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Ports’ reach extends to jobs, business across state

By Vicky Eckenrode

Morris News Service

ATLANTA - When Korean automaker Kia announced it would build a plant near LaGrange, politicians from across west Georgia hustled to get out press releases trumpeting the 5,500 jobs that would be created as a result.

But there’s another economic engine churning out that many new jobs each year without the hoopla: the state’s ports.

The port system is credited with playing some part in 7 percent of the state’s employment base. Considering Georgia added more than 92,000 jobs last year, about 6,440 of those can be traced directly or indirectly to Savannah and Brunswick’s shipping docks.

Both port facilities have enjoyed several years of rapid growth, bolstering  local job markets and transportation-related businesses. Because that happened, the paychecks and businesses depending on the shipping activity along Georgia’s coast rippled throughout the state.

Jeff Humphreys, director of the University of Georgia’s Selig Center for Economic Growth, who studied the impact state’s deepwater ports for the Georgia Port Authority, estimated the facilities contributed $35.4 billion to the state economy, or about 7 percent, with most of the money coming from companies that use the port to move materials in or out.

The ports also supported nearly 276,000 full- and part-time jobs, Humphreys said. That includes 120,000 workers hired directly because of port-related business, such as longshoremen, truck drivers and warehouse workers at distribution centers.

The other jobs stem from the extra money port users, such as manufacturers or wholesalers, have because they are able to do international business shipping through the ports. The increased sales help pay salaries of factory workers and retail employee.

The estimates are based on the ports’ activity in 2003.  Humphreys said he will start working on an updated study later this year looking at 2006 and expects to see even higher numbers.

“I think it’s safe to say that port activity has increased substantially since 2003,” he said, noting that the growth occurred while Georgia’s manufacturing base shrunk. “But the manufacturing jobs that remain are much more dependent on the port. The manufacturers that are surviving are typically manufacturers that are becoming more integrated to the global economy.”

That contribution became noticeable when most of the state’s economy dipped after 2001.

“The ports sailed through the recession and really didn’t get hit at all,” said Humphreys. “Cargo volumes rose throughout the recession. It helped offset some of the other declines.”

Humphreys said that influence is not showing signs of waning.

In fact, port officials expect to set new records with more than 2 million containers moving through Savannah this fiscal year. If so, that would move Savannah ahead of Charleston to become the nation’s fourth-largest container port.

Statewide reach

From Atlanta-based transportation companies dispersing ship-arriving products around the country to Pilgrim’s Pride poultry plant in Athens sending chicken as far as Russia and China, the docks play an essential role.

A couple of hours inland from the containers ships in Savannah, Thiele Kaolin headquarters is based in Sandersville near where the company mines the white clay that is used to add a glossy sheen to paper.

For Thiele, which has to compete with Brazilian mines for customers, having a port the size of Savannah nearby is key, company officials said.

“It’d be impossible to do what we do because our material is so heavy,” said Randy Maybury, export sub manager for the company, which ships out more than 100,000 tons a year through bulk form and in containers. Other modes of transporting the clay would be more cost-prohibitive because of its hefty weight.

“A tremendous part of our business - 40 percent - is exported,” said Martha Yates, Thiele’s customer service manager. “It’s (exports) increased over the years.”

When it comes to selling Georgia goods to other countries, the state has seen increases in recent years along with the growth in port activity.

In 2004, the state’s export growth hit 20 percent, though that has been deflated more recently because of a drop in sending out transportation equipment like jet airplanes and farm tractors produced in the state, according to the Georgia State University Economic Forecasting Center.

But Rajeev Dhawan, the center’s director, said the softening should not be a concern for the Savannah and Brunswick ports because imports are expected to continue rising.

“It’s not an asset that just benefits the coast,” Georgia Ports Authority Executive Director Doug Marchand said. “You could go through and look at all the different business, whether they’re imports or exports, throughout the state, and they benefit by the state of Georgia having this asset here available for their business to use.”

For Randy Branch, who owns a 4,000-acre South Georgia farm in Baxley, the Brunswick port allows a way to unload the wheat he finished harvesting last month as a rotation crop.

“One hundred percent of this wheat is being exported,” said Branch, who grows about 300 acres of the crop and sends it as well as cotton through Brunswick. “We’re real close to the port, so it’s beneficial for us.”

Pitching for jobs

While economists have tried to measure the sales and employment impact of the ports, the facilities play a role that can be harder to define.

State and county level officials trying to lure employers to start new operations often tout the shipping facilities as a selling point.

“We emphasize the ease of getting in and out of the Savannah port. That is something that’s very important to people who’re looking in this area,” said Walter Sprouse, the executive director for the Richmond County Development Authority in Augusta.

Last year, the county ranked seventh in the state for the amount of goods its companies exported through the ports system.  

“Many times you see a number of small companies utilizing the ports as well,” Sprouse said.

When it comes to going after a major employer, such as a manufacturer that can potentially put thousands of Georgians to work, the ports’ operations are part of the discussion, state officials said.

Georgia Department of Economic Development Commissioner Craig Lesser pointed to the recent commitment from Kia Motor Corp. to build a $1.2 billion auto plant in West Point with plans to eventually create 5,500 new jobs in the state.

Lesser said the fact that the South Korean automaker was already importing cars through the Brunswick port helped convince company officials to pick Georgia as the site of their first American manufacturing facility.

That type of reach is one reason why the port system tends to fare well as lawmakers decide whether to add money to the state-owned facilities each year.

The ports make enough money from users to run themselves for the most part.

 Last fiscal year, the Ports Authority took in $149 million through operating revenue and spent nearly $118 million for operating expenses. But when it comes to expensive building and equipment investments, the ports turn to the state’s coffers, lobbying for part of the  $18.7 billion state budget.

Instead of being viewed as a Savannah-centric project, leaders from both sides of the political aisle have included money for improvements.

Most recently for Savannah’s port, that has included a $109 million expansion of the Garden City Terminal by adding another berth that is expected to increase capacity by 20 percent.

“I have always been impressed, even when I first started and Republicans were way in the minority, that the leadership of the Senate and the governor always saw the port as of statewide importance and didn’t use it as a club on the local delegation,” said Senate President Pro Tem, Eric Johnson, R-Savannah. “The port was never considered pork. They were wise enough to see the statewide impact and continued to make the investment.”
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