
Southeast's Ships Come In: 
Bright Outlook for Exports 
Over one-fourth of U.S. waterborne exports are now shipped from southeastern 
ports, with a heavy concentration in food products and crude materials. The 
region could continue to expand its exports in the '80s, especially if world demand 
for coal heats up. 

During the 1970s U. S. exports virtually 
doubled as a percentage of GNP, reaching 
more than 8 percent by 1980.1 

Nowhere is that export growth more visible 
today than at the seaports of the Southeast, 
which serve as busy jumping-off points for an 
impressive share of American products that 
foreign customers are buying. High on that list 
of exports is food, with ever more wheat and 
soybeans f lowing from such ports as New 
Orleans and Mobi le to feed a burgeoning 
global population. 

Ports in the Sixth Federal Reserve District 
also have emerged as major embarkation centers 
for exports of coal, the Southeast's answer to 
Middle Eastern oil. Coal exports promise to 
continue growing, with the planned completion 
of the Tennessee-Tombigbee Waterway and 
the hoped-for dredging of key Gulf ports to 
accommodate huge freighters to handle the 
projected future tonnage. 

Along wi th the Southeast's exporting boom 
arise questions that this article will seek to 
answer: How has the region's share of the 

' In this article, "U.S. exports" refers to merchandise trade, or the dollar value 
of tangible goods only. A broader measure of trade includes exports and 
imports of such services (or "invisibles") as international travel and transpor-
tation, insurance, and investment income. In general, the U. S. balance of 
t rade in goods and services (exports minus imports) is more favorable than 
for trade in goods alone. This is because of the U. S.'s important role as 
exporter of capital and source of technology and expertise. 

value of U. S. waterborne exports changed over 
the past decade? What changes have occurred 
in the kinds of commodities exported? What 
are the likely trends in U. S. exports in the 
1980s? Answers to these questions wil l provide 
clues to the future of a growing portion of the 
region's economy. 

The Southeast's Share of U. S. Exports 
In 1970, the value of U. S. waterborne exports 

f lowing through District ports was almost $5 
billion, or one-fifth of the U. S. total (see Table 
1). By 1980, these District exports had grown 
to more than $30 billion, over one-fourth of 
U.S. waterborne exports. The value of south-
eastern exports increased at a 20 percent 
compound rate during the decade, far faster 
than the 16 percent for the rest of the nation. 

New Orleans dominates exports through south-
eastern seaports, although its share is declining 
(from 70 percent in 1970 to 63 percent by 1980). 
Even so, the New Orleans customs district still 
accounted for one dollar in every six of U.S. exports 
in 1980. 

The other four southeastern customs districts-
Savannah, Tampa, Miami and Mobile—ranked 
in the upper half of U. S. customs districts in 
waterborne exports in 1980 (see Table 2). 
Every southeastern customs district except 
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Table 1. 
Southeastern Exports 

(Value of Domestic and Foreign Waterborne Exports) 

1970 1980 1970-80 
U.S. Customs Value Percent Value Percent Compound 
Districts (Mil. $) of U.S. (Mil. $) of U.S. Annual Growth 

Savannah 320 1.3 2,154 1.8 21.0 
Tampa 281 1.2 2,782 2.3 25.9 
Miami 395 1.6 3,912 3.3 25.8 
Mobile 466 1.9 2,588 2.2 18.7 
New Orleans 3,448 14.1 19,336 16.3 18.8 
Sixth District 4,910 20.1 30,772 25.9 20.1 
Non-Sixth District 19,475 79.8 88,063 74.1 16.3 
U.S. 24,394 100.0 118,835 100.0 17.1 

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Waterborne Exports and General Imports, 1970 and 1980. 

Mobile improved its ranking during the 1970s. 
New Orleans jumped into the number one slot 
in the country, surpassing New York, and Florida 
ports showed particularly sharp increases.2 

The growth of southeastern port activity is 
even more impressive when measured by ton-
nage. The weight of southeastern waterborne 
exports increased even more rapidly, compared 
to the nation, than has the value. In 1980, the 
Southeast accounted for almost one-third of U. S. 
tonnage. 

But the Southeast's fast-growing share of U. S. 
exports is best measured by its value. The 
dollar volume of exports tells us how much 
total income—wages and salaries, rent, interest 
and profit—has been generated directly in the 
U. S. economy by production of the commodity 
which is being exported. 

