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District Ports and Maritime Trade
S i g n s  of a strong interest in port development are becoming 

increasingly apparent in the Sixth Federal Reserve Dis
trict. Some of the states in the region are considering the con
struction, to be financed from state funds, of new facilities at 
certain ports. Because the building of modern docks and 
cargo-handling facilities at ports is an expensive undertaking, 
care needs to be exercised in estimating the probable future 
use of such facilities.

Total cargo movement through District ports provides a 
convenient basis for estimating future facility needs. Detailed 
figures on cargo movement through ports are not available 
for recent years because the circulation of such information is 
restricted by the Espionage Act. But, in any event, the present 
volume of shipments is definitely abnormal. The major por
tion of tonnages shipped abroad is financed under lend-lease 
or is composed of direct shipments to the Army and Navy. 
Both of these factors, of course, will be absent from the post
war foreign-trade situation. Coastwise trade, measured in 
tonnages, has traditionally been more important, however, to 
most District ports than foreign trade. The extensive wartime 
shipping shortage and the many other changes brought about 
by the war have distorted the domestic transportation picture 
in such a way that even if current information were available 
on coastwise trade it could in no way correctly illustrate the 
normal situation.

Perhaps 1936 was as nearly normal a year as any the Dis
trict ports have experienced in the past 15 years. It was a time 
of fairly high prosperity in most of the world, and the de
velopment of war economies had not then seriously skewed 
world-trade trends. For these reasons, the 1936 figures afford 
a good basis for a descriptive statement of maritime trade 
passing through the District ports. For the purposes of this 
analysis, data are used from the Office of the Chief of Engi
neers in the War Department, which, before the war, annually 
published detailed commercial statistics of the water-borne 
commerce of the United States.

The Corps of Engineers breaks down the tonnages going 
through ports into three major categories: (1) foreign trade,
(2) domestic trade, and (3) internal trade. The terms “im
ports” and “exports” (foreign trade) “apply to traffic be
tween the United States and foreign ports, including the 
Philippine Islands and the Canal Zone.” Coastwise receipts

and coastwise shipments (domestic trade) “apply to traffic 
receiving a carriage over the ocean, the Gulf of Mexico, or 
important arms of the oceans, or the/ Gulf of Mexico,” from 
one United States port to another. Internal receipts and in
ternal shipments “apply to traffic between a port and a tribu
tary waterway.” An example of internal movement is a ship
ment from Augusta to Savannah down the Savannah River.

Maritime Commission statistics, available on a fiscal-year 
basis, that give foreign-trade figures in considerable detail by 
commodities are also used in this analysis. These figures are 
for the fiscal year from July 1, 1936, to June 30, 1937, and 
thus overlap by six months the calendar-year figures of the 
Corps of Engineers.

Total tonnage using Savannah harbor in 1936 amounted to 
3,107,000. Coastwise receipts accounted for 1,519,000 tons, or 
49 per cent of the total, and coastwise shipments from Sa
vannah represented 20 per cent. Imports and exports ac
counted for 16 per cent and 12 per cent, respectively, of the 
harbor’s total traffic during that year, whereas internal re
ceipts and shipments were of minor importance, amounting to
gether to only 3 per cent of the total. Nonmetallic minerals 
received in the coastwise trade accounted for one thfrd of the 
total tonnage going through Savannah in 1936, reaching
1,060,000 tons. Coastwise shipments from Savannah of wood 
and paper were the most important of such shipments in 
tonnage terms. Fertilizer, sugar, and crude petroleum ac
counted for the greater part of the imports. Iron and steel 
scrap, naval stores, lumber, and cotton were the chief exports.

A total of 514,000 tons of merchandise passed through 
Brunswick harbor, Georgia, in 1936. Of this, 76 per cent was 
coastwise trade, in which aggregate nonmetallic minerals was 
the dominant item.

