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I
n June 2018, ST Engineering Aerospace commenced operations in its 
newly constructed 173,000-square-foot, $46 million Hangar 1 at the 
Pensacola International Airport.

That development represented the culmination of a courtship 
that began seven years earlier when Singapore-based ST Engineering 
committed to exploring options for a satellite location near the established 
operations of its aerospace arm in Mobile, Alabama.

Successful courtship 
advances economic 
development objectives    
BY STEVE BORNHOFT

Luth said the opportunity for ST Engineering Aerospace to “tap into 
a good, aviation-rich labor force” was a key factor leading the company 
to rank Pensacola ahead of the other locations it scouted in Mississippi, 
Alabama and Florida.

“Labor is the new natural resource,” Luth said. “It means a lot to have 
so many men and women exiting the military in our area with great skill 
sets. And our schools are doing a great job.”

Luth noted that Booker T. Washington High School near the 
airport has added an aviation academy. George Stone Technical 
College established a program leading to airframe and power-plant 
certifications.

“Education was a big part of our success in the ST Engineering project 
and accounts for the interest of many others in Pensacola,” Luth said.

That interest is running strong. Interviewed in December, Luth said that 
FloridaWest had 48 projects in its pipeline and that 26 of them were active, 
meaning they had moved beyond the initial inquiry stage. Of the 26, seven 
were related to existing industry expansions and 19 involved companies that 
would be new to town.

Of the 48 projects overall, Luth said, 41 percent involved 
manufacturing, 15 percent were related to aviation and 11 percent were 

For seven years, economic development officials in Escambia County worked 
to land ST Engineering as a Pensacola employer. In the end, the availability 
of an aviation-rich labor force was a winning factor. Top photo: Dallas Glover. 
Bottom photo: Shane Gonzalez, left, and Darrell Hicks.

FLYING HIGH
“Every project moves at its 

own pace,” said Scott Luth, CEO 
at the FloridaWest Economic 
Development Alliance. Luth, 
along with city and airport 
officials, was steadily involved in 
negotiations with ST Engineering 
Aerospace.

“We built a strong relationship 
with the local leadership out of 
Mobile,” Luth said, before meeting 
with corporate officials from 
San Antonio and Washington, 
D.C. “Over the years, we moved 
up to the headquarters office in 
Singapore. I traveled to Singapore 
several times with (then) Mayor 
Ashton Hayward.”

ST Engineering Aerospace 
is, according to its website, “the 
world’s largest commercial air-
frame MRO (maintenance, repair 

and overhaul) 
provider with 
a global cus-
tomer base 
that includes 
leading air-
lines, airfreight 
and military 
operators.” It 
has facilities 

and affiliates in North and South 
America, Asia and Europe.

Its suite of MRO services 
addresses airframe, components 
and engines, aviation materials and 

asset management, and  aircraft 
interiors.  It offers customized 
engineering and design solutions, 
including passenger-to-freighter 
conversions.

ST Engineering Aerospace 
projects that Hangar 1 will 
become the workplace for 400 
employees. But the company will 
not be stopping there.

In October in Singapore, 
ST Engineering Aerospace 
and Hayward signed off on a 
memorandum of understanding 
calling for the addition of a 
655,000-square-foot airframe 
facility at the company’s 
Pensacola Aerospace Campus. 
ST Engineering Aerospace 
will invest $35 million in the 
$210 million expansion project; 
additional funding will come from 
the City of Pensacola, Escambia 
County, Triumph Gulf Coast 
Inc. and the state and federal 
governments. Construction of the 
airframe facility is projected to 
start in 2022.

“The incredible partnership 
between the City of Pensacola 
and ST Engineering has 
brought forth a monumental 
opportunity to expand the I-10 
aviation corridor and ignite 
transformational change to the 
region,” Hayward said at the 
MOU signing ceremony.