The Composition of Exports from the 
Southeast 

Mainly because of the huge volume of bulk 
commodit ies f lowing down the Mississippi 
through New Orleans, the Southeast has a high 

?The importance of U. S. airborne trade through Miami should also be noted. 
In 1980,6 percent of U. S. airborne exports was out of Miami International 
Airport (MIA). New York's John F. Kennedy International Airport, which 
accounted for half of U. S. airborne exports, was the only airport to rank 
ahead of MIA. 

share of such commodit ies and a lower share of 
manufactures. Nationally, 40 cents out of each 
dollar of exports are manufactured goods, com-
pared to only 25 cents for goods exported 
through the region's ports (see Table 3).3 On the 
other hand, food products exports account for 
over one-third of Southeast exports, compared 
to one-fourth for the nation. This contrast is even 
greater when one considers that crude (nonfood) 
materials exports account for another 2 3 percent 
of District exports but only 17 percent for the 
nation. Over half of the District's crude materials 
exports are soybeans. 

Sharp differences also appear within the 
region. Over 70 percent of waterborne exports 
from New Orleans and Mobile are food products 
or crude materials; in contrast, three-fourths of 
exports from Miami are manufactures. Savannah's 
composition lies between these extremes— 

3U. S. exports can be classified, most simply, as either agricultural or 
nonagricultural products. At the other extreme, commodi ty information can 
be presented in terms of a seven-digit product classif ication scheme based 
upon the Standard International Trade Classification (SITC). In this article, 
detai led commodi ty information is aggregated and presented in five 
commodi ty groupings. The 10 single-digit SITC groupings are combined as 
fol lows:Food and live animals, beverages and tobacco, and oils and fats 
(animal and vegetable) are grouped together as "farm products;" three 
other groupings correspond to the SITC classifications "inedible crude 
materials," "mineral fuels," and "chemicals;" the remaining four single-digit 
SITC groupings are combined as "manufactures." It is emphasized that 
these classifications are made for analytical convenience and are somewhat 
arbitrary. Nevertheless, presentat ion of the data in this form doesa l l owus to 
examine important structural features of waterborne U. S. exports through 
southeastern ports. 
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Table 2. 
U.S. Exports 

(Value of Domestic arid Foreign Waterborne 
Exports) 

1980 1970 
Rankinq Customs District Rankinq 

1 N e w Or leans, Lou is iana 2 
2 New York City, New York 1 
3 Houston, Texas 4 
4 Baltimore, Maryland 6 
5 Norfolk, Virginia 3 
6 Los Angeles, California 7 
7 San Francisco, California 5 
8 Seattle, Washington 9 
9 Miami , F lor ida 15 

10 Portland, Oregon 8 
11 Galveston, Texas 10 
12 Charleston, South Carolina 2 2 
13 Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 11 
14 Tampa, F lor ida 18 
15 Mobi le , A l a b a m a 12 
16 Savannah , Georg ia 17 
17 Port Arthur, Texas 13 
18 Cleveland, Ohio 14 
19 Duluth, Minnesota 19 
20 Wilmington, North Carolina 20 

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Water-
borne Exports and General Imports, 1970 and 1980. 

almost half of its exports are manufactures but 
crude materials account for another 30 percent. 
Chemicals exports are dominant in the Tampa 
customs district. 

Behind the Pattern 
The pattern of southeastern exports is related 

to resource endowments. The Southeast has 
abundant natural resources and labor relative 
to other parts of the nation. Thus, the Southeast 
exports more primary goods while the nation 
as a whole exports more manufactured goods. 
Central Florida's huge phosphate deposits, cou-
pled with a growing world need for fertilizers, 
explains the dominant role of chemicals exports 
from the Tampa district. As the U.S. supplies 
more of the world's food, the Mississippi River 
becomes a vital conduit for corn, wheat, and 
soybeans from the Midwest, expanding the 
importance of food products and crude mate-
rials exports through New Orleans. Southeastern 
soybeans, ores and pulpwood flow through 
Mobile, while soybeans, forest products, and 
textiles are dominant exports from Savannah. 
Miami provides the primary U. S. link with Latin 
American markets for manufactured goods. 