The port of Jacksonville handled a total of 3,409,000 tons 
of cargo in 1936. Of this tonnage, 46 per cent was coastwise 
receipts and 22 per cent was coastwise shipments, while 
foreign trade and internal trade each accounted for 16 per 
cent of the total. In the fiscal year 1937, 271,000 tons of im
ports and 246,000 tons of exports passed through Jackson
ville. Of the total imports, fertilizer accounted for 120,000 
tons. The other major import items were bananas, provisions, 
paper and its manufactures, nonmetallic minerals, and creo
sote. Ir6n and steel scrap was the major export item in terms
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of tonnage, with naval stores and lumber in second and third 
positions, respectively. A total of 31,000 tons of oyster shells 
were exported, chiefly to England.

The total cargo moving through Miami harbor (Biscayne 
Bay), Florida, in 1936 reached 925,000 tons. Of this, 629,000 
tons, or 68 per cent, represented coastwise receipts, and the 
dominant item in this latter total was made up of receipts of 
nonmetallic minerals. Foreign trade, both imports and ex
ports, accounted for 10 per cent or 88,000 tons of the total 
movement through Miami harbor in that year.

Tampa is the major Florida Gulf port. In all, 3,442,000 
tons of maritime traffic were handled in Tampa harbor. Coast
wise receipts and coastwise shipments accounted for 33 per 
cent and 32 per cent of the total, respectively, while exports 
accounted for another 32 per cent. Phosphate dominated the 
export picture at Tampa where it constituted 768,000 tons 
of a total of 925,000 tons of exports in fiscal 1937. The other 
major export items from Tampa in that year were lumber 
and iron and steel scrap. Fertilizer was the chief import item, 
accounting for 53,000 tons of the total of 123,000 tons. Vege
table products, sugar, and bananas were imported in ap
preciable quantities.

Of total tonnage reported in Pensacola harbor in 1936, 36 
per cent consisted of exports, 27 per cent of coastwise re
ceipts, 18 per cent of imports, 12 per cent of internal receipts,
6 per cent of coastwise shipments, and 1 per cent of internal 
shipments. Total movement through the harbor was reported 
at 575,000 tons. Lumber and naval stores were the major ex
port items, while cabinet wood, creosote, and cement domi
nated the import trade.

Mobile harbor in Alabama handled 3,916,000 tons of cargo 
in 1936. Coastwise receipts accounted for just over a million 
tons of this, or 26 per cent, and internal receipts accounted 
for 24 per cent of the total. Internal shipments from Mobile 
constituted 7 per cent of total movement through the port. 
The port of Mobile during the year beginning July 1, 1936, 
handled an import tonnage of 481,000 and an export tonnage 
of 576,000. Corn, chemicals, manganese, bauxite, bananas, 
and sugar and molasses were the major import items. Lumber, 
metals and their manufactures, cotton, nonmetallic minerals, 
and naval stores were the chief export items.

Mississippi Harbors

The Mississippi harbors of Pascagoula, Biloxi, and Gulf
port are of minor importance in the District’s maritime trade. 
None of them handled as much as 250,000 tons of cargo in
1936. The largest, Gulfport (including Ship Island Pass), 
handled 245,000 tons, 45 per cent of which was exports and 
38 per cent imports. Fertilizer, sulphate of soda, and creosote 
were the three leading import items, while lumber, naval 
stores, and iron and steel scrap were the leading export items.

The port of New Orleans is by far the largest in tonnage 
in the District. Total movement through the port in 1936 was
14.332.000 tons, divided rather evenly among foreign, coast
wise, and internal trade. In that year, imports at New Orleans 
aggregated 2,693,000 tons, exports 1,933,000 tons, coastwise 
receipts 3,119,000 tons, coastwise shipments 3,438,000 tons, 
internal receipts 1,726,000 tons, and internal shipments
1.422.000 tons. The chief imports in tonnage terms were 
sugar and molasses, bananas, bauxite, petroleum and its 
products, and provisions. The five largest export items in

tonnage terms were lumber, petroleum products, cotton, iron 
and steel scrap, and metals and their manufactures.

Baton Rouge and Lake Charles, Louisiana, each reported 
large tonnages in 1936. In both of these ports, almost two 
thirds of total tonnage consisted of coastwise shipments. At 
Baton Rouge, 3,213,000 tons out of a total of 5,092,000 were 
coastwise shipments, and, at Lake Charles, 2,395,000 tons out 
of a total of 3,866,000 were coastwise shipments. Petroleum 
and its products accounted for all the imports and all the ex
ports through Baton Rouge. Crude petroleum accounted for 
well over half of the exports from Lake Charles, the other 
major items being lumber and iron and steel scrap. The chief 
import item at Lake Charles was fertilizer.

