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Savannah’s focus on customers pays off

By Walter C. Jones

Morris News Service

SAVANNAH, Ga. - You could say that the port of Savannah owes the steady growth that’s put it on pace to become the fourth busiest container port in the country to luck.

That is if you define luck as preparation meeting opportunity.

A huge opportunity came to the Georgia Ports Authority nine years ago when a railroad merger’s communications breakdown on the West Coast snarled much of the train traffic west of the Mississippi. Shippers were looking for a way around the bottleneck and some decided to bring their cargo the “all water route” through the Panama Canal to their East Coast markets rather than over the “land bridge” from the West Coast.

The temporary rail snarl would serve as a test of sorts of the alternate passage.

The port of Savannah was ready for the test.

Shippers were surprised to find that the all-water route was cheaper and in many cases faster than the shorter land bridge during backups. Lower fuel and handling costs also favored the all-water route.

A lockout of West Coast dockworkers in 2002 was another opportunity to reinforce the test.

“It kind of made people open their eyes,” said Harry Buscher, export operations manager with freight-forwarder V. Alexander & Co. Inc. in Nashville, Tenn.

Major importers like Home Depot, Wal-Mart and Target concluded that divvying up their business between several ports made sense, especially if they could build distribution centers nearby to sort the goods for delivery to stores in that region.

Target Corporation has 23 distribution centers around the United States, but is building a warehouse in Savannah and a distribution center down the road in Midway for its 44 stores in Georgia and those in neighboring states.

“What we look for when we are scouting locations is all the capabilities,” said Leana Michaud, Target spokeswoman. “You need to have the infrastructure necessary.”

And that’s where “preparation” was in place and waiting for “opportunity” to show up.

“Georgia was sort of ahead of the curve in terms of making large investments in infrastructure,” said Jeff Humphreys, director of the University of Georgia’s Selig Center for Economic Growth. “We had the infrastructure. We kept expanding that infrastructure sort of ahead before it was really needed, which allowed us to grow as opportunities came.”

For instance, the port is in the midst of a 10-year, $700 million capital improvement campaign.

Humphreys, who is on contract with the Georgia Ports Authority to calculate the harbor’s economic impact, notes that the infrastructure he’s referring to is more than just having the cranes, dredging and dock space ready along the Savannah River. It’s also the widened Interstate highways, the railroads that crisscross the state, and even the world’s busiest airport.

“The growth of air cargo at Hartsfield International Airport is part of the important ingredient in Georgia becoming a global logistical hub,” said Harvey Donaldson, director of The Logistics Institute at Georgia Tech.

Georgia has two of the Top 25 Logistics Friendly Cities in the country, Atlanta and Savannah. Only Texas, Ohio, California and Florida matched that, according to the magazine Logistics Today, which ranked the country’s metropolitan areas on their local distribution industry and various transportation assets.

In the 2005 ranking of the 362 logistics-friendly cities in the United States, some of Georgia’s largest cities compared well, including Augusta, 129; Macon, 137;  Dalton, 147; Gainesville, 154; Valdosta, 174; while others fell below average, including Brunswick, 217; Columbus, 258; Albany, 280; Rome, 295; Warner Robins, 298; Hinesville-Fort Stewart, 301; and Athens, 329.

The result is a state network so that cargo moves efficiently out of Savannah and on to the end-use customers.

That’s why communities around the state are coordinating with Savannah and Atlanta to market themselves as part of that logistics framework, Donaldson said.

“All (Georgia cities) have global focus these days. There is much less competition between Atlanta, Macon and Savannah these days and they are saying, 'Hey, there is a lot of synergy between us,’” he said.

So how did the Ports Authority prepare Savannah for opportunity?

Some of it was geography. Savannah is both one of the closest East Coast ports to the Panama Canal where Asian imports come, and it is also near most of the booming Southeast markets. 

Plus, the curve in the coastline makes it the western most port on the East Coast, putting it closer to the Midwest than Charleston, S.C., or Norfolk, Va., for instance. That little curve also protects it from hurricanes which follow a straighter line up the coast.

Strategy also played a role.

Doug Marchand, when he became director of the Ports Authority in 1994, listened to requests from some Georgia exporters who were shipping their goods to out-of-state ports. If more ships bearing imports called in Savannah, they’d be available for Georgia exports.