The Southeast's Share of U. S. 
Commodity Exports 

By commodity, the Southeast's share of U. S. 
exports parallels the same patterns. Thus, the 
Southeast accounts for over one-third of U. S. 
food products and crude materials exports, but 
only 17 percent of the nation's manufactured 
exports (see Table 4). The Southeast specializes 
in exports of these commodities, but not in man-
ufactured goods. Similarly, the Southeast has a light 
specialization in chemicals exports but none at 
all in mineral fuels exports. 

Clearly, the dominant feature of 1980 trade 
in the Southeast is the massive f low of corn, 
grain, and soybeans out of New Orleans: food 
products and crude materials exports from this 
customs district represent nine percent of total 
U. S. waterborne exports. Despite this emphasis, 
flows of mineral fuels, chemicals or manufactures 
through New Orleans account for sizable shares 
of U. S. exports. Among southeastern customs 
districts, only Miami rivals New Orleans as an 
exporter of manufactures and only Tampa 
approaches New Orleans in chemical exports 
(see Table 5). 

Recent Changes in Southeastern 
Commodity Flows 

When we examine the 1970-80 growth rates 
for five kinds of commodities, we notice several 
important changes.4 First, compared to the 
nation, both manufactured exports and crude 
materials from the Miami region have grown 
much more rapidly, while such exports from 
the New Orleans region have grown less rapidly. 
Chemicals and manufactures grew particularly 
fast in the Miami region, while food was the 
fastest-growing export from the New Orleans 
region. 

In general, changing supply and demand 
factors—in the Southeast, elsewhere in the 
nation, and abroad—have shaped the changing 
pattern of exports through southeastern ports. 
Thus, exports from the Southeast have grown 
more rapidly than for the nation because of the 
region's above-average rate of general economic 

"Strictly speaking, the growth rates fo r the Miami Customs region ref lectthe 
influence of changes in the growth and composit ion of commodi ty flows out 
of some customs districts and ports not located in the Sixth Federal 
Reserve District. However, we believe that the important t rends revealed by 
these data reflect majorchanges in the District portion of the Miami Customs 
region. 
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Table 3. 
Southeast Commodity Profile 1980 

(Percent Value of Domestic Waterborne Exports) 
Savannah Tampa Miami Mobile 

New 
Orleans 

Sixth 
District U.S. 

Food Products 7.9 12.7 12.5 34.0 45.6 34.8 24.6 
Crude Materials 29.6 19.5 2.6 38.9 24.5 22.9 17.3 
Mineral Fuels 0.1 0.1 0.3 5.5 3.0 2.4 5.7 
Chemicals 16.3 51.5 7.5 8.4 10.7 14.2 13.1 
Manufactures 46.1 16.2 77.1 13.2 16.2 25.7 39.3 

Total Percent 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Sources: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, U.S. Exports: World Area by Commodity Groupings, FT 455/Annual 1980; Dialoq Information Retrieval 
Service: U.S. Exports, File 126. 

Table 4. 
Shares of Southeastern Customs Districts in U.S. Commodity Exports, 1980 

(Percent Value of Domestic Waterborne Exports) 

Miami Tampa Savannah Mobile 
New 

Orleans 
Sixth 

District U.S. 

Food Products 1.7 1.2 .6 3.0 30.2 36.7 100.0 
Crude Materials .5 2.6 3.1 4.9 23.1 34.2 100.0 
Mineral Fuels .1 — — 2.1 8.5 10.7 100.0 
Chemicals 1.9 9.3 2.3 1.4 13.3 28.2 100.0 
Manufactures 6.4 1.0 2.1 .7 6.8 17.0 100.0 
Total 3.3 2.3 1.8 2.2 16.3 25.9 100.0 

Sources: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, U.S. Exports: World Area by Commodity Groupings, FT 455/Annual 1980; Dialog Information Retrieval 
Service: U.S. Exports, File 126. 

growth and the proximity of regional ports to 
growing world markets. 