Obviously, the Sixth District ports handle more coastwise 
and internal tonnage than foreign-trade tonnage. It is par
ticularly difficult, however, to determine what the levels of 
coastwise and internal maritime traffic will be in the post
war period. The volume is chiefly dependent upon the level 
of national business activity and secondarily upon the com
petitive position of water transport in the whole network of 
domestic transportation facilities. This mode of transport is 
generally, of course, cheaper than transportation by land and 
much cheaper than that by air. It is also, of course, much 
slower. Bulk commodities that have a low dollar value per 
ton are the traditional items of maritime commerce.

The volume of tonnage carried in the country by all forms 
of transportation varies with economic output. Thus, the 
probability of a production level in the immediate postwar 
years greater than that in 1936 justifies an expectation of 
greater coastwise and internal maritime shipments. Further
more, the increase probably will be shared in somewhat the 
1936 proportions by District ports, for the major items of 
tonnage, coastwise and internal, have historically been ship
ments of bulky raw materials from the sources of supply to 
the manufacturing centers.

Future Foreign Trade
Outlines of future foreign-trade tonnage are not clear, al

though a reasonable assumption is that the volume of foreign 
trade for the country as a whole will be much greater than 
that handled in the immediate prewar years. For the foreign- 
trade position of Sixth District ports, however, the outlook is 
not so favorable. The export prospects for many of the Dis
trict’s raw materials are clouded.

Statistical projections of foreign-trade aggregates after the 
war, based on prewar trends, have given rise to a good deal 
of optimism about the prospects of District ports. Much of 
this optimism about foreign trade possibilities seems to be 
unwarranted, so far as most of these ports are concerned, 
chiefly because factors altering unfavorably prewar trade 
trends of several District foreign-trade commodities are 
discernible.

United States Department of Commerce calculations picture 
the structure of the country’s export trade at a hypothetical 
seven-billion dollar level in 1948. The estimates are in no 
sense forecasts. They simply indicate the size of the export 
market that each of the various commodity groups will have 
if the total value of American export trade should be seven 
billion dollars per year after the war and if prewar relation
ships are not disturbed. The experience during World War I 
and the years immediately afterward indicates that, although
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some changes in prewar trends are certainly to be expected, 
the basic trends of the period before World War II will 
probably re-emerge after the first few years of the postwar 
foreign-replacement boom.

These statistical projections indicate that the increases in 
certain exports in the hypothetical postwar year as compared 
with 1937 would be 62 per cent for fruits and nuts, 45 per 
cent for edible vegetable oils and fats, 67 per cent for naval 
stores, 93 per cent for inedible vegetable oils, 23 per cent 
for unmanufactured cotton, 86 per cent for cotton semi
manufactures, 157 per cent for cotton manufactures, and 159 
per cent for rayon and other synthetic textiles. In the same 
way, unmanufactured wood exports would be up 25 per cent, 
sawmill products 48 per cent, wood manufactures 103 per 
cent, paper and its manufactures 91 per cent, clay and clay 
products 87 per cent, petroleum and its products 117 per cent, 
fertilizers and fertilizer materials 39 per cent, and industrial 
chemicals 35 per cent.

Present statistical indications are that most of the export 
items passing through District ports will experience an in
crease over 1937 but that this rise will be considerably less 
than the projected national increase of 112 per cent for ex
ports as a whole.

Value and Tonnage

The percentages quoted here are, in all cases, derived from 
value figures and not from tonnage figures. Furthermore, the 
increase in tonnage terms is not as large in most cases, be
cause the postwar values are based on an assumed price level 
similar to that of 1942, which was generally higher than the 
price level of 1937. A given percentage increase in value 
terms from 1937 to the postwar period in the foregoing pro
jections therefore represents a smaller percentage increase in 
terms of tonnage.