ESCAMBIA COUNTY BUSINESS JOURNAL

On the Cover: Clockwise from upper left, beaches are a primary draw for tourists 
visiting Escambia County; FloridaWest Economic Development Alliance CEO Scott Luth 
(in jacket) leads a meeting of entrepreneurs at the Co:Lab business incubator;  
UWF Center for Entrepreneurship Ed Ranelli tries out visual simulation glasses;  
ST Engineering Aerospace occupies a new hangar at the Pensacola International Airport. 
PHOTOS BY STEVEN GRAY (CO:LAB), MATTHEW COUGHLIN (ST ENGINEERING) AND COURTESY THE UNIVERSITY OF 
WEST FLORIDA (DR. RANELLI) AND VISIT PENSACOLA (BEACHES)

Airframe and 
powerplant 
mechanic 
Joseph Flint 
services a 
Boeing 757 at 
ST Engineering’s 
Pensacola 
facility.

INTERVIEWED IN DECEMBER, LUTH SAID 
THAT FLORIDAWEST HAD 48 PROJECTS 
IN ITS PIPELINE AND THAT 26 OF THEM 

WERE ACTIVE, MEANING THEY HAD MOVED 
BEYOND THE INITIAL INQUIRY STAGE. OF 

THE 26, SEVEN WERE RELATED TO EXISTING 
INDUSTRY EXPANSIONS AND 19 INVOLVED 

COMPANIES THAT WOULD BE NEW TO TOWN.
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Aerospace is our mission.
SANTA ROSA COUNTY, FLORIDA

Santa Rosa County offers aviation and aerospace companies shovel-ready sites, modern 
infrastructure and a trained, educated, and experienced workforce. Aerospace and 
aviation industries, from developing technologies to Tier 1 & 2 suppliers, can maximize 
their ROI by locating where the sites, employees and civic support they need are in place 
and ready for takeoff.
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Contact Shannon Ogletree today. 
(850) 623-0174 • shannon@santarosa.fl.gov
or visit SantaRosaEDO.com

Ready to Get Started
in Northwest Florida? 
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tied to information technology. Other categories included professional 
and business services and warehouse/distribution operations.

“Career academies in cyber and information technology and 
programs at Pensacola State and the University of West Florida are 
paying dividends,” Luth said. “We are attracting a good mix, a good 
balance of inquiries.”

PARTNERS IN PROGRESS
The FloridaWest Economic Development Alliance operates under 
contract to the Pensacola-Escambia Promotion and Development 
Commission (PEDC), a statutorily created economic development 
authority made up of five public officials and four private-sector 
appointees.

The county routes all of its annual economic development 
appropriation to the PEDC; the City of Pensacola sends half of its 
economic development dollars to the PEDC and half directly to 
FloridaWest. City and county funds made available to FloridaWest 
totaled $750,000 in fiscal year 2018.    

The PEDC helps build and develop industrial commerce parks. It 
holds the title to the Pensacola Technology Campus and is working to 
create an industrial campus, The Bluffs.

FloridaWest, Luth explained, serves as the marketing arm for 
economic development on behalf of the PEDC, the city and the 
county. Its responsibilities also include running and managing a 
business incubator, Co:Lab, which is housed in downtown Pensacola 
in a building owned by Pensacola State College. That is, FloridaWest 
is involved in “growing our own” in addition to recruiting businesses 
from afar. 

Intelligent Retinal Imaging Systems acquired a downtown building at 2 N. Palafox St. in Pensacola and converted it into a home for its diagnostic business. Its 
founder, Dr. Sunil Gupta, is a graduate of the Co:Lab business incubator.

ESCAMBIA COUNTY BUSINESS JOURNAL

Tenant entrepreneurs at 
Co:Lab pay a fee and typically 
stay for about three years. The 
lab employs a full-time director, 
part-time business coach and 
office manager.

Successful Co:Lab graduates  
include Dr. Sunil Gupta, who 
founded Intelligent Retinal  
Imaging Systems (IRIS), an orga-
nization dedicated to eliminating 

preventable blindness through the 
early detection of vision-threat-
ening pathologies including dia-
betic retinopathy and glaucoma.