Factors related to the region's domestic growth, 
such as the migration of people and jobs to the 
Southeast in the 1970s, also influenced trade. 
Specifically, the Miami region's manufactured 
exports grew more rapidly than the nation, in 
part, because of the increase in manufacturing 
in Florida—especially in central Florida, where 
the production of goods such as high-technology 
computers has soared. The fact that ports in 
this region serve as the primary link to growing 
Latin America also helps explain rapid growth 
in manufactured exports from southeastern 
ports.5 

But changes at the national level also help 
account for the differences in growth rates. Food 

5A "technical" factor is also involved in the rapid growth of manufactured 
exports from the Miami Customs region. The Port of Miami specifically 
prohibits all "dirty and dusty" cargo, such as petroleum, bulk minerals, 
grains, and scrap metal because of the tourism orientation of the city. 

products was the fastest-growing category of 
U.S. exports in the 1970s; it was also the fastest-
growing export from the New Orleans customs 
region. Because of the important role the Mississippi 
River plays in draining corn, grain, and soybeans 
from farms in the Midwest, ports in the New 
Orleans region have an advantage in exporting 
U. S. farm products. 

Such changes in the pattern of southeastern 
exports are consistent with the changes in the 
overall pattern of U.S. trade in the 1970s. Net 
agricultural exports moved from near balance to 
substantial surplus; chemicals, capital goods, and 
airplanes were strong export performers.6 

6 ln addit ion to the analysis of trade patterns discussed here, the reader is 
referred to the fol lowing papers, which discuss important aspects of recent 
U. S. trade flows: Will iam H. Branson, "Trends in U. S. Trade and 
Comparative Advantage: Analysis and Prospects," unpubl ished paper 
prepared for the U. S. National Science Foundation (September 1980); 
Thomas O. Bayard, Trends in U. S. Trade, 1960-79, Economic Discussion 
Paper #7, U. S. Department of Labor, July 1980; Harry Bowen and Joseph 
Pelzman, A Constant Market Share Analysis of U. S. Export Growth, 
Economic Discussion Paper # 10, U. S. Department of Labor, October 1980. 
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Miami Tampa 

($000) (%) ($ 000) (%) ($000) <%) 
0 Food and live animals 874,963 33.8 417,155 6.4 339,770 12.2 
1 Beverages and tobacco 2,887 .1 116,437 1.8 5,967 .2 
2 Inedible crude materials 

except fuels 1,007,210 38.9 128,221 2.0 541,522 19.4 
3 Mineral fuels, lubricants 

and related materials 141,469 5.5 10,634 .2 214 — 

4 Animal and vegetable 
oils and fats 375 — 32,773 .5 9,534 .3 

5 Chemicals and 
related products 218,466 8.5 452,689 6.9 1,430,707 51.3 

6 Basic manufacturers 241,132 9.3 916,056 14.0 191,267 6.8 
7 Machinery and 

transportation equipment 84,058 3.3 3,445,051 52.8 196,257 7.0 
8 Miscel laneous 

manufactured goods 15,694 .6 966,407 14.8 74,731 2.7 
9 Goods not classified 

by kind, except military 423 — 40,289 .6 1,463 .1 

TOTALS 9,586,677 6,524,721 2,791,432 

Source: Dialog Information Retrieval Service: U.S. Exports, File 126. 

The New Orleans customs region in 1980 
exported large quantities of wheat, corn, soy-
beans, and animal feed to the communist 
countries of eastern Europe, the U.S.S.R. (before 
the embargo), and China. Eleven percent of 
the New Orleans exports were to these nations 
in 1980, up from 2.5 percent in 1970. Of total 
U. S. exports to communist countries, New 
Orleans accounted for almost half in 1980, up 
from three-eighths in 1970. Agricultural exports 
to non-communist countries expanded signifi-
cantly in the 1970s to provide markets for U. S. 
food products. 

The Future of Southeastern Exports 
Extrapolation is warranted. The growth of 

southeastern exports in the 1980s wil l depend 
generally on the same factors which have 
boosted growth in the past: the growth of 
markets abroad and the region's price advan-
tages. The location advantage of District ports 
and growth of the regional market at an above-
average rate invite expansion of southeastern 
port trade and export-oriented production in 
the District in the 1980s. 

More specifically, U. S. food products and 
crude materials exports are likely to continue * 
to expand briskly. The world's population con-
tinues to grow and the U. S. can be expected to 
continue to fill the food gap. Given the advan-
tages of ports in the New Orleans customs 
region in this trade, it is likely that such exports 
as wheat, feed grains, and soybeans, particularly ( 
from these ports, will continue to grow rapidly. 

