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Port faces challenges to continued growth

By Walter C. Jones and Vicky Eckenrode

Morris News Service

ATLANTA - What’s guaranteeing the port of Savannah continues its role of generating new jobs and giving consumers more choices of affordable goods?

Nothing.

That’s why port officials want you to keep investing a tiny portion of your taxes toward the equipment, paving, dredging and other aspects of keeping the harbor at least a couple of steps ahead of the shipping industry’s demands.

 They operate a sophisticated public-relations department and lobbying campaign to tilt opinions their way. They print an award-winning quarterly magazine, a glossy annual report, give speeches to community groups across the state, and host frequent delegations of legislators.

In next year’s budget, the Savannah port will receive $1.4 million to pay the interest on $16 million in bonds needed for purchasing cranes and paving spots for the increased number of cargo containers in transit. That’s .008 percent of the state budget.

All together, the Georgia Ports Authority plans to spend $700 million on expansion and equipment from 2005 through the following 10 years. Some of that will come from bonds the authority will sell separate from obligations on taxpayers, and much of that money will come from fees it charges shippers. Those fees in the last fiscal year totaled $149 million, leaving $31 million that gets plowed back into capital investments.

The money will go to buy cranes and to pave storage space for the added volume of containers. The enhancements are to keep the cargo flowing without delays that might cause shippers to look for other ports.

Still, more money is needed, according to authority Executive Director Doug Marchand.

“If you ask any port director what his single biggest challenge is, I would venture to guess it all revolves back in one form or another to capital,” he said. “How do you continue to get the money that it takes to build very expensive facilities with these very expense cranes and other infrastructure? How do you get the money to keep your harbor deep enough for these big ships that are coming in more and more frequently?

“So it all revolves around capital.”

The current crop of state political leaders has been sympathetic, but there is no guarantee who will win in November. Nevertheless, the authority’s budget request was granted without reduction by the legislature this year.

And Gov. Sonny Perdue gushed about the port in April when he climbed onto a giant crane to move the first cargo container in the newest berth.

“Because every container like this one is a source of jobs for Georgians, they will lead to jobs processing, manufacturing, harvesting and creating the cargo inside for export, and jobs distributing, trucking and selling the cargo inside for import,” he said.

Yet, some fiscal conservatives say there is a limit to what government can spend.

“We can’t expect government to pick up the infrastructure costs every time you turn around,” said Benita Dodd, vice president of the market-oriented think tank Georgia Public Policy Foundation. “The taxpayer doesn’t have to be deprived of his pocketbook because there are other options out there.”

One of those options could be to sell the port or contract with private companies for its operation and let them raise their own capital while paying the state a fee for the privilege of using the facilities.

Marchand, in an interview, said the Ports Authority’s approach is already businesslike.

“What we certainly want the reader to understand is that we’re good stewards of the asset that the state owns, that we are operating this efficiently, that we’re operating this as you would your own private business, that we are seeking a good return on that investment,” he said.

Beyond getting capital, the future of the port could be shaped by many things. One is getting both the funding and the community OK to deepen the river and harbor in order to accommodate the next generation of ships.

Port officials say long-discussed plans to deepen the shipping channel to accommodate larger ships, especially at low tide, is key to keeping the Savannah facility competitive. They describe deepening the Savannah River from 42 to 48 feet as the most critical project if the facility is to remain competitive and continue to service all the ships of the sea regardless of their size.

But environmentalists who have been monitoring the idea for nearly a decade say they worry about what impacts dredging will have on everything from the area’s drinking water supplies to fish habitats in the channel.

Studies of the environmental impact are expected to be finished later this year.

“Then the environmental issues will become much more black and white,” said Judy Jennings, a member of Savannah’s chapter of the Sierra Club and a member of a stakeholder group evaluating the project. “I’ll be able to talk about this plant and this animal, tidal freshwater, all of the wetlands. Back (when deepening was first proposed), we had large, broad questions, and now we’re on the verge of having some answers.”

Jennings said there also will be an economic impact to be weighed.

Though she expects the project’s $230 million price tag to have inflated since it was originally calculated in the late 1990s, Jennings said she recognizes the trade traffic is also growing.

“As an environmentalist, what I want is the transport of goods with the least environment impact,” she said. “I can’t say absolutely no to deepening in the Savannah River if I have to admit that that means huge impacts to ports north of us or ports south of us. Savannah just happens to be the one in my back yard.”

No port on the East Coast of the Southern United States can handle the biggest ships, but there will be a race to see who can raise the bridges and deepen the harbors first. 

Success would give Savannah a competitive advantage. Failure could limit its growth as ships get larger and larger.

Of course, the Savannah River’s depth affects both its shores. So plans in South Carolina to develop a port across from Savannah would be impacted as well.

Georgia officials say they’re not spooked by a little competition on the opposite bank. And the river is wide enough to take on more traffic.

What can gum up water traffic are ships bringing liquid natural gas to a terminal on Elba Island. To reach the port of Savannah, seagoing ships must pass Elba, but when the tankers are positioning to load the fuel, they’re prevented from doing that for safety reasons by the Coast Guard.

It can halt traffic for four hours at a stretch, a situation that will become more frequent as the number of fuel ships is anticipated to double. Since delays are costly, shippers could begin looking for alternative ports.

Rising fuel prices has triggered increased business at Elba, and port officials are helpless to stop the costly delays. 

They would welcome a solution, but none seem viable, especially since an unloading tanker ship pulled away four of its 16 mooring lines in March due to the wake of a passing freighter. There were no injuries, fires or spills, but the incident convinced safety engineers that they’re correct to halt river traffic.

Traffic congestion on the roads leading out of the port is another matter, but here the state has a plan.

Senate President Pro Tem Eric Johnson, a Savannah Republican, says tackling the truck congestion is worth some taxpayer investment.

“We’ve sort of outgrown the road network’s ability to handle the truck traffic. ... There’s some road work issues that sort of need to be worked out,” he said.

Johnson, Marchand and the Department of Transportation are developing ideas for separating trucks from automobile traffic to speed the flow of goods to the interstates and nearby distribution centers. That could include truck-only toll lanes or overpasses.

While Savannah is growing, it’s still not fully developed around the port. That leaves room for expanded roadways, but also for more staging areas for the port and more distribution centers for shippers. 

Growing room means the port is likely to continue to generate new jobs around the state.

Security costs and the concerns about terrorists entering in a cargo container remain a factor in the port’s future, though officials say they’re getting on top of it.

Through it all, shipping-industry experts say Georgia is in a good position to continue to capitalize on the mushrooming growth in international trade, especially from the Far East. The challenge is to fully exploit that opportunity, they say, by putting all the needed resources into the port.

In exchange for the taxpayer’s investment of $700 million spread over the next 10 years, the port’s impact on the state’s economy will put $1.4 billion back into state and local tax coffers every year, according to a University of Georgia estimate commissioned by the Ports Authority in 2003.
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