’s infrastructure and operational environment can 
support long-haul low-cost service. 

 Runway, Taxiway, and Apron Capacity: Aircraft performance requirements for 
long-haul operations (A330) are compared with MLB’s runway length, temperature 
conditions, and pavement characteristics. Taxiway geometry, apron positions, and 
gate availability are evaluated using FAA AC 150/5060-5 and AirNav data. 

 Terminal and Passenger Processing Capabilities: The study assesses 
international-facility capacity, including check-in areas, baggage processing, TSA 
checkpoints, CBP throughput, and boarding gates. Current passenger flows are 
compared with the operational needs of long-haul aircraft to identify constraints or 
required improvements. 

 Ground Handling, Maintenance, and CBP Facilities: Available ground-handling 
equipment, fueling services, catering, and MRO capabilities at MLB are reviewed. 
The adequacy of CBP facilities, including staffing levels and maximum processing 
capacity, is evaluated in relation to anticipated transatlantic passenger volumes. 

 Airspace, Safety, and Environmental Considerations: Airspace structure, 
proximity to MCO, IFR arrival flows, and potential conflicts are analyzed. Weather 
patterns, historical delays, and environmental constraints (including noise 
considerations) are considered to understand their impact on operational reliability. 

3.3 Financial and Economic Feasibility Analysis 

This block evaluates whether the proposed route is financially sustainable for LEVEL and 
economically beneficial for the region. 

 Estimated Operating Costs for LEVEL: A detailed analysis of fuel burn, block 
times, crew expenses, maintenance reserves, and station costs is conducted using 



 

  

 

27  

Airbus performance data and industry benchmarks. Trip-cost and annual-cost 
models are constructed in Excel. 

 Revenue Forecast and Break-Even Load Factor: Fare structures are estimated 
to use DB1B yield data and comparable long-haul low-cost airline pricing. Ancillary 
revenues—such as baggage, meals, and seat selection—are incorporated. A 
break-even load factor (BELF) is then calculated for each demand scenario. 

 Economic Impact Assessment: Aviation economic multipliers are applied to 
estimate direct, indirect, induced, and catalytic impacts on the regional economy. 
The analysis includes employment effects, tourism growth, and potential increases 
in local spending. 

3.4 Regulatory, Taxation, and Incentive Environment 

This section assesses the external regulatory and financial environment in which LEVEL 
would operate. 

 Federal and State Aviation Tax Policies: Relevant FAA, DOT, and IRS regulations 
governing foreign carriers and international operations are reviewed. Tax obligations, 
overflight fees, customs processes, and compliance requirements are identified. 

 Air Service Incentives and Funding Opportunities: Potential incentive 
programs—such as landing-fee waivers, marketing support, and state or federal 
funding are evaluated. The financial effect of applicable incentives is integrated into 
the operating-cost model. 

3.5 Risk Evaluation and Strategic Assessment 

The final analytical block integrates the findings from all previous sections to identify 
uncertainties and strategic implications. 

 Identification of Market, Operational, and Financial Risks: Risks are categorized 
according to probability and impact, forming a structured risk matrix that highlights 
the most critical threats to route viability. 

 Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) Analysis: A 
comprehensive SWOT analysis synthesizes the strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities, and threats associated with LEVEL operating at MLB, providing 
strategic insight to support final recommendations. 
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 5. Risk & Strategic Assessment 
– Risk identification & matrix 
– SWOT analysis 

 4. Regulatory & Incentive Assessment 
– Federal & state aviation tax policies 
– Incentive programs 

3. Financial & Economic Analysis 
– Airport fees and charges 
– Operating cost estimation 
– Revenue forecast & BELF 
– Economic impact 

 2. Operational Feasibility 
– Runway, taxiway, apron evaluation 
– Terminal and processing capacity 
– Ground handling, maintenance, CBP 
– Airspace, safety, environmental factors 

Market Demand Analysis 
– Historical traffic analysis 
– Traffic forecast using FAA TAF 
– Socioeconomic assessment 
– Passenger survey 

 6. Conclusions 
– Integrated feasibility evaluation 
– Strategic recommendations 

Figure 14. Global methodology workflow for the feasibility study 
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4 Forecast 

4.1 Context Forecast 

The purpose of this section is to estimate the potential passenger demand associated with 
the introduction of a long-haul low-cost service between Barcelona–Josep Tarradellas 
Airport and Central Florida, concretely at the Melbourne Orlando International Airport and 
Orlando International Airport. The traffic forecast is developed using a structured, scenario-
based approach grounded in historical traffic trends, airline industry growth patterns, and 
official federal projections. 

For the forecast for passenger enplanements and operations, three commonly used 
methods were developed and compared: a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) 
projection, a regression-based forecast, and the FAA TAF. The CAGR method projects 
future activity by applying a constant growth rate derived from historical data, while the 
regression model estimates trends by fitting a statistical line to the historical dataset. The 
TAF represents the official forecast of aviation activity at U.S. airports and incorporates 
origin-and-destination modeling and broader national and local economic conditions in its 
projections. 

In airport planning practice, local forecasts used in airport master plans are typically 
compared against the TAF to ensure reasonableness and consistency. FAA guidance 
indicates that proposed forecasts for enplanements and operations should generally fall 
within ±10% of the TAF in the first five years and ±15% in the ten years to be considered 
consistent and approvable without additional justification. This comparison provides a 
benchmark for assessing the reliability and practical feasibility of the CAGR and regression 
forecasts relative to the FAA’s official projection. 

To ensure methodological robustness, the forecast relies on the FAA TAF as the baseline 
projection for future passenger growth at the airports. The TAF provides long-term, federally 
validated forecasts of enplanements and aircraft operations, reflecting expected regional 
economic growth, demographic trends, and aviation demand. These projections are 
complemented by historical traffic data, socioeconomic indicators, and passenger survey 
results to develop three traffic demand scenarios: Conservative, Base, and Optimistic. 

4.1.1 Enplanement Forecasts  
Figures 15 and 16 present the projected enplanements at MCO and MLB, respectively. 
These forecasts incorporate historical traffic trends, FAA TAF projections, and scenario-
based adjustments to capture potential market stimulation from a new low-cost long-haul 
service. 

Figure 15 presents historical and forecasted enplanements at Orlando International Airport 
(MCO), showing a sharp decline in 2020 followed by a strong recovery and sustained growth 
trend. All forecasting methods (TAF, CAGR, and regression) indicate continuous passenger 
growth through 2045, with the CAGR scenario projecting the highest demand levels
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Figure 15.MCO Enplanements Forecast 

Figure 16 shows historical and projected enplanements at MLB, highlighting a sharp decline 
in 2020 due to the pandemic Covid-19 followed by a steady recovery and moderate long-
term growth. Compared to the TAF forecast, both the regression and CAGR projections 
estimate higher passenger volumes over time, with the CAGR scenario indicating the most 
optimistic growth trajectory while the regression presents a more moderate increase. 

 

4.1.2 Operations Forecasts  
Figures 17 and 18 depict projected aircraft operations for MCO and MLB. These operational 
forecasts are derived using the same methodology applied to enplanements and provide 
context for airport activity levels and capacity planning considerations. 

Figure 16. MLB Enplanements Forecast 
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Figure 17 illustrates historical and projected aircraft operations at MCO, showing a decline 
in 2020, aligned with the enplanements data. Compared to the TAF forecast, the CAGR 
projection estimates slightly higher operational growth, while the regression forecast 
remains more conservative, indicating lower operation levels over time 

 

 

Figure 17.MCO Operations Forecast 

Figure 18 presents historical and projected aircraft operations at MLB.  Compared to the 
TAF forecast, both the regression and especially the CAGR projections estimate 
significantly higher operational growth, with CAGR indicating a much steeper increase while 
the TAF remains relatively conservative. 

Figure 18. MLB Operations Forecast 



Feasibility Study on Low-Cost Transatlantic 
 Airline Operations: Comparing Large Hub and Small Primary Airports 

32 
 

 

4.1.3 Passenger-Focused Sensitivity Analysis 
Passenger enplanements are the primary driver of transatlantic route viability, as airline 
route decisions depend on revenue potential, load factors, and market size. Long-haul 
leisure services operated by low-cost carriers are particularly sensitive to passenger 
volumes, which provide a direct measure of route feasibility beyond airport operations alone. 

To account for uncertainty in long-term demand, a sensitivity analysis was performed using 
three scenarios: 

 Base Case Scenario: The Base Case represents the central forecast, reflecting 
stable economic conditions and continued growth in transatlantic leisure demand. It 
serves as the reference against which the alternative scenarios are evaluated. 

 Optimistic Scenario (+15%) Assumes a 15% increase over the Base Case, 
capturing favorable market conditions, strong leisure travel growth, effective route 
stimulation, and high load factors. 

 Constrained Scenario (-15%) Assumes a 15% reduction from the Base Case, 
reflecting potential demand limitations due to competition, price sensitivity, 
seasonality, or reduced effectiveness of market stimulation. 

