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Executive Summary

Airports function as powerful economic engines for the regions they serve. In FY 2024, San Francisco
International Airport (SFO) alone supported a total economic contribution to the Bay Area of 248,000
jobs, $31.4 billion in labor income, $85.0 billion in business revenue, and $52.5 billion in value added.[1]
Yet the City of San Francisco’s hospitality sector continues to recover slowly from pandemic-era declines,
with hotel occupancy projected at only 65.2% in 2025 and 66.3% in 2026, well below pre-pandemic
levels above 80%.[2]

Artificial intelligence, applied strategically across the seven core airport pillars, can amplify these
economic benefits. By enabling predictive operations, hyper-personalized experiences, performance-
based tenant models, and seamless integration with air traffic control and autonomous ground
transportation, Al can drive higher passenger volumes, longer dwell times, increased non-aeronautical
spending, and stronger multiplier effects for hotels, restaurants, retail, services, and the broader regional
economy.

Using SFO as a primary case study, this white paper examines how Al-imbued airports can accelerate
regional recovery and long-term prosperity.

Introduction

Global passenger traffic is projected to reach 10.2 billion in 2026, creating unprecedented opportunities
for airports to serve as catalysts for regional economic growth. Non-aeronautical revenues (retail, food &
beverage, hotels, parking, and services) already account for nearly half of airport income worldwide and
are highly sensitive to passenger experience and dwell time.

For cities like San Francisco, where tourism and hospitality have lagged due to slower international
recovery, Al offers a targeted pathway to reverse declines in visitor spending and support local businesses.
This paper builds on the seven pillars identified in “The Transformative Impact of Artificial Intelligence
on Airports: Current Applications, Future Prospects, and Research Gaps” to show how Al can expand
economic impact through enhanced connectivity with air traffic control and multimodal transport systems
(including autonomous vehicles), transformed tenant ecosystems, and new revenue generators that
directly benefit travelers and the broader region.



Al Across the Seven Pillars: Economic Multipliers

Administrative

Current & Projected Impact: Al automates compliance and reporting, freeing resources for strategic
economic planning.

Economic Benefit: Lower administrative costs enable more competitive lease terms for hotels and retail,
stimulating investment in the terminal and surrounding city.

Operational

Current & Projected Impact: Predictive flow management and agentic Al for Total Airport Management
reduce delays and optimize gate/stand allocation. Future integration with air traffic control and
autonomous ground vehicles creates seamless door-to-door journeys.

Economic Benefit: Shorter taxi times and reliable connections increase passenger throughput and dwell
time, boosting on-airport and off-airport spending.

Financial

Current & Projected Impact: Dynamic revenue management and performance-based leasing use Al to
optimize concession and hotel agreements in real time.

Economic Benefit: Higher and more stable non-aeronautical revenue supports lower airline costs and
reinvestment in regional infrastructure.

Customer Service

Current & Projected Impact: Biometrics, Al assistants, and ambient intelligence deliver personalized,
frictionless experiences that encourage longer dwell times and higher spending.

Economic Benefit: Satisfied travelers spend more on retail, dining, and services, directly benefiting SFO
tenants and San Francisco’s hospitality sector.

Tenant Relations

Current & Projected Impact: Al-driven performance analytics enable dynamic, data-rich lease structures
and predictive success modeling for hotels, restaurants, retail, and premium services/clubs. Next-
generation Al airports become vibrant “destination hubs” with experiential retail and integrated hotel
offerings.

Economic Benefit: Stronger tenant performance increases airport rent revenue while channeling more
high-value passengers into the city’s hotels, restaurants, and cultural venues.

Safety and Security

Current & Projected Impact: Proactive Al threat detection and risk-based screening maintain high security
while speeding passenger flow.

Economic Benefit: Reduced friction at security checkpoints increases time available for commercial
activity, amplifying non-aeronautical revenue.




Government Relations and Reporting

Current & Projected Impact: Automated, transparent reporting strengthens partnerships with the City of
San Francisco and regional agencies for multimodal transport planning.

