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In 2010, Miamilnternational Airport spent an

average of $S40 million monthly on construction
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Man of Miamzi

ASDIRECTOR OF MIAMIINTERNATIONAL AIRPORT,
JOSE ABREU IS RESPONSIBLE FOR THE $6.4 BILLION
CAPITALIMPROVEMENT PROGRAM.

BY KATHRYN JONES
Situated on 3,230 acres of land near
downtown Miami, Miami International
Airport (MIA) is the largest U.S. gateway
for Latin America and the Caribbean, and
one of the leading international passen-
ger and freight airports in the world. It
ranks first in international freight, sec-
ond in international passengers and third
in total freight among U.S. airports. Its
annual economic impact is $26.7 billion.
With its $6.4 billion capital improve-
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ment program underway, all aspects of
MIA's operations have been or are under-
going significant renovation and expan-
sion. In 2003, MIA completed the
construction of its fourth runway, an
8,600-foot airstrip that has increased its
airfield capacity by 25 percent. Through-
out the years, the airport’s cargo program
has grown to more than 2.7 million
square feet through 17 new cargo build-
ings. Its apron space has grown to more

than 3.8 million square feet.
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Miami International Airport
www.miami-girport.com

Headquarters: Miami

Speciaity: Airport

Employees: 36,000+

Extending the north and south termi-
nals will add more than 4 million square
feet to the airport’s existing 3.2 million
square feet for a total of 7.2 million
square feet, which will make MIA one of
the world’s largest airports. The south
terminal was completed in 2007; the
north terminal will be completed later
this year. Combined, they will have 130
gates - 30 domestic and 100 domestic or
international - with 556 ticket counters

and 120 self-service check-in devices.
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“At times I feel like I'm running a construction site

as opposed Lo an airporl.” -Jofé Abrew, Airecte

MIA also built a state-of-the-art people
mover, SkyTrain, on top of the north ter-
minal, which is capable of transporting
9000 passengers per hour That has been
up and running since September 2010.

The state of Florida recently opened a
3.4 million-square-foot rental car center
with 16 different rental car companies
working under one roof — an industry
first. The MIA Mover, which will be
opened by the airport this October, will
run from MIA to the rental car facility
and has the capacity to transport 3,000
passengers per hour

The rental car facility and MIA Mover
are part of the Miami Intermodal Center,
a massive ground transportation hub
being developed by the Florida Depart-
ment of Transportation (FDOT) that will
link rail, light rail, automobile and bus
traffic. MIA also is making significant

roadway improvements all around the
airport to alleviate traffic congestion and
improve accessibility.

All of this is overseen by one individ-
ual: José Abreu, the airport’s director. “At
times I feel like I'm running a construc-
tion site as opposed to an airport,” he ad-
mits. “Of course, we've had major
milestones accomplished throughout the
entire capital improvement program In
2010 alone, we averaged $40 million a
month in construction - that's almost
unimaginable. I am a civil engineer and a
certified contractor, and I can assure you,
I have never seen anything quite like this.
To say it's been challenging is the under-

statement of the century.”

Meeting Goals
When asked what the long-term vision
for MIA was, Abreu, who came to the air-
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Miami international Airport is undergoing a
multibiflion-dollar capital improvement project

portin 2005, responds with a good-na-
tured chuckle. “I get all these questions
from the media - God bless them - ‘What
is your vision?"" he says. “I think we
should all have a vision, but at this airport
and in this community, we are underesti-
mating the power of short-term goals at-
tainment. We didn't have the luxury of
building a brand-new terminal, opening it
and there it was. It's more like retiling

your bathroom while you take a shower.
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Siemens delivers the Largest Conventional Beit-Conveyor
Baggage Handling System Ever Built in North America at
Miami International Airport North Terminal
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We had to use interim gates, which was brutal for us and
for the passengers.

“You're looking at anywhere between 85000 and
100,000 people moving through here each day that you
have to reroute and maze to the left and to the right, while
putting up one wall and taking down another;” he de-
scribes. “It was like having the Super Bowl every day.
Thank God we're 92 percent complete now. The single-
biggest segment we're still working on is the federal in-
spection area, which is going to be the size of two football
fields, with 72 passenger control booths and 10 baggage
claim devices. We'll be able to process over 4,000
passengers per hour.”

But it has been a long and arduous process, he admits.
The terminal construction initially was to be handled by
American Airlines. However, the project was turned over
to Miami-Dade County in 2005 after the airline termi-
nated the general contractor and decided construction
was not its cup of tea.

"YOU'RE LOOKING AT
ANYWHERE BETWEEN 85,000
AND 100,000 PEOPLE MOVING
THROUGH HERE EACH DAY

When Abreu was hired as director of the airport two
weeks later, only 30 percent of the work had been com-
pleted and the design wasn't even finished. Also, the air-
port was accumulating a massive amount of debt, “with
nothing to show for it,” he says. To make matters worse,
the contractors working under the previous regime filed
more than $400 million worth of claims.

“This was absolutely nightmarish,” Abreu confides.
“We hired forensic engineers to go into the claims and
only a few went to court. My analogy would be this: every
kid wonders what's in the center of a baseball, and when
you try to pull it apart, you eventually get the one string
that will take you all the way to the end That's how I felt.
I wanted to get to the bottom of this thing in order to
move it forward. The first thing I did was a constructabil-
ity review to finish the plans. It took over eight months,




and people were getting impatient with
me. But there is no such thing as a perfect
set of plans when they are 100 percent
done, so imagine them being only 30
percent done.”

With a new team of engineers, archi-
tects and contractors in place, MIA cre-
ated short-term construction goals and
set out to complete them.

“We created schedules driven by the
passengers because people don't want to
know when you're going to pour the slab -
they want to know how many gates are
going to be open and when,” Abreu says.

“We made some tough decisions such
as closing concourse A - 16 gates - and
converting it intoland side to facilitate
the movement of construction workers in
andout,” he continues. “There have been
some challenges with that and times
where Isay, ‘No, I can'tlive with this; let's
negotiate. But at the end of the day, we

have great partners.”

Was it Fate?

It is no coincidence that MIA appointed a
construction professional to the chief ex-
ecutive position. Before he was hired as
director of the airport, Abreu was ap-
pointed by Gov. Jeb Bush to be secretary
of'the Florida DOT FDOT had been
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working closely with the airport on the
rental car facility and Miami Intermodal
Center projects, as well as the road con-
struction portion of the capital improve-
ment program, for several years.
Therefore, Abreu “had a certain familiar-
ity” with the airport, he says.

Infact, MIA was the airport that wel-
comed Abreu when he first set foot on
American soil at age 13. A native of Cuba,
he immigrated to the United States
through the Division of Unaccompanied
Children’s Services in 1968, “I came to the
U.S. to live with my uncle, and thankfully,
three years later, I reunited with my family

here in Miami,” he says “It’s prophetic

”
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MIA Director jose Abreu says an emphasis on
short-term goals helped bring its $6.4 billion capital
improvement project back on track,

that thisis the very airport that I came to
Miami through. I remember it so well

“My uncle, his wife and my two cousins
came to pick me up,” he recalls. “T had no
luggage with me; Ilost it or it was stolen
inNew York at JFK Airport. Al T had
were the clothes on my back. My uncle’s
wife said, ‘You know, we're going to take
you to a place called downtown where we
can buy you some clothes. Your uncle is
going to drive you on a super highway, the
kind vou have never seen. It's called an
expressway.’ For me to have beenin
charge of every expressway in the State
of Florida and now MIA, it’s so prophetic.
Tt really is.” simf
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