Figures 3.6 and 3.7 illustrate the sensitivity of passenger demand at MCO and MLB under 
the three scenarios. These visualizations allow for a structured assessment of demand 
robustness and risk exposure. 

 

 

 

Figure 19. MCO Sensitivity Forecast 
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Figure 20. MLB Sensitivity Forecast 

4.2 Catchment Area Analysis and Methodological Steps 

To evaluate operational suitability, the study conducts a comparative catchment area 
analysis of Melbourne, Florida, and Orlando, Florida. The objective is to determine which 
location provides more favorable demand characteristics based on population size, tourism 
activity, income levels, and economic output. 

4.2.1 Definition of Catchment Areas 
Catchment areas represent the geographic regions from which airports draw most of their 
passengers. From an airport master planning perspective, catchment area definition 
incorporates multiple factors including drive-time accessibility (typically 60–90 minutes), 
population distribution, socio-economic characteristics (income levels, employment sectors), 
and competing airport proximity ( ((FAA), 2013); ((TRB), 2010)). This section studies the 
catchment areas of both airports of interest. 
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The primary catchment area of MLB is generally defined as Brevard County, although its 
influence extends into adjacent areas such as Indian River and southern Volusia counties 
due to regional mobility patterns and ground accessibility.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Brevard County is characterized by a moderate population base, strong aerospace and 
technology industries like the Kennedy Space Center. Additionally, there is a growing 
tourism segment linked to cruise operations at Port Canaveral. MLB is primarily connected 
through ground access infrastructure, including Interstate 95 and U.S. Route 1. The airport 
offers several rental car options but with very limited public  

 

Figure 22. Catchment area of MLB based on 60- and 90-minute driving times (TravelTime, 2025) 

MLB’s catchment is constrained by closeness to larger hubs, primarily MCO. This 
competitive environment leads to lower passenger retention at MLB, as travelers are often 
attracted to the wider route availability and airline options offered by larger hubs. However, 
MLB also presents a strategic opportunity to introduce new routes that are not currently 
served in the Orlando market, particularly targeting niche demand segments such as low-
cost long-haul services, where reduced congestion and lower operating costs can provide 
a competitive advantage. 

Figure 21. MLB catchment area includes Brevard County (Realty, 2023) 
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On the other hand, MCO serves a significantly larger and more complex catchment area, 
primarily encompassing Orange, Osceola, and Seminole counties, with influence extending 
across Central Florida and parts of the Tampa Bay region. In line with airport master 
planning practices, this catchment is defined based on high population density, extensive 
tourism activity, and strong multimodal accessibility, including major highways (I-4, SR 528) 
and regional transport networks ( ((FAA), 2013); ((ACRP), 2018)).  

 

Figure 23. MCO catchment area includes Orange, Osceola, and Seminole counties  
(GISGeography, 2024)  

The region benefits from a robust economic base driven by tourism, hospitality, and service 
industries, with major attractions such as Walt Disney World and Universal Orlando 
generating substantial origin-destination and visitor traffic. MCO’s large catchment area 
supports its classification as a large hub airport, capturing a high share of enplanements 
due to its extensive domestic and international connectivity, airline competition, and 
frequency of service.  

Additionally, the airport’s catchment is reinforced by well-developed ground transportation 
systems, including rental car facilities, major highways (I-4, SR 528), and rail links to other 
major cities, which further enhance accessibility and expand its effective service area. 

 

Figure 24. Catchment area of MCO based on 60- and 90-minute driving times (TravelTime, 2025) 
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4.2.2 Key Socioeconomic and Tourism Variables 
The analysis incorporates population size and growth, median household income, tourism 
demand, and regional GDP to capture both local and tourism-driven travel propensity. 
Florida tourism contributes substantially to state GDP and employment, particularly in 
Orlando, which sees highly seasonal but dense tourism flows (Harrington, Chi, & 
Pennington Gray, 2017). Melbourne offers a smaller but potentially more stable market base. 

4.2.2.1 Key Socioeconomic Parameters 
The socioeconomic characteristics of the catchment areas were evaluated to assess their 
potential contribution to transatlantic passenger demand. Orlando, located within the 
Orlando–Kissimmee–Sanford Metropolitan Statistical Area, had an estimated population of 
approximately 2.9 million residents in 2024 and a Gross Metropolitan Product exceeding 
$230 billion, making it one of the fastest-growing metropolitan regions in the United States 
(Census, 2025). The region is heavily supported by tourism, attracting over 75 million 
visitors annually, primarily due to attractions such as Walt Disney World, Universal Orlando 
Resort, and other leisure destinations (Gramajo, 2024) 

In comparison, Brevard County, which constitutes the primary catchment area of Melbourne 
Orlando International Airport (MLB), had an estimated population of 650,000 residents and 
a median household income of approximately $78,000 in 2024 (Census, 2024). The county 
benefits from a strong aerospace and defense industry cluster associated with the Space 
Coast, including major employers such as NASA, L3Harris Technologies, and Northrop 
Grumman. These socioeconomic characteristics indicate that while Orlando offers a 
substantially larger demand base, Brevard County provides a high-income market with 
significant business and leisure travel potential. 

4.2.2.2 Tourism Interest Based on Survey results  

To complement the quantitative traffic forecasts and catchment area analysis, the results 
from the passenger surveys (see Appendix A) conducted in Central Florida and the Bar-
celona metropolitan area are integrated into the demand estimation process. While macro-
level data (FAA TAF, historical trends, and socioeconomic indicators) provide an overview 
of potential market size, the survey introduces a behavioral dimension, capturing passen-

gers’ willingness to travel, price sensitivity, and airport choice preferences (Sopena, 2025). 

This integration allows for a more realistic assessment of route feasibility by translating 
potential demand into effective demand, accounting for the conditions under which pas-
sengers would choose to fly between Barcelona and Central Florida. 

Table 3. Summary of the survey results (Sopena, 2025). 

Factor Key Result Implication for BCN–Central 
Florida Route 

Willingness to fly 
(Central Florida) 

79% Yes + 16% Maybe  Strong outbound demand potential if 
service is available 
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Willingness to fly 
(Barcelona) 

19% Yes + 73% High 
Probable  

Demand depends on price, 
convenience, and airport 
accessibility 

Price sensitivity $800–$1,200 / €400–
€800  

Supports viability of a low-cost long-
haul pricing strategy 

Airport choice 
behavior 

Preference for direct 
flights and lower fares  

MLB can compete with MCO if it 
offers cost and convenience 
advantages 

Seasonality Peak demand 
concentrated in summer  

Indicates need for seasonal capacity 
and frequency planning 

 

The integration of survey results into the demand estimation confirms that the BCN–Central 
Florida market exhibits a significant level of potential demand, particularly within the leisure 
travel segment. However, this demand is largely conditional, meaning that its realization 
depends on key factors such as competitive pricing, availability of direct flights, and overall 
travel convenience (Sopena, 2025).. 

Based on the survey findings, it is reasonable to assume that a new transatlantic service 
could capture approximately 10% to 20% of the addressable market, depending on the 
effectiveness of pricing strategies and service design (Sopena, 2025).. This range reflects 
the typical gap between stated willingness to travel and actual booking behavior. 

4.2.3 Conversion of Tourism Demand into Operational Indicators 
To compare Melbourne and Orlando directly, tourism demand is converted into operational 
indicators. Visitor numbers are adjusted by air-travel share and transformed into daily 
passenger equivalents, accounting for seasonality. Figure 26 illustrates monthly enplaned 
passengers at MCO, highlighting seasonal peaks and troughs. 

 

Figure 25. Monthly Enplaned Passengers at MCO (Authority G. O., 2026) 
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4.2.4 International Demand and Market Structure at Orlando International Airport 
(MCO) 

Table 4 presents Iberia’s non-stop Madrid–Orlando service. This route highlights MCO’s 
ability to support long-haul leisure traffic. 

Table 4. MCO Destinations by Airline, February 2026. (Authority G. O., 2026)  

Airline Origin City Flights per Week Destination Airport 

Iberia Madrid, Spain 4 Orlando International (MCO) 

The Madrid–Or 

lando route only started in October 2025, Iberia has not publicly released the route-specific 
load factor (occupancy) for MCO. However, Iberia's overall U.S. network averaged a 89.96% 
load factor in June 2024. 

Table 5 shows passenger composition on the Madrid–Orlando route, indicating that revenue 
passengers dominate the traffic flow, confirming economic viability. 

Table 5. Passenger Traffic Composition on Iberia MAD–MCO Route (Authority G. O., 2026) 

Passenger Type Enplaned  Deplaned 

International Revenue Passengers 3,696  3,833 

International Non-Revenue Passengers 112  195 

Total Passengers  7,836  

 

Table 6 presents the top international O&D markets at MCO, contextualizing Madrid within 
the broader network. Madrid ranks 41st, confirming that niche European markets are 
serviceable but smaller than major markets such as Toronto or London. 