Economic Benefit: Better alignment enables joint investments in autonomous vehicle corridors linking
SFO to downtown San Francisco and the broader Bay Area.

SFO Case Study: From Recovery to Regional Leadership

Supporting 248,000 jobs and $85.0 billion in business revenue across the Bay Area, SFO’s FY 2024
economic contribution underscores its role as a critical economic engine.[1] However, San Francisco
proper has faced persistent hospitality-sector challenges: hotel occupancy remains suppressed (projected
at 65.2% in 2025 and 66.3% in 2026), new hotel construction has nearly halted, and restaurant recovery
has been uneven due to slower international travel rebound.[2][3] Al adoption at SFO, already underway
through the newly opened Airport Integrated Operations Center (AIOC) featuring real-time Esri digital
twin technology, positions the airport to accelerate recovery.[4] By optimizing passenger flows,
personalizing experiences, and enabling seamless autonomous ground connections, SFO can increase
visitor dwell time and spending, directly supporting city hotels, restaurants, retail, and cultural venues.
Future scenarios include Al-orchestrated autonomous shuttles linking terminals to downtown San
Francisco, dynamic pricing for airport hotels, and Al-powered tenant dashboards that maximize revenue-
sharing models.

Key Stakeholders in the San Francisco Region: Why Collaboration Is Essential

The economic multiplier effect of an Al-enhanced SFO cannot be fully realized without active
collaboration between the airport and the primary stakeholders it serves in the City of San Francisco and
the broader Bay Area. Key groups include:
e Hoteliers (represented by the San Francisco Travel Association and hotel associations)
e Restaurateurs and food-service operators (Golden Gate Restaurant Association and independent
operators)
e Convention and business events sector (Moscone Center operators, San Francisco Chamber of
Commerce, and meeting planners)
e Retail, cultural, and service providers in downtown and surrounding neighborhoods
Regional economic development and transportation agencies

Why the conversation must occur

Airport improvements in passenger throughput and experience do not automatically translate into
increased city-wide spending. International and domestic travelers arriving via SFO represent a captive,
high-value audience; however, without coordinated last-mile connectivity, shared marketing, and data-
driven demand signals, many passengers remain concentrated on-airport or proceed directly to other
destinations. The documented lag in San Francisco’s hotel and restaurant sectors, driven by slower
international recovery, demonstrates that airport success alone is insufficient. Collaborative Al strategies
are required to convert SFO’s operational gains into measurable increases in city hotel occupancy,
restaurant reservations, convention attendance, and overall visitor spending.

What is needed from both parties to drive growth

From SFO: Open, secure data platforms and APIs that share real-time passenger flow, dwell-time, and
intent data with approved city partners; investment in interoperable systems (e.g., linking AIOC digital
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twin outputs to city transportation and hospitality platforms); joint pilots for autonomous vehicle
corridors; and performance-based revenue-sharing models that incentivize tenant investment in
experiential offerings.

From city stakeholders: Commitment to system interoperability (e.g., hotel and restaurant
booking/reservation platforms that can ingest SFO-derived demand forecasts); willingness to co-invest in
last-mile infrastructure and joint marketing campaigns; workforce training programs to prepare staff for
Al-enhanced guest services; and transparent data-sharing agreements that protect privacy while enabling
predictive analytics.

Only through deliberate, structured collaboration, anchored in interoperability, mutual data governance,
and shared economic KPIs can the full regional benefits of Al at SFO be unlocked.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Al-imbued airports can evolve from transportation facilities into proactive economic development
platforms. For SFO and the City of San Francisco, targeted Al investments across the seven pillars offer a
clear pathway to stronger regional GDP, job creation, and hospitality-sector revival.

Key Recommendations:

1. Launch joint Al pilot programs focused on tenant performance analytics and multimodal
connectivity.

2. Establish formal public-private data-sharing frameworks between SFO and city hospitality
stakeholders.

3. Quantify economic multipliers through ongoing, independent studies.

4. Align Al strategy with broader Bay Area transportation and tourism goals.

The full economic potential of Al-enhanced airports is still emerging but the opportunity for cities like
San Francisco is immediate and substantial.
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