“What we really needed was some imports,” Marchand said. “We had imports, but we needed a much stronger import program. And we set about to attract some of the retail-distribution cargo.”

Pier One was already using Savannah. So, he recruited Home Depot and a Wal-Mart distribution center in Statesboro to become what he called his “anchor tenants.”

Retailers today move cargo in steel containers that can hold a thousand cartons of pickles or dozens of sofas. Special cranes lift them off the ships, set them on special tractor-trailor trucks and rail cars for quicker, cheaper handling.

The Savannah port geared up with the cranes, trucks and railroad connections to handle containerized cargo.

The strategy worked. 

Savannah is one of the best balanced ports, with 47 percent exports and 53 percent imports, compared to other cities, like Los Angeles, where ships routinely depart almost empty.

At the same time, Marchand sought out Asian trade long before other East Coast ports considered it, so Savannah had made contacts in place as the import volume from that part of the world mushroomed.

And the growth has been stellar. Five years ago, it had grown to handling 1 million containers annually. Today, it’s at twice that level and still growing, expanding 15 percent last year.

“It feeds on itself, he said. “... It’s kind of like the more imports you get, the more ships you get, and then you got room on the ships for Georgia exports to go the other way. You’ve got other retailers that are jumping on the ships because Wal-Mart, Target and others are coming in on those ships. And you have opportunities with new retailers and new import accounts. So it feeds off of itself. 

“It’s been extremely fun to watch.”

Besides cranes to accommodate containerized cargo - including one 374-foot-high, 1,400 ton monster that’s the largest of its kind in the world, the port has also made other improvements. It developed special rail yards for moving containers from ship to train without having to make shippers fuss with hiring truck drivers and handle extra paperwork as is common on other ports.

Savannah’s port is rare because it is operated by a solitary entity, the Ports Authority. For one thing, it controls a single span of nearly 10,000 feet along the waterfront where ships of any length can dock, the longest single container terminal in the Eastern United States.

But there is a bigger benefit to one operator: coordination. 

Operations at most ports are divvied up among many organizations, one for trucks, another for truck maintenance, a third for cranes, and so forth. In Savannah, everything meshes.

“If I want to do something in Georgia, I only have to call the Georgia Ports Authority,” said freight-forwarder Buscher. At other ports, several companies must be called for each operation.

Marchand has empowered veteran port employees to answer those calls from customers and to cut red tape.

New initiatives have cut transaction errors in half, down to 4 percent in the last six months.

It may not fit the stereotype of union longshoremen in a government operation, but these workers keep focused on efficiency and the final customer. Rank-and-file workers quote their productivity figures and brag about them.

One of those is Steve “Shag” Collum, a Ports Authority crane operator.

“The big thing to production is everything has to click,” he said. “... Seconds turn into minutes. We’re in the top echelon in the world in production.”

People in the industry say the port’s customer focus is what sets it apart, especially the way it looks at all of the customers. Most ports cater just to the shipping lines that call once or twice a week with their huge container vessels. The Ports Authority has 37 sales offices around the world with sales agents who try to keep them happy.

But the Ports Authority also reaches out to other types of customers: the trucking companies, the distribution centers, the retailers and others up the logistics chain.

Hugh Buford, general manager of Dollar Tree’s 670,00 square-foot distribution center about five miles from the port, said he’s worked at other centers near other harbors, so he can compare them to Savannah.

“I’d say the customer service we’ve gotten is tremendous,” he said. “We can just pick up the phone.”

And he adds that at the ports operated by others, “nobody every called me up and asked me how I was doing.”

Lee Hardeman, president of Lee Hardeman Customs Broker Inc. in Atlanta recalls the response he got from the Ports Authority when a container was delayed after a Customs Service inspection. The port apologized and changed its procedures so the problem wouldn’t happen again.

“We used not to recommend Savannah for some of our customers because they were having some problems down there. This was before Doug (Marchand) took over,” he said.

Marchand says the potential was always there, but it was a matter of capitalizing on it with a productive attitude.

“We don’t even think of ourselves as an arm of government. We think of ourselves that we’re operating a business,” he said. 

“We think 'how can we be more business like, how can we get a better return for the investments we make?’ That goes through every decision that we make. That process includes, 'is this a good business decision for us to make?’ Not is it something that is just government, really.”

Walter Jones can be reached at walter.jones@morris.com or (404) 589-8424.