Table 6. MCO Top International O&D Markets (Authority G. O., 2026) 

Rank Market Miles O&D Pax Seats Flights 

41 Madrid, Spain (MAD) 4,375 547 99 12 

1 Toronto, Canada (YYZ) 1,056 6,242 9,378 52 

2 London/Gatwick (LGW) 4,353 3,469 5,354 16 

3 London/Heathrow (LHR) 4,337 3,391 4,210 13 

4 Mexico City (MEX) 1,281 3,159 4,754 26 

5 San Jose, Costa Rica (SJO) 1,282 3,070 4,129 22 

 

4.2.5 Comparison of Airline Charges at MCO and MLB 
Table 7 summarizes key airline fees at MCO and MLB. MLB offers lower and simpler 
charges, providing potential cost advantages for LEVEL’s low-cost long-haul operations. 

Table 7. Comparison of Key Airline Fees at MCO and MLB, FY 2023/24 (Authority G. O., 2026). 

Fee Category MCO MLB 
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Landing Fee $2.03 per 1,000 lbs $1.74 per 1,000 lbs 

Passenger Facility Charge (PFC) $4.50 per enplaned passenger Not applied 

Gate / Terminal Use $536–$1,738 per operation $257 per turn 

Passenger Service Agent Varies by terminal $59 per turn 

Inbound Baggage System Fee $1.84–$2.30 per passenger Not applicable 

Outbound Baggage System Fee $1.85–$3.10 per passenger Not applicable 

Fuel Flowage / Storage Included in terminal fees $0.07 per gallon 

Overnight Aircraft Parking Varies $100 per day 
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5 Airside Infrastructure Comparison 
This section compares the airside infrastructure of MLB and MCO, focusing on their ability 
to support aircraft operations. The analysis includes key elements such as runway and 
taxiway capacity, apron and gate availability, and overall operational efficiency. The 
objective is to evaluate how each airport’s airside configuration affects its suitability for 
different traffic levels and long-haul operations. 

5.1 Runway and Taxiway Capacity 

This section compares the runway and taxiway infrastructure of Melbourne Orlando 
International Airport (MLB) and Orlando International Airport (MCO), focusing on their ability 
to support long-haul aircraft operations. Figure 26 illustrates differences in infrastructure 
scale, complexity, and operational capacity. 

 

Subfigure a. MLB (AirNav, 2026)                      Subfigure b. MCO (AirNav, 2026) 

Figure 26. MLB Airport Diagram 

Subfigure (a) shows the airside layout of MLB, where the infrastructure is compact and 
simple. The diagram highlights a limited number of runways and a straightforward taxiway 
system, with apron areas located close to the terminal. Current international operations are 
usually handled on the main runway 09R/27L, which is the longest runway (10,181 ft) and 
suitable for Aircraft Design Group V aircraft. The apron layout is compact, with aircraft 
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parking positions located close to the terminal, which reduces taxi time and improves 
efficiency under low traffic conditions  

Subfigure (b) presents the airside layout of MCO, which is significantly larger and more 
complex. The diagram shows multiple parallel runways, an extensive taxiway network, and 
distributed apron areas connected to several terminal concourses. This layout allows MCO 
to handle high traffic volumes and simultaneous aircraft operations more efficiently, although 
it also increases operational complexity. 

Table 8, summarizes runway configuration, dimensions, pavement strength, and taxiway 
efficiency. 

Table 8. Key Runway/Taxiway Comparison Parameters (AirNav, 2026) 

Parameter MLB MCO 

Number of Runways 3 parallel runways 4 parallel runways 

Runway Length Max: 10,181 ft 
Others shorter 

Up to 12,005 ft 
Multiple long runways 

Runway Width 150 ft 150–200 ft 

Pavement Strength Supports ADG V aircraft 
Limited wide-body frequency 

Designed for frequent wide-
body operations 

Taxiway Layout Simple, less flexible 
Low congestion 

Extensive, highly efficient 
Supports simultaneous ops 

Operational Capacity Moderate Very high (hub-level) 

 

Melbourne Orlando International Airport (MLB) can handle long-haul aircraft because its 
main runway is 10,181 ft long, but its infrastructure is limited for frequent operations. In 
contrast, Orlando International Airport (MCO) is designed for high traffic and long-haul 
flights, with infrastructure that supports regular wide-body operations. 

5.2  Apron and Gate Availability 

MLB (iFly, 2026) has one passenger terminal with a single concourse and a total of 
approximately 9 gates, all located in the same area. There is no strict separation between 
domestic and international gates, as both types of operations share the same terminal 
infrastructure. International flights are handled through a designated Federal Inspection 
Service (FIS) area within the terminal. MLB has very limited dedicated wide-body gate 
capacity, only one or two positions can accommodate wide-body aircraft. 



Feasibility Study on Low-Cost Transatlantic 
 Airline Operations: Comparing Large Hub and Small Primary Airports 

42 
 

 

Figure 27. MLB Terminal Map (Authority, 2018). 

MCO operates a multi-terminal and multi-concourse system with a significantly larger and 
more structured gate distribution than MLB. The airport includes the North Terminal 
Complex (Terminals A and B) with four airside concourses (gates 1–29, 30–59, 60–99, and 
100–129) and the newer Terminal C with 15 gates capable of handling up to 20 aircraft, 
resulting in a total of over 100 gates across the airport. MCO does not assign gates strictly 
as domestic or international; instead, operations are distributed by airline and concourse, 
although international arrivals are supported by dedicated Federal Inspection Service (FIS) 
facilities primarily in Airside 4 and Terminal C. The airport is designed to handle a full mix of 
aircraft types, with extensive narrow-body capacity for high-frequency domestic operations 
and multiple wide-body-capable gates equipped for international long-haul flights, 
particularly in Terminal C and selected concourses in the A/B complex (MCO, 2025). This 
configuration allows MCO to simultaneously handle numerous wide-body aircraft and large 
volumes of international traffic, providing a high level of operational flexibility but also 
contributing to higher congestion levels compared to smaller airports like MLB. 
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Figure 28. MCO Airport Terminal Map (MCO, 2025) 

The table below compares MLB and MCO in terms of gate capacity, aircraft compatibility, 
parking flexibility, and congestion. It also explains how domestic and international gates are 
distributed. 

Table 9. MCO Key Gate Parameters (MCO, 2025) (iFly, 2026) 

Parameter MLB MCO 

Total gates / stands 9 gates 100+ gates (groups: 1–29, 
30–59, 60–99, 100–129 + 
Terminal C) 

Narrow-body 
compatibility 

Strong (main operations) Very strong (high frequency 
of domestic traffic) 

Wide-body compatibility Limited but possible (TUI 
flights) 

Strong (many gates 
designed for wide body) 

Domestic vs international Mixed in one terminal Distributed across 
concourses + Terminal C 
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Parking flexibility Moderate High 

Congestion / delays Low congestion, high on-
time performance 

Higher congestion, 
especially peak hours 

MLB is more efficient in low traffic because it has fewer gates, shorter taxi times, and low 
congestion. MCO has much higher capacity and flexibility, making it better for large-scale 
and long-haul operations. 

5.3 Terminal Processing Capacity 

Terminal processing capacity refers to the ability of an airport to efficiently move passengers 
through key processing points such as check-in, security, and immigration. According to 
queuing theory, performance depends on both infrastructure and service rates, as 
congestion occurs when passenger arrival rates exceed processing capacity (Khalid 
Abdulaziz Alnowibet, 2022) 

Orlando International Airport operates as a large hub with a distributed multi-terminal 
system, while Melbourne Orlando International Airport operates a centralized single-
terminal configuration. MCO handled over 58 million passengers in 2024, whereas MLB 
handled approximately 747,000 passengers in 2023 ( (Authority G. O., 2026) and (Airport 
M. O., 2024). 

A simplified utilization analysis highlights these differences. MLB’s terminal (279,574 sq ft) 
results in approximately 2.7 passengers per square foot per year, while MCO (3.7 million sq 
ft) reaches approximately 15.7 passengers per square foot per year. This indicates that 
MCO operates at a much higher level of utilization, while MLB retains spare capacity but 
with limited scalability ( (Authority G. O., 2026) and (Airport M. O., 2024)). 

Table 10. Key terminal utilization indicators for MCO and MLB. 

Indicator MLB MCO 

Annual passengers 747,691 (2023) 58,082,800 (2024) 

Terminal area 279,574 sq ft 3.7 million sq ft 

Passengers per sq ft/year 2.7 15.7 

Check-in counters 46 (Master Plan) Not publicly available1 

Security lanes 2 lanes Multiple checkpoints1 

Peak demand 1,091 pax / 20 min Not available 

 

Table 10 shows that MCO operates under significantly higher demand and utilization levels. 
While MLB benefits from lower congestion and simpler operations, its infrastructure limits 
the ability to accommodate large increases in traffic. 

 
1 For MCO, several terminal processing indicators are not explicitly reported, as these elements are 
operationally managed and vary depending on airline schedules, terminal allocation, and TSA 
configurations rather than being fixed infrastructure parameters. 
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Table 11 presents terminal processing performance based on IATA Level of Service (LoS) 
benchmarks  (Khalid Abdulaziz Alnowibet, 2022). 

