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Ports expand even as Jasper legal battle continues

By Kirsten Singleton

Morris News Service

COLUMBIA, S.C. - The question isn’t if America’s East Coast port system will expand, Jasper County Administrator Andrew Fulghum said.

It’s where.

“Port capacity is the big issue of the day,” Fulghum said. “You have to have the capacity to accommodate the increased container volume in order to participate in the global economy.”

Since January 2005, Jasper County and the South Carolina Ports Authority have been locked in a battle over who will develop a 1,863-acre site along the Savannah River near Hardeeville, S.C.

Jasper County has a contract with SSA Marine, worth $450 million to $600 million, to develop and operate the port.

Under the proposal, the county would own the land and would receive a $4 million annual payment from SSA Marine, in addition to a $2-per-container charge, which is expected to generate another $1 million to $2 million each year.

Fulghum thinks the Ports Authority just wants to stand in the way of the Jasper development in order to minimize competition with its port in Charleston.

But Ports Authority spokesman Byron Miller sees no reason the Jasper port should operate outside the rest of the South Carolina system, which includes Charleston, Georgetown and Port Royal, which has been closed.

“Under the Ports Authority’s leadership, (Jasper) can be complementary (to Charleston),” Miller said.

Georgia has a stake either way.

The Georgia Department of Transportation currently owns the proposed site, which Jasper County and the South Carolina Ports Authority, independently, are trying to condemn. 

Georgia uses the property to dump sediment from dredging the river’s shipping channel, and is concerned about losing access to more than half of the 5,000 acres it owns there.

Georgia DOT filed suit both in South Carolina and federal court after Jasper County began moving to condemn part of the property, but negotiations are ongoing that might eventually have the transportation department turning over part of its land.

There’s also  the potential impact across the river on the Savannah Port, owned by the Georgia Ports Authority.

“People have said, 'Oh, my God, the world’s going to come to an end if we have another port over there,’” said Doug Marchand, executive director of the Georgia Ports Authority, “Well, the fact of the matter is we’ve got a strong port over here, with a strong infrastructure built around it, good road and rail system built around it - better than they could ever have. So, we feel pretty good about ourselves.”

Two Interstate highways and two main-line rail lines run within a few miles of the Savannah port, enabling cargo to quickly reach retail markets across a third of the nation. Freight arriving into a port in Jasper County would have to travel a greater distance to tap into those major transportation arteries, putting that port at a slight disadvantage, according to Marchand.

But with the global volume of containerized cargo increasing 4.5 percent annually, there may be plenty of business for a new port to go after. And business translates into jobs.

SSA Marine estimates that 450 people would be employed at the Jasper County port itself, with up to 95,000 affiliated jobs created regionally, including in Georgia.

“Economies don’t recognize man-made borders,” said Jake Coakley, SSA Marine’s regional vice president.

Even it out-of-towners take some of those jobs, Fulghum believes the port would revitalize a county that needs new development.

Although unemployment in the area is among the lowest in the state, poverty is high.

Rep. Bill Herbkersman, R-Bluffton, said many Jasper County workers earn minimum wage.

And according to the U.S. Census Bureau, Jasper County’s poverty rate of 28.9 percent was more than twice that of South Carolina’s in 2002.

Even if the dispute ends immediately, a significant employment impact is years away. 

Coakley believes the first phase of the Jasper port could be running within five years of acquiring the site.

Miller said, based on history, it’s more like 6-8 years. 

In either case, competition will be stiffer by the time the Jasper site is ready for operation.

Virginia authorities are moving forward with a planned $2 billion port expansion near Norfolk.

And expansion of the Jacksonville, Fla., port - set to be completed in 2008 - is expected to more than double the amount of cargo that port handles annually.

Another challenge for ports on either side of the Savannah River comes in the form of bigger ships. To accommodate the largest behemoths - so-called super post-panamax ships - the river would have to be deepened possibly to a depth that would poison the region’s underground drinking water supply.

That environmental limit on harbor depth could restrict the long-term growth potential of both the Savannah and proposed Jasper County ports.

Nevertheless, South Carolina is plodding through the legal system.

The state Supreme Court ruled in April that the county has the right to develop the port, but that the Ports Authority’s eminent-domain powers trump the county’s.

Both groups are pursuing condemnation of the land and other legal avenues in hopes of gaining final control over the project.

“While South Carolina (Ports Authority) sits around, poking Jasper County with a stick in the eye” other states are making progress, Coakley said.

Said Miller: “The Ports Authority is anxious to move forward. However, it needs to be done in the proper way.”
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