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Conference Report 

on

The Marine Transportation System Initiative Short Sea Shipping Conference 

New York, New York

On November 12th and 13th 2002 the Maritime Administration 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 purpose of the conference was to explore the development of a robust short sea shipping system to aid in the reduction of growing freight congestion on American rail and highway systems. 
The Maritime Administrator, Captain William G. Schubert, opened the conference with remarks concerning the forecasted increase in congestion and our needed response. The Administrator highlighted the growing demand on our transportation infrastructure because of the expansion of international trade, and noted the developments that the Europeans were making on short sea shipping.  Capt. Schubert added that there are maritime solutions to transportation problems and noted the forthcoming implementation of vessel service to Albany, NY from lower New York harbor in order to clear congestion.  

Following the Administrator, a welcoming speech was provided by Mr. Kevin Corbett, Chief Operating Officer, Empire State Development Corporation, which is part of the New York State Governor’s office.  Mr. Corbett welcomed the attendees to the State of New York and encouraged their work in short sea shipping towards regional economic development for the Northeastern U.S. 

The technical sessions then moved forward.  The conference was set up in a panel format with a final set of breakout sessions to allow all attendees who wished to participate to make remarks.  These remarks were then presented in a verbal report-out session at the end of the conference to the Administrator and invited guests. 

The first panel, entitled “Challenges and Opportunities” set the tenor of the conference by identifying the demand for short sea shipping.  Mr. Rolf Marshall 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.  Mr. Marshall offered a solution in the form of a proposal for 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.  Other challenges posed by the panel were: growing U.S. concerns on regional air quality exacerbated by traffic congestion, 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.  

The next panel took on the topic of  “Sailing With the Current: Short Sea Issues and Initiatives”.  In this panel presentations focused on today’s short sea initiatives in the U.S.  Specifically, briefings were presented on; Columbia Coastal’s new service to upstate New York.  Other project briefings included topics such as high speed vessel construction, and special purpose short sea vessels such as Gulf Caribe’s rocket transporter that is used to moved Delta Rockets to Cape Kennedy from the Gulf of Mexico.  This panel demonstrated that when conditions are right, operators and shipyards can find common ground to meet the need.

“A Gaze Across The Pond: European Short Sea Shipping Viewpoints” followed.  This technical panel provided a well-grounded evaluation of current trends in short sea shipping in Europe.  Presenters included representatives from the EU, the Port of Hamburg, and the Port of Rotterdam.  All demonstrated advancements in European short sea shipping in areas where government and industry showed both cooperation and international perspectives.  

After a look at Europe, attendees considered “lessons learned” with a panel entitled “Successes and 

Snags” in Short Sea Shipping.  The Conference was honored to hear from high level executives of

some of the most proactive companies in the domestic trade, including MATSON Navigation,

Detroit-Windsor Truck Ferry, Trailer Bridge, and K-Sea Transportation Corp. Mr. Mulholland of 

Matson Navigation on the subject of “snags” noted that “build it and they will come” does not 

always work and shippers did not participate enough to justify continuing their West Coast ocean

shuttle service. Success for the operators in current domestic short sea shipping trade seems to occur

when there is excellent service to a well defined market, at a reasonable cost.  
At the end of the first day, participants broke out into separate sessions to consider recommendations

on topics such as: what do shippers need?  How can Coastal services fill the bill? How do we build 

the public-private sector partnerships to create new waterborne alternatives? And how do we

capture modal share and create public benefits?  A summary of these recommendations is provided

later in this conference report.

The second day of the conference started with a panel session on “Advances in Short Sea Shipping Technology.”  At this juncture attendees looked into future applications of existing designs and technologies.  The session included: briefings from Advanced Technology Watercraft, an Australian design firm, on solar / sail powered ferries; a Kvaerner Masa Marine brief on advanced ship designs.  New port configurations, tracking logistics and air emissions controls were also considered.  From this participants garnered that short sea shipping technological development is not moribund but rather a robust field in which many new concepts are actively being prototyped and initiated.  The solar / sail powered vessel, for example, is currently in operation in Sydney Harbor, Australia. 

The final panel of the session focused on the financing of short sea shipping and the integration of 

short sea shipping into regional transportation plans.  Representatives of the State of Massachusetts, 

the Maritime Administration and others made presentations on innovative financial concepts for

short sea shipping and how short sea shipping can be incorporated into state transportation plans. 

Mr. John Doyle of the advocacy group Waterways Work!, an advocacy group, lastly provided

valuable insight into the response the forthcoming Congress may have to Maritime initiatives.

Mr. Doyle encouraged the audience by noting that tax incentives for the industry are certainly a 

possibility and that targeted projects that do not pick “winners” or “losers” in the transportation field 

would also be of interest to the new Congress. 

The final event of the conference was a briefing on the results of the three breakout sessions in which recommendations were solicited on expanding short sea shipping by meeting market needs.

The first of the breakout groups focused on shipper needs.   Their briefing highlighted the need to: reduce costs, reduce terminal times, and possibly look at relocating or improving waterway terminals to make them closer to highways or with better highway connections.  For the government, the group recommended tax incentives for users of short sea shipping and government cargo guarantees to maintain a shipping base.

The second breakout group briefed on opportunities to build partnerships on short sea shipping in this hemisphere. Regarding government activities, the group recommended implementing Title XI loan guarantee priority for short sea projects, and construction subsidies to provide incentives for U.S. operators and shipbuilders.  Other recommendations for the federal government included several partnership proposals including MARAD and DOT, and a recommendation for the government to build case studies of successful short-sea shipping strategies/returns-on-investment in Europe, Asia, and in other instance.  From a more global viewpoint, there was consensus on energizing the shipper community towards short sea shipping, and building an environmental case that short sea shipping is “green shipping” worth of tax credits.  In all, the evaluation group found a lot of room for future cooperation and incentives for short sea shipping.

The last of the three breakout groups focused on methods of increasing appropriate modal share for short sea shipping while continuing to providing public benefit. Some of the recommendations included: reducing crew requirements for self-propelled vessels, right-to-work zones for U.S. ports, and promotion of a streamlined environmental approval process with concurrent processes for port related projects.  Interestingly this group also focused on development of a greater public exposure to the benefits of short sea shipping.  For example, it was thought that a higher profile with Congress, state, and local organizations would be constructive.  There was also a call to develop a committee to move forward on (short sea related) freight task force, locally, nationally, and internationally to create new mechanisms for success.  One of the first tasks a committee such as this could undertake would be a poll of market interests (shippers, consignee, and logistics providers) to assess interest; potential cargo mixes, and more specifically identify domestic and international market areas of interest.

The Marine Transportation System’s Short Sea Shipping Conference was more successful than anticipated both in terms of attendance and accomplishments. The original conference plan called for an estimated audience of 100, however the response from the shipping community resulted in an attendance figure of approximately 150 executives. Further, there was a considerable amount of give and take among the participants throughout the event.  This interaction lead to open discussion on issues and topics that, while important, have not received national attention in recent years. 

Captain Schubert concluded the conference by acknowledging the high level of participation among presenters and attendees. He also noted that one of the conference’s achievements was the establishment of a framework for continuing discussions among the European Union, Canada and the United States on sharing short sea shipping technology, experience and policy recommendations. 