Table 11. Comparison between MLB and MCO terminal processing rates. 

Processing Area IATA LoS MLB MCO 

Check-in 1–5 min Acceptable, limited 
capacity 

30-45 min during peak 
times 

Security 5–10 min 8 min (within LoS) 30-45 min during peak 
times 

Immigration 5–10 min Limited FIS capacity 
but very efficient due 
to low number of 
flights 

30 – 60 minutes 

Overall, MLB operates efficiently under current traffic conditions but is constrained in terms 
of scalability. In contrast, MCO provides a high-capacity and flexible terminal system 
capable of supporting large passenger volumes, although it is more exposed to congestion 
during peak periods. 

5.4 Ground Handling and Maintenance 

Ground handling and maintenance infrastructure directly affect aircraft turnaround time and 
the feasibility of long-haul operations. These services include ramp handling, fueling, and 
maintenance support, which determine operational efficiency and airline costs (Ashford, 
2013). 

Orlando International Airport (MCO) operates a highly developed system with multiple 
service providers, extensive fueling infrastructure, and large-scale maintenance facilities. In 
contrast, Melbourne Orlando International Airport (MLB) provides a more limited but 
functional system, scaled to lower traffic volumes and primarily supporting narrow-body 
operations (( (Authority G. O., 2026) and (Airport M. O., 2024)). 

From a route feasibility perspective, these differences are critical. MLB can support 
occasional wide-body operations but lacks the infrastructure to sustain high-frequency long-
haul services. MCO, on the other hand, offers the capacity, redundancy, and efficiency 
required for continuous long-haul operations, making it more suitable for transatlantic route 
development. However, the demand at MCO is considerably higher which puts more 
pressure in the existing infrastructure. 

Table 12. Ground Handling and Maintenance Comparison between MLB and MCO 

Parameter MLB MCO 

Ground handling Limited providers (FBO-based) Multiple providers, high 
capacity 

Fueling Jet-A available, standard 
capacity 

High-throughput fueling 
infrastructure 
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MRO facilities Available (STS Aviation, 
aerospace cluster) 

Extensive airline and third-
party MRO 

Wide-body support Limited, occasional operations Fully supported 

Turnaround efficiency Efficient at low traffic Optimized for high-
frequency operations but 
congested at the same time 

Table 12 indicates that MCO provides significantly greater operational flexibility and capacity. 
While MLB is efficient under current traffic levels, its infrastructure would require upgrades 
to support sustained long-haul operations. 
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6 Financial Feasibility Analysis 
This section provides a comprehensive financial evaluation of the proposed low-cost 
transatlantic route between Barcelona and Central Florida, comparing operations at 
Melbourne Orlando International Airport (MLB) and Orlando International Airport (MCO). 
The analysis integrates cost modeling, revenue estimation, operational inefficiencies, and 
frequency scenarios to assess route viability under realistic airline conditions (Abdulkadir 
Alici, 2022). 

The financial analysis is based on three complementary methods: 

 Direct Operating Cost (DOC) Modeling: Estimates the total operating cost per 
flight by calculating and comparing the main cost components (fuel, crew, 
maintenance, airport charges, taxi costs, and delay-related costs) for operations at 
MLB and MCO (FAA, 2021). 

 Break-Even Load Factor (BELF) Analysis: Determines the minimum passenger 
load required for the route to cover its operating costs by comparing total flight 
revenue with total operating expenses for each airport scenario (Statistics, 2003). 

 Scenario-Based Revenue and Profitability Analysis: Evaluates route 
performance under different operating frequencies by estimating ticket and ancillary 
revenues, calculating expected profits, and assessing the financial impact of 
demand fluctuations and operational inefficiencies (M. De Poret, 2014). 

This approach reflects real-world airline decision-making, where marginal cost differences 
and operational reliability play a critical role in route selection. 

6.1 Aircraft Operating Cost Breakdown 

Aircraft operating costs can be divided into four main components: fuel, crew, maintenance, 
and airport charges. For a long-haul low-cost operation using an Airbus A330-200 on a 9-
hour transatlantic route, these costs can be structured as follows (FAA, 2021). 

6.1.1 Fuel Cost 
Fuel consumption is estimated at approximately 60 tons per flight (Planning, n.d.). Fuel 
costs were assumed to be the same for both MLB and MCO because airlines purchase fuel 
through private contracts with fuel suppliers rather than directly from the airport. According 
to the U.S. Bureau of Transportation Statistics, the average fuel price paid by U.S. airlines 
in December 2025 was $2.32 per gallon (Statistics., 2026).  

Melbourne Orlando International Airport (MLB) applies a fuel flowage fee of approximately 
$0.07 per gallon, while fuel fees at Orlando International Airport (MCO) are generally 
included within airline-specific fuel agreements.  
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Table 13. Fuel Cost Calculation 

 MLB MCO 

Fuel consumption (A330-200) 60 tons 60 tons 

Equivalent gallons 20,000 gal 20,000 gal 

Fuel price (Dec. 2025) $2.32/gal $2.32/gal 

Base fuel cost $46,000 $46,000 

Airport fuel fee $1,386 Included in airline agreement 

Total fuel cost per flight $47,000 $46,000 

NOTE: Results on the table have been rounded to the thousands.  

Additionally, to evaluate risk exposure, a sensitivity analysis is performed. A ±20% variation 
in fuel price results in a cost range between 37,600 USD and 56,400 USD per flight at MLB, 
vs a cost range between 36,600 USD and 55,200 USD per flight at MCO. 

6.1.2 Crew Cost 
Crew costs are estimated based on average hourly wages for flight and cabin crew 
multiplied by total block time for a long-haul flight, consistent with industry benchmarks (FAA, 
2021) and (Belobaba, 2003). It is assumed that the crew works for a total of 10 hours, 
including pre-flight and post-flight activities, as well as additional time for operational 
contingencies. 

Table 14. Estimated crew cost per flight for a 9-hour long-haul operation. 

Component Assumption Cost (USD) 

Pilots 3 pilots × 250 USD/hr × 10 hrs 7,500 

Cabin Crew 9 crew × 40 USD/hr × 10 hrs 3,600 

Total Crew Cost  11,100 

Note: Hourly wage rates are assumptions developed for the financial model based on 
representative compensation levels reported by major U.S. airlines and are intended for 
comparative analysis only. 

6.1.3 Maintenance Cost 
Maintenance costs are estimated using average cost per flight hour for wide-body aircraft 
operations, based on manufacturer and industry data (COMMERCE, 2003; Statistics B. o., 
2025). 

Table 15. Estimated maintenance cost per flight based on hourly cost method. 

Component Assumption Cost (USD) 

Maintenance Cost Rate 1,200 USD per flight hour  

Total Maintenance Cost 9 hrs × 1,200 USD/hr ≈ 10,000 

Note: The maintenance cost rate represents a modeling assumption based on industry-
wide estimates for wide-body aircraft and is used for comparative purposes between MLB 
and MCO. 
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6.1.4 Airport Charges 
Airport charges represent the main differentiating factor between MLB and MCO. (Statistics 
B. o., .S. Airlines' December 2025 Aviation Fuel Consumption up 8.8%, and Fuel Cost per 
Gallon down 4.2% from November 2025, 2025)Based on FY26 published rates and charges, 
direct airport fees for an Airbus A330-200 operation at  

6.1.4.1 Example of a Regular International Operation at MLB 
 Airbus A330-200 

 MTOW = 533,500 lbs 

 Non-signatory 

 1 arrival + 1 departure (one turn) 

 International Service  

 200 passengers 

Table 16.  Example of a Regular International Operation at MLB (Airport M. O., 2025) 

Concept Calculation Cost (USD) 

Landing Fee 533.5 × $2.81 $1,499 

Gate Use Fee Non-signatory per turn $311 

Passenger Service Agent Non-signatory $69 

Ground Handling PAF Non-signatory $537 

Ticket Counter Usage Per operation $323 

Gate/Terminal Usage Per operation $250 

After-hours International Arrival* Fixed fee $400 

Waste Disposal (Customs) Fixed fee $100 

Waste Disposal (Airport) Fixed fee $894 

Subtotal 
 

$4,383 

MLB are estimated at approximately $4,400–$6,000 per flight, depending on the services 
required (Airport M. O., 2025). To account for additional airline handling, operational support 
services, and contingency costs, a total airport charge of approximately $8,000 per flight is 
assumed in the financial model. 

Published FY2026 rates indicate a landing fee of approximately $2.29 per 1,000 lbs (LLC, 
2026) and substantial terminal and gate access charges associated with MCO's multi-
terminal hub environment. Based on these published rates and the airport's cost structure, 
total airport charges were estimated at approximately $15,000 per flight for the financial 
model (Airport O. I., 2025). 
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6.1.5 Taxi Time and Ground Efficiency 
Taxi time differences between MLB and MCO introduce measurable cost variations. MLB’s 
low congestion environment results in shorter taxi times, while MCO’s hub complexity 
increases ground movement duration (Statistics B. o., 2026). 

Table 17. Taxi fuel cost comparison based on A330 operational assumptions. 

