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Short Sea Shipping: The Wave of the Future

With traffic congestion building nationwide, and many areas of the United States becoming air quality non-attainment areas, the Maritime Administration is moving forward on highlighting promising solutions.  One concept to ease national freight congestion is short sea shipping.  Short sea shipping is basically the idea that the expanded use of our aquatic highways will ease traffic congestion and air pollution.

To further explore the short sea shipping concept, the Maritime Administration recently hosted a national conference on short sea shipping under the banner of its Marine Transportation System initiative, a DOT Secretarial directive to prepare the U.S. for a projected doubling in international trade by the year 2020.

The Maritime Administrator, Captain William G. Schubert, opened the conference with remarks expressing concern regarding the forecasted increase in congestion, and our needed response. The Administrator noted that there are maritime solutions to some of these transportation problems and noted European accomplishments in short sea shipping.

Throughout the conference speakers defined the transportation problem in the U.S. as one of forthcoming gridlock and congestion.  Specifically, over 10,000 more trucks per day are projected on the I-95 corridor by 2010, while the cost of expanding the U.S. highway system is high.  New interstate roadways typically cost $32 million per paved mile, not to mention the cost of new highway interchanges, which are often funded at a level of over $100 million each. Other issues of concern include: national security needs for short sea vessels with speed and agility during contingencies, and the expanding trucking industry and its needs to move around the country with reliability and low cost.  Consequently, a grassroots movement is growing in the form a call for the increased utilization of our Marine Transportation System (MTS). The U.S. MTS is composed of 25,000 miles of inland and coastal waterways where there are over 3,700 waterfront passenger and cargo terminals, connecting to 152,000 miles of rail and highway arteries.  Expanded use of this underutilized network may offset growing trade and tighter transportation budgets.

MARAD is encouraged that short sea shipping is becoming more and more of a reality.  For example, in December of 2002 Columbia Coastal, a New York area barge company, announced a new service in cooperation with the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey.  Specifically, the service will shuttle containers out of the congested environment of lower New York Harbor to the upstate New York port of Albany. Once in Albany, containers will be transported to the American heartland via interior throughways, instead of on congested urban roads.  Short sea shipping is catching on in Europe as well. 

Here are some examples of recent European successes in short sea shipping:

· Container feeder service between France and Spain has been reinstated. 

· Short sea service has doubled between Hamburg and St. Petersburg, Russia. 

· A new ferry service has started in Italy. 

· A new all-freight service has begun between Belgium and England. 

· A new roll on / roll off terminal will be dedicated in Rotterdam next year.

So where does the United States go from here regarding short sea shipping in this hemisphere?

The 2002 conferees called for increased cooperation among federal and international agencies to share short sea shipping technical information and experience.  To this end, MARAD is developing a Memorandum of Agreement on technology and experience among the E.U., Canada, and Mexico.  Further, MARAD has received a call for tax reform regarding the domestic waterborne shipping industry, and is pursing concepts where the federal government might facilitate domestic trade through favorable taxation treatment.  Lastly, and most likely because of the recent conference, the Maritime Administration is seeing new requests for Title XI loan guarantee assistance and other assistance requests from parties interested in pursuing short sea ventures.

In conclusion it is becoming apparent that America is waking up to the idea that the United States cannot simply build its way out of traffic congestion.  New ideas in transportation are called for and more and more short sea shipping fits the bill.