Similar projections of prewar import trends into the post
war period have been made by other economists, with cor
rections based on nonstatistical factors. Their studies indicate 
that, in 1950, imports of cane sugar may amount to 7,500 mil
lion pounds, compared with 5,807 million pounds in 1939 
and 9,777 million pounds in 1929. The importation of 
bananas is expected to be greater after the war than it was 
before, or 85 million bunches against 57 million bunches in 
1939 and 65 million bunches in 1929. A complete change in 
the petroleum-import picture impends. The projection indi
cates that 1,000 million barrels of crude and semiprocessed 
petroleum may be imported in 1950, compared with 61 mil
lion barrels in 1939 and 100 million barrels in 1929.

According to the calculations, bauxite imports will be much 
greater after this war than they were before. Such imports 
are estimated at 2 million long tons, against 520,000 long 
tons in 1939 and 381,000 long tons in 1929. The United States 
will probably also need to increase its importation of 
manganese ore. Imports of this vital raw material may reach
1.750.000 long tons (gross weight), whereas they were no 
more than 658,000 long tons in 1939 and 664,000 long tons 
in 1929. The estimates indicate that the importation of lumber 
(sawmill products) in 1950 may be about twice as large as 
it was in 1929 and four times as large as the 1939 figure, or
3.000 million board feet in 1950 compared with 1,543 million 
board feet received in 1929 and 718 million board feet in 1939.

A marked decline in the importation of fertilizers and 
materials entering into fertilizer manufacture is expected.

Such imports reached 2,310,000 long tons in 1929 and
1,374,000 long tons in 1939. The estimating procedure used 
by these economists indicates imports of only 200,000 long 
tons in 1950. Certain of these estimates are almost surely 
entirely too high. In other words, the prewar trend in the par
ticular commodity trade will not be re-established, because 
new factors have entered the picture.

Years ago, the export of cotton was, so far as tonnage was 
concerned, extremely important to many District ports. For 
some time, however, the export market for cotton has been 
declining. In view of the increasing production of this com
modity in Brazil, India, Russia, and other countries, the ex
port market for cotton has slight chance of ever again attain
ing its former size.

Turpentine and rosin, the chief naval-stores products, in 
bygone years made up an important portion of the export 
tonnages shipped through such ports as Savannah and Jack
sonville. Germany, a decade ago, was the second largest taker 
of Southern naval stores. But, almost certainly, this market 
will be of no importance in the immediate postwar years. 
Furthermore, European manufacturers who at one time used 
turpentine and rosin in their production processes have, for 
years, been cut off from supplies of the natural product and 
as a result have turned to various substitutes. Some of these 
manufacturers probably will never return to the use of the 
natural product. An offsetting factor here, of course, is that 
during the war years new products have been developed on a 
rosin base. A preponderance of evidence, however, points to a 
naval-stores export market smaller than that of the 1920’s.

The large exportation of scrap iron and steel from many 
District ports in the 1930’s inflated the total tonnage figures 
of those ports. Most of this scrap iron and steel was shipped 
to Japan for use in the Japanese armament industry. This 
is an export trade that, fortunately, is permanently gone.

Phosphate Export Prospect

The export of phosphate rock to Europe was, before the 
war, an item extremely important for several of the District 
harbors. Postwar exports of this commodity to Europe seem 
unlikely to achieve the size of their prewar tonnage. Several 
reasons justify such a conclusion. In the first place—although 
this is a short-run consideration— fertilizer plants in western 
Europe have in many instances been seriously damaged or 
completely destroyed during the war, and some years will be 
required to replace the facilities. Secondly, the exports of 
phosphate rock from French North Africa to Europe con
ceivably may be larger after the war than they were before, 
when the French already dominated the European phosphate 
market. Furthermore, it seems likely that Russia will then 
be, for the first time, an important factor in supplying western 
Europe’s phosphate needs.

Prior to the war, the importation of bananas was important, 
in tonnage terms, for several District ports. A substantial por
tion of the banana tonnage may be carried by air in the post
war years. To find other import items involving similar 
tonnages would pose a real problem for the banana ports. 
Some time may elapse before air cargo rates are lowered suf
ficiently to divert any important part of the banana import 
tonnage from the sea, but the possibility of such an eventual 
development must be taken into account.