Airport Taxi-In 
Time 

Taxi-Out 
Time 

Total Taxi 
Time 

Fuel Used Taxi Cost 

MLB 6 – 10 min 3 – 5 min 10 – 15 min 32.3 – 48.5 gal $75 – $113 

MCO 15 – 22 min 5 – 8 min 20 – 30 min 64.7 – 97.0 gal $150 – $225 

Based on an assumed A330-200 taxi fuel consumption rate of approximately 194 gallons 
per hour and an average fuel price of $2.32 per gallon (Statistics B. o., 2025), taxi fuel costs 
were estimated at approximately $94 per flight at MLB and $188 per flight at MCO.  

6.1.6 Delay Cost and Reliability Impact 
Operational delays represent both direct and indirect economic impacts. Direct costs 
include fuel burn, crew time, and maintenance, while indirect costs affect passenger 
satisfaction and future demand (Stooksbury, 2026). 

Table 18. Estimated delay cost per flight (CHAIRMAN, 2008). 

Airport Average Delay Cost per Flight 

MLB 45 min $3,825 

MCO 60 min $5,100 

In addition, a delayed flight may lose about 3% of its revenue due to lower customer 
satisfaction, compensation costs, missing connections, and reduced future demand. 

6.1.7 Operational cost summary  
The results indicate a total operating cost of approximately $99,000 per flight at MLB and 
$103,000 per flight at MCO, resulting in a cost advantage of approximately $4,000 per flight 
in favor of MLB. This difference is primarily driven by lower airport charges and reduced 
delay-related impacts, highlighting the financial benefits that secondary airports can offer to 
long-haul low-cost operations. 

Table 19. Direct Operating Cost Comparison between MLB and MCO. 

Cost Component MLB (USD) MCO (USD) 

Fuel 47,000 46,000 

Crew 11,000 11,000 

Maintenance 10,000 10,000 

Airport charges 8,000 15,000 

Taxi Buffer 94 188 

Delay Buffer 8,000 9,000 

Indirect Costs 15,000 12,000 
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Total Operational Cost 99,000 103,000 

Note: Indirect Costs includes marketing, corporate and aircraft leasing costs (Company, 
2026). Note that marketing cost in MCO are assumed lower due to it is a more famous 
destination. 

6.2 Revenue, BELF, and Demand Sensitivity 

Revenue for the proposed BCN–Central Florida route is estimated by combining ticket sales 
and ancillary revenue, which represent the two primary income streams in the long-haul 
low-cost carrier (LCLH) model. This section provides a detailed breakdown of these 
components and evaluates the break-even load factor (BELF) for both Melbourne Orlando 
International Airport (MLB) and Orlando International Airport (MCO). 

6.2.1 Ticket Revenue 
Ticket revenue is calculated based on the number of available seats and the average fare 
per passenger. For an Airbus A330-200 operating in a high-density configuration, the aircraft 
is assumed to have 314 seats. The average ticket price is estimated at 350 USD, consistent 
with long-haul low-cost market benchmarks. 

𝑇𝑖𝑐𝑘𝑒𝑡 𝑅𝑒𝑣𝑒𝑛𝑢𝑒 =  314 ×  350 𝑈𝑆𝐷 =  109,900 𝑈𝑆𝐷 

6.2.2 Ancillary Revenue 
Ancillary revenue includes additional services such as baggage fees, seat selection, and 
onboard purchases. In line with industry practices, ancillary revenue is estimated at 70 USD 
per passenger. 

𝐴𝑛𝑐𝑖𝑙𝑙𝑎𝑟𝑦 𝑅𝑒𝑣𝑒𝑛𝑢𝑒 =  314 ×  70 𝑈𝑆𝐷 =  21,980 𝑈𝑆𝐷 

6.2.3 Total Revenue per Flight 
The total revenue per flight is obtained by combining ticket and ancillary revenue. 

𝑇𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 𝑅𝑒𝑣𝑒𝑛𝑢𝑒 =  109,900 +  21,980 =  131,880 𝑈𝑆𝐷 

The Break-Even Load Factor (BELF) represents the minimum percentage of seats that must 
be filled for the flight to cover its operating costs. It is calculated as the ratio between total 
operating costs and total revenue at full capacity. 

𝐵𝐸𝐿𝐹 =  𝑇𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 𝑂𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝐶𝑜𝑠𝑡 / 𝑇𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 𝑅𝑒𝑣𝑒𝑛𝑢𝑒 

𝑀𝐿𝐵 𝐵𝐸𝐿𝐹 =  99,000 / 131,880 =  75.1% 

𝑀𝐶𝑂 𝐵𝐸𝐿𝐹 =  103,000 / 131,880 =  78.1% 

The results indicate that MLB requires approximately 75.1% of seats to be filled to break 
even, while MCO requires approximately 78.0%. This difference of around 3% percentage 
points is significant in airline economics, as it directly affects financial risk and operational 
flexibility. MLB’s lower BELF makes the route more resilient to demand fluctuations, 
whereas MCO requires consistently higher passenger demand to achieve profitability. 
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6.3 Frequency Scenarios and Profitability 

The financial viability of the proposed BCN–Central Florida route depends not only on 
operating costs but also on service frequency and passenger demand. To evaluate the 
route's economic performance under different market conditions, profitability scenarios 
were developed for occupancy levels of 80%, 85%, and 90%. These load factors are 
representative of realistic operating conditions in the long-haul low-cost carrier (LCLH) 
market 

At an 80% load factor, the Airbus A330-200 carries approximately 251 passengers per flight, 
generating an estimated profit of $6,420 per flight. This scenario represents a conservative 
operating condition that remains above the break-even load factor for both airports. The 
results presented in Figure 29 illustrate the weekly profitability obtained for service 
frequencies ranging from one to six flights per week. 

 

Figure 29. Weekly profitability with 80% Occupancy (Conservative) 

At an 85% load factor, the Airbus A330-200 carries approximately 267 passengers per flight, 
generating an estimated profit of $13,120 per flight. This scenario represents a conservative 
operating condition that remains above the break-even load factor for both airports. The 
results presented in Figure 30 illustrate the weekly profitability obtained for service 
frequencies ranging from one to six flights per week. 
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Figure 30.Weekly profitability with 85% Occupancy (Base Case) 

The 90% occupancy scenario represents a high-demand operating environment in which 
the aircraft carries approximately 283 passengers per flight. At this load factor, total revenue 
is estimated at $19,860 per flight, resulting in the highest profitability levels among the 
analyzed scenarios. Figure 31 presents the corresponding weekly profits for frequencies 
ranging from one to six flights per week. 

 

 

Figure 31.Weekly profitability with 90% Occupancy (Optimistic) 

6.4 Conclusion of Financial Feasibility 

The profitability analysis shows that both MLB and MCO can support the proposed BCN–
Central Florida route under realistic occupancy scenarios. As passenger load factors and 
flight frequencies increase, profitability improves significantly at both airports. 
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Overall, MLB generates higher profits due to its lower operating costs and reduced 
exposure to delays and airport-related expenses. However, MCO benefits from a larger 
catchment area, greater market visibility, and stronger connectivity, which may make it 
easier to achieve higher occupancy rates in practice. 

Therefore, while MLB appears to be the more profitable option from a cost perspective, 
MCO may offer advantages in terms of demand generation and long-term market growth. 
These results suggest that both airports are viable alternatives, with the final decision 
depending on the balance between cost efficiency and market potential. 
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7 External Environment Analysis 
Beyond operational and financial considerations, the external regulatory and institutional 
environment plays a fundamental role in determining the feasibility of new air services. In 
the United States, airport development and airline operations are influenced by federal and 
state policies, as well as targeted incentive programs designed to stimulate air connectivity. 
This section evaluates the regulatory framework, taxation mechanisms, and air service 
support programs relevant to the proposed transatlantic route, focusing on Melbourne 
Orlando International Airport (MLB) and Orlando International Airport (MCO). 

7.1 Federal Aviation Regulations and Funding Framework 

Airport infrastructure and aviation activity in the United States are regulated by the Federal 
Aviation Administration (FAA), which establishes both safety standards and funding 
mechanisms. One of the most significant instruments supporting airport development is the 
Airport Improvement Program (AIP) (Administration, Airport Improvement Program (AIP)., 
2026), a federal grant scheme designed to finance infrastructure projects at public-use 
airports included in the National Plan of Integrated Airport Systems (NPIAS) (Administration, 
2025). Both MLB and MCO are included in this system and are therefore eligible for funding 
(Administration, 2024). 

 

Figure 32. Number of Existing and Proposed Airports by Ownership and Use (Administration, 2025)  

MLB presents a strong case for receiving federal and state funding support due to its 
classification as a small primary airport within the NPIAS. Under the AIP, smaller airports 
are prioritized for regional connectivity and economic development projects, often receiving 
up to 90–95% federal funding for eligible infrastructure investments. This higher funding 
share reduces the financial burden on local authorities and increases the feasibility of 



Feasibility Study on Low-Cost Transatlantic 
 Airline Operations: Comparing Large Hub and Small Primary Airports 

56 
 

projects aimed at attracting new international routes. In addition, Florida’s state aviation 
policy, administered by the Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT, 2026), supports 
initiatives that enhance tourism and regional growth, making MLB a strong candidate for 
funding linked to new transatlantic connectivity. The introduction of a Barcelona route would 
represent a significant expansion of MLB’s international profile, aligning with both federal 
and state objectives to decentralize air traffic and stimulate regional economies. As a result, 
MLB is more likely to secure discretionary grants or incentive-based support tied to such a 
strategic development. 

