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Ports serve as Georgia’s gateway

By Vicky Eckenrode

Morris News Service

ATLANTA - Every day, Georgians take advantage of the state’s ports, often without realizing it.

For tens of thousands, it’s picking up a paycheck built off the international trade Georgia companies have developed by utilizing the port system.

And for untold numbers of Georgians, the ports touch their lives daily in countless ways, from food to clothing, cars to electronics, furniture to lumber. As international commerce increases, there’s a strong chance many of the items you use, eat or wear have entered through docks in Savannah and Brunswick. 

With the fastest-growing port in the country, Savannah’s facilities provide a steady stream of business into the state, though much of it goes largely unseen by most Georgians. 

If the ports, which are owned by a state agency, were a public company, it would be the 88th largest in Georgia in terms of revenue.

But its ability to affect the state goes beyond a single retail chain or corporation. Much like Atlanta’s airport or the interstate system, the ports exist as a tool allowing thousands of other Georgia businesses to make money. 

Doug Marchand, the Ports Authority’s executive director, compares the impact to something any Georgian living in the state during the buildup to the 1996 Olympics can relate better to.

“We did a little ciphering ourselves, and the answer came out that the Georgia Ports Authority’s economic impact is like an Olympics every year,” he said. “It might be two or three Olympics now.”

Through the massive construction effort to prepare for the Olympics in Atlanta and the spending from millions of visitors, the event brought in an estimated $5.1 billion.

Meanwhile, every day container vessels pull in and out of the state’s ports, bringing with them $18.6 billion in direct sales or revenue for Georgia businesses annually.

The fact that the port activity is sustained makes it even more substantial, said Jeff Humphreys, director of the University of Georgia’s Selig Center for Economic Growth, who has studied the ports’ economic impact for the authority.

“Even with the per dollar impact, you can count on it again and again,” he said.

But the ports’ rapid growth did not come overnight.

Officials invested in future expansion, which paid off when a variety of factors sent more ships to call on Savannah and Brunswick.

The explosion in U.S. trade with Asian countries and traffic jams at larger ports on the West Coast shuttled business this way.

And the growth in people moving to the Southeast prompted more retail shops, furniture stores and car dealerships, all of which needed their products shipped in close by and quickly.

“I think Savannah has built themselves as America’s retail port,” said George Hearn, Southern region managing director APL, a shipping and logistics company that has four routes a week stopping in Savannah on the way to Europe, Asia and Latin America. “I think everybody says there’s a crane, there’s a ship, there’s a port. We’ll there’s a lot more to it than that.”
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