“IRIS bought a building 
downtown and is a great, growing 
company,” Luth said, adding that 
Co:Lab has spawned companies 
that in total have accounted for  
$9.5 million in gross sales and 
created 38 jobs in the Pensacola 

Scott Luth, CEO at the FloridaWest 
Economic Development Alliance

PH
OT

O
S 

BY
 S

TE
VE

N 
GR

AY
 (L

UT
H)

 A
ND

 C
O

UR
TE

SY
 O

F 
EM

BA
RK

 A
GE

NC
Y



6    /    2019 E S C A M B I A  C O U N T Y  B U S I N E S S  J O U R N A L 2019 E S C A M B I A  C O U N T Y  B U S I N E S S  J O U R N A L     /    7

metro area. Fifteen businesses in development are currently 
at Co:Lab.

Co:Lab figures prominently in FloridaWest’s latest 
five-year (October 2018–September 2023) strategic plan, 
compiled last year with suggestions from PEDC. The plan 
includes six broad initiatives representing FloridaWest’s 
program of work:

 
n ��Business incubator — Operate a business incubator 

to encourage entrepreneurship and grow new 
businesses.

�n �Business expansion — Encourage business 
retention and expansion of existing industries.

n ��Business development — Attract new employers 
with wages higher than the state average.

�n �Workforce development — Provide support to 
help create a well-trained target industry workforce 
that  attracts new employers to the community, meets 
the skills training needs of area residents and supports 
existing industry.

�n �Sites and buildings — Work with PEDC, private 
and public entities to support and advocate for the 
development of high-quality business parks and sites.

n ��Organizational support — Pursue organizational 
strategies to increase the needed resources and 
partnerships to carry out the mission.

The organizational support objective commits FloridaWest 
to adding four members per year for five years.

“We’re not a chamber of commerce,” Luth said. “We’re not 
a large membership organization.

“We’re looking for members who are invested in the 
community, businesses with large customer bases that 
will grow when Pensacola and Escambia County grow. 
Financial institutions, the health care industry, construction 
companies, utilities, those are our targets.”  

Key players at Intelligent Retinal Imaging Systems include its 
founder, Dr. Sunil Gupta, top photo, and CEO Chris Belmont. The 
business detects vision-threatening pathologies.
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APRIL 25–28, 2019
Town Center of Grand Boulevard at Sandestin®  

Miramar Beach, FL

A dazzling roster of dozens of celebrity winemakers, distillers, 
chefs, brew masters and entertainers converge in South Walton, 
Florida to wine, dine, educate and entertain guests as part of the 
four-day celebration of wine during the South Walton Beaches 
Wine & Food Festival held April 25-28, 2019 throughout the 

Town Center of Grand Boulevard. 

Attendees enjoy such attractions as Spirits Row, 
Rosé All Day Garden, Savor South Walton Culinary Village, 
Nosh Pavilions, Tasting Seminars, Craft Beer & Spirits Jam, 
live entertainment and more than 800 wines poured by 

knowledgeable wine industry insiders.

Thursday • Winemakers & Shakers • 5pm–7pm
Friday • VIP Wine Tasting Kick-Off • 4pm–6pm
Friday • Craft Beer & Spirits Jam • 6pm–9pm

Saturday & Sunday • Grand Tastings • 1pm–4pm

VISIT  sowalwine.com FOR MORE 
INFORMATION AND TO PURCHASE TICKETS

F O U N D I N G  PA R T N E R SO F F I C I A L  L O D G I N G  PA R T N E R
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A L L  P R O C E E D S  S U P P O R T

Benefiting Children in Need in Northwest Florida 

O F F I C I A L  M E D I A  S P O N S O R

P R E S E N T I N G  S P O N S O R S

We Keep Industry Moving
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The Port of Pensacola now has weekly cargo and container service available to Mexico. 
Learn more about how we can help your business import and export or to utilize our other logistics services.

portofpensacola.com   |   850.436.5070

 PRESENTS

CYNTHIA BARNETT
“Blue Revolution: A Water Ethic for Florida”

  Cynthia Barnett shows how one of the most water-rich  
states in the nation could come to face water scarcity and  
quality woes — and how it doesn’t have to be this way. 

7pm Tuesday, April 23
WSRE Jean & Paul Amos Performance Studio

Pensacola State College

Admission is free! Register: wsre.org/speakers

The Florida Humanities Council partners with community organizations around the state.  
Support for the Florida Humanities Speaker Series is provided by the Florida Humanities  

Council with funds from the Florida Department of State, Division of Cultural Affairs.
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