Table 20. Federal and state funding potential for Melbourne Orlando International Airport (MLB) 
based on FAA AIP and FDOT programs ((AIP), 2026; FDOT, Economic Impact, 2026; Airport M. O., 
Melbourne Orlando International Airport, 2024; Administration, National Plan of Integrated Airport 
Systems (NPIAS) 2025–2029 Report to Congress., 2025). 

Parameter Value Explanation 

Airport classification Small primary (non-
hub) 

MLB is classified under NPIAS as a 
small primary airport, prioritizing 
regional connectivity. 

Funding program FAA Airport 
Improvement 
Program (AIP) 

Main federal funding mechanism for 
airport development. 

Federal funding share 90–95% Small airports receive higher coverage 
ratios to support regional growth. 

State funding (FDOT) Up to 50% additional Florida supports projects linked to 
tourism and connectivity. 

Estimated funding 
relevance for BCN 
route 

High Route introduction aligns with regional 
economic development and 
international expansion. 

MCO, as a large hub airport, benefits from substantial federal funding allocations due to its 
high passenger volume and established role as a major international gateway. However, its 
probability of obtaining additional funding specifically linked to a new Barcelona route is 
comparatively lower. Federal programs such as AIP tend to prioritize capacity maintenance 
and expansion at large hubs rather than route-specific development, particularly when the 
airport already has extensive international connectivity. Furthermore, funding coverage at 
large airports is typically lower, around 75% of eligible project costs, requiring higher local 
financial contributions. From a strategic perspective, the addition of a new transatlantic 
route at MCO generates limited incremental value within an already saturated network, 
reducing its competitiveness in discretionary funding allocation. While MCO remains highly 
capable from an infrastructure standpoint, its scale and maturity limit its eligibility for 
targeted support aimed at stimulating new market entry (FDOT, 2026). 
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Table 21. Federal and state funding potential for Orlando International Airport (MCO) ((AIP), 2026; 
FDOT, Economic Impact, 2026; Administration, National Plan of Integrated Airport Systems (NPIAS) 

2025–2029 Report to Congress., 2025; MCO, 2025). 

Parameter Value Explanation 

Airport classification Large hub MCO is a major international airport 
with high passenger volume. 

Funding program FAA Airport 
Improvement Program 
(AIP) 

Same federal program applies. 

Federal funding share ~75% Large hub airports receive lower 
percentage coverage. 

State funding (FDOT) Limited strategic 
relevance 

Funding prioritizes capacity rather 
than new route stimulation. 

Estimated funding 
relevance for BCN 
route 

Moderate Additional route has limited 
marginal impact on an already 
saturated hub. 

From an airline perspective, the availability of airport funding and incentives has a direct 
impact on route feasibility, even if such support is not provided directly to the carrier. In the 
case of MLB, higher grant accessibility and potential state support can translate into 
improved infrastructure, reduce airport charges, and enhanced operational efficiency. 

7.2 State-Level Aviation Policy in Florida 

At the state level, aviation development is supported by the Florida Department of 
Transportation (FDOT), which provides additional funding through the Florida Aviation Grant 
Program. This program prioritizes projects that enhance economic development, tourism, 
and regional connectivity (FDOT, Economic Impact, 2026). Within this framework, MCO 
benefits from its role as a major international gateway, while MLB is positioned as a 
secondary airport supporting regional growth and expansion of international connectivity. 

7.3 Taxation and Airport Cost Environment 

The financial structure of airport operations is also influenced by taxation mechanisms. 
Airport funding is partially derived from the Airport and Airway Trust Fund, which is financed 
through passenger ticket taxes, fuel taxes, and cargo-related charges (Administration, 
Airport Improvement Program (AIP)., 2026). These mechanisms indirectly affect airline 
costs through airport fees such as passenger facility charges (PFCs), landing fees, and 
terminal usage costs. Large hub airports such as MCO typically operate with higher fee 
structures, while smaller airports such as MLB offer lower costs, which is particularly 
advantageous for low-cost carriers (FAA, 2026; International, 2023). 
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Table 22.Taxation and cost environment at Melbourne Orlando International Airport (MLB). 

Parameter Value Explanation 

Passenger Facility 
Charges (PFC) 

Lower Smaller airports typically apply lower 
charges. 

Landing fees Lower Less congestion and lower infrastructure 
costs. 

Operational cost 
environment 

Cost-efficient Supports low-cost carrier operations. 

Impact on airline costs Positive (cost 
reduction) 

Lower charges reduce cost per 
passenger and improve margins. 

Table 23. Taxation and cost environment at Orlando International Airport (MCO). 

Parameter Value Explanation 

Passenger Facility 
Charges (PFC) 

Higher Reflects large hub infrastructure and 
demand. 

Landing fees Higher Increased congestion and operational 
complexity. 

Operational cost 
environment 

High-cost Less aligned with low-cost carrier model. 

Impact on airline costs Negative (higher 
costs) 

Increases break-even threshold and 
financial risk. 

7.4 Air Service Incentive Programs 

In addition to infrastructure funding, airports implement air service incentive programs to 
attract new routes. These programs may include fee waivers, marketing support, and 
operational incentives. Large hub airports such as MCO tend to focus on attracting high-
frequency international carriers, while smaller airports such as MLB often provide more 
flexible and targeted incentives to reduce the risk of market entry (Airports Council 
International, 2023). 

Airports such as MLB, has flexibility in designing incentive packages tailored to new entrants. 
As a smaller airport seeking to expand its international presence, MLB is more likely to offer 
competitive incentives aimed at reducing initial operational risk. This can include reduced 
landing fees, temporary fee waivers, and collaborative marketing efforts to stimulate 
demand (ACI, 2023; FDOT, 2025). 

Table 24. Estimated air service incentive package for Melbourne Orlando International Airport (MLB)  
(FAA, 2026). 

Parameter Value Explanation 

Incentive strategy Selective Focus on large-scale and strategic 
routes. 



 

  

 

59  

Landing fee waivers 25–50% Less aggressive incentives. 

Marketing support 0.5–1 million 
USD 

Focused on maintaining market share. 

Total incentive package 0.5–1.5 million 
USD 

Lower relative support. 

Relevance for BCN route Moderate Less need to stimulate new demand. 

 

In contrast, MCO, given their scale and traffic volume, tend to focus on attracting established 
carriers and expanding existing networks. Incentive programs in this context are often 
aligned with high-frequency operations and long-term network integration. While such 
programs are valuable, they are typically structured around large-scale operations and may 
be less flexible for smaller or experimental routes (ACI, 2023; FDOT, 2025) . 

Table 25. Estimated air service incentive package for Orlando International Airport (MCO) (FAA, 
2026). 

Parameter Value Explanation 

Incentive strategy Selective Focus on large-scale and strategic 
routes. 

Landing fee waivers 25–50% Less aggressive incentives. 

Marketing support 0.5–1 million 
USD 

Focused on maintaining market share. 

Total incentive package 0.5–1.5 million 
USD 

Lower relative support. 

Relevance for BCN route Moderate Less need to stimulate new demand. 

The availability of such incentives is particularly advantageous for low-cost long-haul 
carriers, which often prioritize cost minimization and operational simplicity over network 
connectivity. By lowering entry barriers, MLB can position itself as an attractive alternative 
to larger, more congested airports. 

7.5 Overall Assessment and Strategic Implications 

The external environment analysis confirms that both MLB and MCO benefit from a stable 
regulatory framework and access to federal and state funding programs. However, MLB 
offers a more cost-efficient and flexible operating environment, with lower airport charges 
and fewer congestion-related constraints, making it well suited for low-cost long-haul 
operations. In contrast, MCO benefits from larger scale and stronger demand but entails 
higher costs and greater competitive pressure. Therefore, the choice between the two 
airports reflects a trade-off between cost efficiency and market size, with MLB providing a 
more favorable environment for initial route development.  
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8 Evaluation Matrices for Airport 
Selection 

The selection of an airport for long-haul low-cost (LCLH) operations represents a critical 
strategic decision for airlines such as LEVEL. Unlike traditional network carriers, LCLH 
airlines prioritize cost efficiency, operational simplicity, and sufficient origin–destination 
(O&D) demand over connectivity and hub dominance. 

This section develops a structured evaluation framework to compare Melbourne Orlando 
International Airport (MLB) and Orlando International Airport (MCO). The objective is to 
determine which airport offers greater feasibility for launching a transatlantic route between 
Barcelona and Central Florida. 