Lumber, wood pulp, paper and paperboard , 
exports are important throughout the Southeast 
The outlook for such exports from the region 
during the 1980s is also good. Pulp (and paper) 
mills are becoming more concentrated in the 
Southeast, owing partly to the timber base of > 
the region. These new plants are the most 
efficient in the world and thus enhance the 1 

comparative advantage of U. S. exports. 
Chemicals exports from the region should 

also continue to show strength—especially 
agricultural chemicals. Pesticide, insecticide, 
and fertilizer export expansion will be fueled 
by both demographic and economic growth k 
factors. Feeding the one-half increase in the 
world's population expected in the last quarter 
of this century will require crop yield increases 
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New Orleans Savannah District Total 

($ 000) (%) ($ 000) (%) ($ 000) (%) 
7,768,310 40.0 166,091 7.0 9,565,289 28.4 

42,753 .2 4,357 .2 172,401 .5 

4,725,506 24.4 643,127 27.2 7,045,586 20.9 

571,935 3.0 1,577 .1 725,829 2.2 

990,339 5.1 453 - 1,033,484 3.1 

2,062,968 10.6 364,230 15.4 4,529,060 13.4 
1,226,213 6.3 605,214 25.5 3,179,891 9.4 

1,797,165 9.3 493,464 20.9 6,015,995 17.9 

214,585 1.1 80,034 3.4 1,351,451 4.0 

5,950 - 7,457 .3 55,582 .2 

19,405,724 2,366,014 33,674,568 

channels to a minimum depth of 55 feet (from 
45 feet) to allow large coal (and grain) vessels 
to call at their ports. The Tennessee-Tombigee 
Waterway should spur coal exports through 
the Mobi le area. Even without these major 
improvements, new coal terminals and other 
port developments are likely to lead to continued 
rapid expansion of coal exports from the region. 

One factor in the growth of manufactured 
goods from the region will be whether Florida 
becomes more of a manufacturing-based state. 
Because of the Southeast's "Latin connection," 
another important factor which will help spur 
the growth of manufactured exports will be the 
pace of development in Latin America. Perhaps 
the key to the growth of manufactured exports, 
however , lies w i t h the efforts that small to 
medium-sized companies make in selling abroad. 
The U. S. Department of Commerce is currently 
working hard to create a greater export aware-
ness among U. S. producers. The outlook for 
future manufactured goods exports from the 
Southeast appears, on balance, to be less 
certain than that for the other major commodities. 

which will, in turn, depend upon increased use 
of agricultural chemicals. Also, as countries 
develop, they will increase their per capita 
consumption of grain-intensive meat; this wil l 
require higher grain production and thus more 
fertilizer. Agricultural chemicals production is 
heavily dependent on oil and gas; in the Southeast 
the energy industry is centered in the New 
Orleans area. Also, phosphate rock, the base 
for producing phosphate fertilizers, abounds in 
central Florida. 

There is a mounting worldwide demand for 
coal in response to the increase in world oil 
prices. Some ports in the region—New Orleans, 
Mobile, Savannah—hope to expand dramat-
ically their exports of coal to Asia and Europe. 
Coal exports from the New Orleans customs 
region are already large and growing rapidly. In 
1970, coal exports were $21 million (2 percent 
of the U. S. total); by 1980 they were $353 
million (7.4 percent of the U. S. total). 

According to the U. S. Depar tment of 
Commerce, the immediate barrier to expanding 
U. S. coal trade is a l imited capacity to store and 
load coal at the ports. The Ports of New Orleans 
and Mobi le plan to dredge their shipping 

Summing Up 
An increasing share of rapidly growing U. S. 

exports is flowing through southeastern ports, 
dominated by a massive f low of farm products 
out of the New Orleans customs region. Food 
product exports are the fastest-growing cate-
gory of U. S. exports, and the New Orleans 
region has a comparative advantage in exporting 
these products. Compared to the nation, the 
Southeast exports fewer manufactured goods. 
Only the Miami customs district, with its prox-
imity to growing markets in Latin America, spe-
cializes in the export of manufactured goods. 

Looking ahead, the growth of southeastern 
exports in the 1970s should continue through 
the mid-1980s, dominated by food products 
with less emphasis on manufactured goods. 
The major exception is that, as worldwide 
demand for coal soars, coal exports may be the 
"trade event" of the 1980s. 

—William j. Kahley 
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