Four evaluation matrices are developed, aligned with the methodology defined in the study: 

 Market Demand and Forecast 
 Airside Infrastructure 
 Financial Feasibility 
 External Environment 

Each matrix applies a weighted scoring system (1–4 scale).  

8.1 Forecast and Market Demand Evaluation 

The following parameters reflect the key demand drivers considered by LCLH airlines: 

 Catchment population size: Measures the number of potential passengers within 
a 60–90 minute radius. 

 Tourism demand intensity: Evaluates the strength of inbound leisure traffic, critical 
for transatlantic routes. 

 International demand maturity: Assesses whether long-haul routes already exist, 
reducing market risk. 

 Demand growth potential: Based on FAA TAF, CAGR, and regression forecasts. 
 Price sensitivity: Indicates alignment with the low-cost model. 
 Competition pressure: Reflects market saturation and fare competition. 
 Demand stimulation potential: Ability to create new demand through low fares. 

Each parameter is given a score according to the following definitions: 
 4 = Excellent market suitability: The airport demonstrates strong passenger 

demand fundamentals, including a large catchment area, high tourism activity, 
strong forecast growth, and favorable conditions for LCLH demand stimulation. 

 3 = Good market suitability: The airport provides a relatively strong demand base, 
although some limitations exist in terms of market size, competition, or long-haul 
maturity. 

 2 = Moderate market suitability: The airport presents important demand limitations 
that may reduce route performance or increase market risk. 
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 1 = Low market suitability: The airport lacks sufficient demand characteristics to 
adequately support sustainable LCLH operations. 

Table 26. Forecast and Market Demand Evaluation Matrix 

Criteria Weight MLB MCO 

Catchment population size 20% 2 4 

Tourism demand intensity 20% 2 4 

International demand maturity 15% 2 4 

Demand growth potential 15% 3 4 

Price sensitivity (LCC fit) 10% 4 3 

Competition pressure 10% 4 2 

Demand stimulation potential 10% 4 3 

Weighted Score  3.05 3.65 

The results indicate that MCO provides a significantly stronger demand base, driven by its 
large catchment area, established tourism market, and existing long-haul routes. However, 
MLB demonstrates strong performance in price sensitivity and demand stimulation, 
suggesting potential for niche market development. 

8.2 Airside Infrastructure Evaluation 

The following parameters reflect the key infrastructure drivers considered by LCLH airlines: 

 Runway capability: Ability to handle Airbus A330 operations. 
 Taxi time efficiency: Influences fuel consumption and turnaround time. 
 Operational simplicity: Important for minimizing delays and complexity. 
 Gate availability: Capacity to handle wide-body aircraft. 
 Scalability: Ability to support future growth. 
 Congestion impact: Affects reliability and cost. 
 Turnaround efficiency: Critical for LCC operations. 
 Ground handling capability: Availability of operational support services. 

The following definitions are used to assign scores to each parameter: 

 4 = Excellent operational capability: The airport provides highly efficient 
infrastructure, operational simplicity, low congestion, and strong support for long-
haul aircraft operations. 

 3 = Good operational capability: The airport generally supports long-haul 
operations effectively, although some operational constraints may exist. 

 2 = Moderate operational capability: The airport presents infrastructure or 
congestion limitations that reduce operational efficiency. 

 1 = Poor operational capability: The airport infrastructure is insufficient to 
efficiently support LCLH long-haul operations. 
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Table 27. Airside Infrastructure Evaluation Matrix 

Criteria Weight MLB MCO 

Runway capability 15% 3 4 

Taxi time efficiency 15% 4 2 

Operational simplicity 15% 4 2 

Gate availability 15% 2 4 

Scalability 15% 2 4 

Congestion impact 10% 4 2 

Turnaround efficiency 10% 3 4 

Ground handling capability 5% 2 4 

Weighted Score  3.10 3.30 

MLB offers high operational efficiency and low congestion, which strongly supports the LCC 
model. However, MCO provides greater infrastructure capacity and scalability, making it 
more suitable for sustained long-haul operations. 

8.3 Financial Feasibility Evaluation 

 Airport charges: Landing fees, gate costs, and passenger charges. 
 Operating cost: Includes fuel, crew, maintenance and indirect costs. 
 Taxi and fuel efficiency: Impacts total operating cost. 
 Delay cost impact: Reflects operational reliability. 
 Revenue potential: Driven by demand and fares. 
 Break-even load factor (BELF): Indicates financial risk. 
 Ancillary revenue potential: Additional income streams. 

The parameters are assessed based on the following score definitions: 

 4 = Excellent financial suitability: The airport offers strong cost advantages, low 
operational risk, and favorable profitability conditions for airlines. 

 3 = Good financial suitability: The airport supports financially viable operations, 
although certain costs or risks remain moderate. 

 2 = Limited financial suitability: The airport presents higher operating costs or 
financial risks that reduce route profitability. 

 1 = Poor financial suitability: The airport creates significant financial barriers for 
sustainable LCLH operations. 

Table 28. Financial Feasibility Evaluation Matrix 

Criteria Weight MLB MCO 

Airport charges 25% 4 2 

Operating cost (DOC) 20% 4 3 
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Taxi & fuel efficiency 10% 4 2 

Delay cost impact 10% 4 2 

Revenue potential 20% 3 4 

BELF 10% 4 3 

Ancillary revenue 5% 3 4 

Weighted Score  3.75 2.8 

MLB clearly outperforms MCO due to its lower cost structure, reduced congestion, and 
lower break-even load factor, all of which are critical for LCLH profitability. 

8.4 External Environment Evaluation 

 Access to incentives: Availability of grants and financial support. 
 Regulatory complexity: Ease of compliance with aviation regulations. 
 Cost environment: Taxes and airport-related costs. 
 Market entry barriers: Difficulty of entering the market. 
 Strategic positioning: Competitive advantage for the airline. 
 Competition pressure: Number of competing airlines/routes. 

Each parameter receives a rating according to the criteria below:  
 4 = Highly favorable external environment: The airport benefits from strong in-

centives, low market barriers, reduced competition, and favorable strategic condi-
tions. 

 3 = Favorable external environment: The airport offers generally supportive con-
ditions, although some competitive or regulatory challenges exist. 

 2 = Moderately restrictive external environment: The airport presents notable 
external constraints that may limit competitiveness or market entry. 

 1 = Restrictive external environment: The airport environment creates substan-
tial strategic or regulatory challenges for new LCLH operations. 

Table 29. External Environment Evaluation Matrix 

Criteria Weight MLB MCO 

Incentives 25% 4 2 

Regulatory complexity 15% 3 3 

Cost environment 20% 4 2 

Market entry barriers 15% 4 2 

Strategic positioning 15% 4 3 

Competition pressure 10% 4 2 

Weighted Score  3.85 2.40 

MLB benefits from strong incentives, lower costs, and reduced competition, making it highly 
attractive for new route development. 
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8.5 Combined Evaluation 

To support a comprehensive and structured decision-making process, the results from the 
four analytical dimensions (market demand, airside infrastructure, financial feasibility, and 
external environment) are integrated into a single evaluation framework. This combined 
matrix provides a holistic assessment of the relative suitability of Melbourne Orlando 
International Airport (MLB) and Orlando International Airport (MCO) for the introduction of a 
long-haul low-cost service by LEVEL. 

By assigning weights to each analytical dimension, the matrix reflects the key strategic 
priorities of long-haul low-cost carriers, balancing demand generation with cost efficiency, 
operational performance, and regulatory conditions.  

Table 30. Combined Evaluation Matrix 

Analysis Dimension 
Weight 

MLB 

Score 

MCO 

Score 

MLB 
Weighted 

MCO 
Weighted 

Market Demand & Forecast 30% 3.05 3.65 0.915 1.095 

Airside Infrastructure 25% 3.10 3.30 0.775 0.825 

Financial Feasibility 30% 3.75 2.85 1.125 0.855 

External Environment 15% 3.85 2.40 0.578 0.360 

    3.393 3.165 

Melbourne Orlando International Airport (MLB) is identified as the most suitable option for 
LEVEL, offering the best balance between operational efficiency, financial feasibility, and 
strategic positioning. While Orlando International Airport (MCO) benefits from a larger 
catchment area, stronger tourism demand, and greater long-term growth potential, MLB 
provides lower operating costs, reduced congestion, and a more favorable environment for 
a low-cost long-haul business model. Furthermore, MLB allows LEVEL to establish a 
differentiated market presence and stimulate new demand while avoiding the intense 
competition associated with major hub airports. As a result, despite its smaller demand base, 
MLB represents the lower-risk and more cost-effective option for launching a new 
transatlantic service between Barcelona and Central Florida.  



 

  

 

65  

9 Practical Airport Feasibility 
Evaluation Tool 

To support the evaluation process and facilitate the application of the methodology to other 
airports, an automated airport feasibility assessment tool was developed in Microsoft Excel. 
The tool translates the evaluation framework presented in Chapter 8 into a structured 
decision-support model, allowing users to input airport-specific data and obtain 
standardized feasibility scores across the main assessment categories: market demand and 
forecasting, airside infrastructure, financial feasibility, and external environment. 

The spreadsheet consists of several interconnected worksheets containing input fields, 
automated scoring functions, weighted evaluation matrices, and a final decision matrix. 
Qualitative and quantitative indicators are converted into standardized scores ranging from 
1 to 4, where 1 represents the least favorable condition and 4 represents the most favorable 
condition. The scoring criteria were derived from the evaluation matrices developed 
throughout this study and are intended to provide a consistent and transparent assessment 
methodology. 

The final worksheet automatically aggregates the results from each evaluation category 
using a weighted scoring approach, generating an overall feasibility index and facilitating 
direct comparisons between airports. Although the tool was developed using the MLB and 
MCO case studies, its structure is sufficiently flexible to be applied to other airports 
considering long-haul low-cost airline operations. The complete spreadsheet is included in 
Appendix B as a supplementary decision-support tool accompanying this research. 
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10 Stakeholder Engagement 
To validate the methodology and ensure its practical relevance, the preliminary findings and 
evaluation framework developed in this study were presented to aviation planning 
professionals at Ricondo & Associates. The presentation (see Appendix C) provided an 
opportunity to discuss the proposed approach with industry practitioners and gather 
feedback based on their experience in airport planning, air service development, and 
infrastructure assessment. The main recommendations were: 

 Strengthen the demand analysis by linking passenger forecasts to operational 
activity, especially for the ASV (Annual Service Volume Analysis), and considering 
MLB's experience with existing long-haul operations.  

 Expand the catchment area assessment by incorporating future transportation 
improvements, particularly potential rail connections.  

 Improve market analysis through additional visualizations of tourist attractions, 
accessibility, and the perspective of U.S.-based travelers.  

 Refine financial assumptions by validating ticket prices against comparable routes 
and considering potential cargo revenue opportunities.  

 Enhance the presentation by simplifying graphics, documenting data sources more 
clearly, incorporating delay buffers, and extending long-term forecasts to 2045.  

These recommendations were incorporated to improve the accuracy, practicality, and 
industry relevance of the study. 
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11 Environmental and Social 
Implications 

11.1 Environmental Implications 

The aviation sector plays a significant role in global connectivity and economic development; 
however, it also contributes to environmental challenges, particularly through greenhouse 
gas emissions, fuel consumption, and noise generation. The proposed Barcelona–Central 
Florida route evaluated in this study would require the operation of long-haul aircraft such 
as the Airbus A330-200, resulting in additional carbon dioxide (CO₂) emissions associated 
with transatlantic air transport. According to the International Civil Aviation Organization 
((ICAO), 2022) aviation accounts for approximately 2–3% of global anthropogenic CO₂ 
emissions, and long-haul flights represent a substantial share of these emissions due to 
their fuel-intensive nature. 

Figure 33. New Publications on Airports and Operations ((ICAO), 2022) 

From an environmental perspective, both MLB and MCO possess the infrastructure 
necessary to support international operations. However, the analysis conducted throughout 
this study indicates that MLB offers operational advantages associated with lower 
congestion levels, shorter taxi times, and reduced delay exposure when compared with 
MCO. These operational efficiencies may contribute to lower fuel burns during ground 
operations and consequently reduce indirect emissions per flight. Furthermore, the use of 
a smaller airport may reduce airborne holding patterns and ground congestion, improving 
overall operational efficiency. Although these benefits do not eliminate the environmental 
impact of introducing a new long-haul route, they contribute to minimizing avoidable 
emissions associated with airport operations. 

The environmental footprint of this study itself is relatively limited. The research was 
conducted primarily through data analysis, surveys, literature review, and the use of publicly 
available databases from the FAA, airport authorities, and government agencies. 
Consequently, resource consumption was restricted mainly to electricity usage associated 
with computer equipment and online data processing. No physical testing, construction 
activities, or material-intensive processes were required during the development of the 
project. 
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In terms of sustainable development, the project aligns with several United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 9 (Industry, Innovation and 
Infrastructure), SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities), and SDG 13 (Climate Action). 
(Nations, 2025)While increased air connectivity supports economic growth and 
infrastructure development, future implementation of the route should continue to prioritize 
operational efficiency, high passenger load factors, and the adoption of more sustainable 
aviation technologies to mitigate environmental impacts. 

Figure 34. Sustainable Development Goals (Nations, 2025) 

11.2 Social Implications 

The proposed route would generate positive social impacts by improving connectivity 
between Barcelona and Central Florida, supporting tourism, business travel, cultural 
exchange, and economic cooperation. The introduction of an international service at MLB 
could also create direct employment opportunities in airport and airline operations, while 
indirectly stimulating local businesses, tourism, hospitality, and transportation services. 
Enhanced air connectivity has been widely associated with regional economic growth and 
job creation  (Group, 2024). 
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Figure 35. Economic benefits beyond borders  (Group, 2024). 

Potential negative impacts include increased aircraft noise for communities surrounding the 
airport. However, these effects are expected to remain limited due to the relatively low 
frequency of the proposed service and compliance with FAA noise regulations. The study 
was conducted using anonymous survey data and publicly available information, ensuring 
ethical research practices and equal consideration of all demographic groups. 

Overall, the expected benefits in terms of accessibility, economic development, tourism, and 
employment outweigh the potential negative impacts, suggesting that the proposed route 
could contribute positively to regional development in both Florida and Spain. 
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12. Economic Implications and 
Project Budget 

An economic assessment of the study was conducted to estimate the resources required 
for the development of this master’s Thesis. Since the project consists primarily of data 
collection, literature review, survey analysis, forecasting, and financial modeling, no 
laboratory testing, field measurements, or physical prototyping activities were required. 
Consequently, the main project cost corresponds to the labor associated with the 
development of the study. 

Table 31. Estimated Budget for the Development of the Study 

Cost Item Unit Cost ($) Quantity Total ($) 

Intern labor 25.00 $/hour 350 hours 8,750.00 

Laptop electricity consumption 0.20 $/kWh 21 kWh 4.20 

Internet service allocation 20 $/month 4 months 80.00 

Software and cloud services Lump sum - 50.00 

Printing and documentation Lump sum - 25.00 

Survey distribution and communication expenses Lump sum - 20.00 

Miscellaneous expenses Lump sum - 20.00 

Total Estimated Cost   8,949.2 

The total estimated cost of developing this study is approximately $8,950. More than 96% 
of the total budget corresponds to the time invested by the author in data collection, analysis, 
forecasting, financial modeling, and report preparation. The remaining costs are associated 
with electricity consumption, internet access, software tools, and minor administrative 
expenses. 

Given the academic nature of the project, no significant material resources were required. 
The relatively low direct cost demonstrates that feasibility studies based on publicly 
available aviation data can provide valuable strategic insights while requiring limited 
financial investment. Furthermore, the results generated by this study may support future 
airline and airport decision-making processes, potentially producing economic benefits that 
significantly exceed the resources invested in its development.  
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12 Conclusions  
This study evaluated the feasibility of establishing a low-cost transatlantic route between 
Barcelona–Josep Tarradellas Airport (BCN) and Central Florida, comparing Melbourne 
Orlando International Airport (MLB) and Orlando International Airport (MCO) as potential 
destination airports for LEVEL. 

The results demonstrate that both airports are technically capable of supporting long-haul 
international operations. MCO offers significant advantages in terms of passenger demand, 
international connectivity, and infrastructure capacity. Its large catchment area and 
established position as a major international gateway provide strong opportunities for 
achieving high passenger volumes and long-term market growth. 

However, the analysis also shows that MLB offers substantial advantages for a low-cost 
long-haul business model. Lower airport charges, reduced congestion, shorter taxi times, 
operational simplicity, and access to incentive programs contribute to a more favorable cost 
environment. Financial modeling indicates lower direct operating costs and a lower break-
even load factor compared with MCO, reducing the commercial risk associated with 
launching a new route. 

The forecast analysis identified sufficient demand within the Central Florida market to 
support a direct connection with Barcelona, while the infrastructure assessment confirmed 
that both airports possess the runway, terminal, and ground-handling capabilities required 
for Airbus A330 operations. Furthermore, the regulatory and incentive analysis revealed that 
MLB benefits from greater eligibility for funding and route-development support programs, 
strengthening its competitive position. 

The combined evaluation matrix indicates that MCO achieves the strongest performance in 
demand and infrastructure categories, whereas MLB performs better in financial feasibility 
and external environment factors. When considering all evaluation criteria together, MLB 
provides the most balanced combination of operational efficiency, cost competitiveness, 
and strategic alignment with LEVEL’s low-cost long-haul model. 

Therefore, this study concludes that Melbourne Orlando International Airport represents the 
preferred airport option for the introduction of a Barcelona–Central Florida low-cost 
transatlantic service. While MCO remains an attractive alternative due to its larger market 
size, MLB offers a lower-risk and more cost-efficient opportunity for market entry, making it 
the recommended airport for the proposed operation. 

Future research could expand this analysis through airline-specific commercial data, 
detailed revenue management models, and economic impact assessments based on actual 
traffic performance following route implementation.  
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