U n t i l  W o r l d  W a r  I I ,  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  w a s  a  n e t  e x p o r t e r
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of petroleum. Apparently, the country will be a net importer 
of this commodity after the war. In the middle 1930’s, pe
troleum was imported to a limited extent through New Or
leans, Baton Rouge, and Savannah and was exported in 
volume from Baton Rouge, Lake Charles, and New Orleans.

It may be possible to find for District ports exports that 
will replace in value terms the former exports of phosphate, 
cotton, naval stores, and scrap iron. That the tonnage lost 
can be replaced, however, seems improbable.

After World War I, in 1919 and 1920, foreign trade was in 
large volume, and the trends by commodities and by regions 
of the world were noticeably different from those of prewar 
days. In a few years, however, it became evident that the di
vergence from prewar trends was in great part temporary, 
and foreign-trade totals dropped. The present war has already 
lasted longer than World War I and has been on a much 
vaster scale. A reasonable assumption, therefore, is that the 
divergence from prewar trends will be more marked in the 
first year or two after this war. Probably, also, foreign trade 
in that first year or two will be in much larger volume than 
it was in the late 1930’s. But the experience of the 1920’s 
may be repeated; i.e., a short foreign-replacement boom fol
lowed by a decline in the total volume of foreign trade. In 
this case, however, the level maintained following the bo'om 
may well be much higher than the volume of the 1930’s.

Present Situation Abnormal
That the present trade situation is highly abnormal and 

that the probable situation in the first two years after the end 
of the war will also be abnormal are indicated by the present 
high annual rate of exports. The rate is 14,300 million dol
lars, including lend-lease exports, which are currently running 
at an annual rate of 11,500 million dollars. Lend-lease ex
ports alone now amount to about four times the average total 
exports from the United States in prewar years. Not only is 
the present trade situation abnormal so far as volume is 
concerned, but it is abnormal with respect to the relative pro
portions of total trade flowing over particular routes. Many 
important prewar foreign ports are still controlled by enemy 
nations, and the volume of trade going to various friendly 
ports abroad is largely determined by military requirements, 
so that the pattern of world trade today is a poor guide in 
many respects to the pattern of world trade tomorrow.

Though the general type of export boom and recession that 
followed World War I may be repeated after World War II, 
the experience of particular commodities entering into this 
country’s trade is almost certain to be far different after the 
present war from what it was after the last. Exports of food
stuffs from the United States, for instance, increased 60 per 
cent from 1914 to 1919 and then dropped sharply. But no 
such immediate postwar boom in exportation of foodstuffs is 
now in view. The Director of War Mobilization in his “Report 
on Reconversion” issued in September 1944 estimated that in 
the first six months after the defeat of Germany, the Army 
and the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Adminis
tration would require 3.9 million tons of food. The estimate 
contemplates, however, that some six million tons of food 
will be available from reserve stocks during that period.

Of course, the foreign trade of the United States, both im
ports and exports, may be very different in a normal postwar 
year from the projections now being made. The level of busi
ness activity, both in the United States and abroad, the final
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settlement of lend-lease accounts, and the tariff policy, among 
other factors, will influence the volume and composition of 
the nation’s postwar foreign trade. But it is difficult to escape 
the conclusion that an easy attainment of large increases in 
tonnage going through District ports over the levels of the 
1920’s seems unlikely.

Most of the country’s port facilities, it is quite true, are 
technically outmoded. To service modern ships efficiently, 
docks should be, probably, at least 200 feet wide, and few 
of the docks in Sixth District ports are that large. It is also 
true that handling facilities in many District ports are 
obsolescent.

Many Factors Involved

If port modernization is not to be carried out on an un
economic scale, however, careful attention needs to be given 
to the tonnage that probably will pass through the port and 
the types of cargo that will compose that tonnage. Many ad
ditional factors enter into such a calculation. Among the more 
important are freight rates, plans of competitive ports, the 
availability of steamer services, and the access to financing 
services. Port development involves very large capital ex
penditures. Extremely careful studies should be made, there
fore, of all the factors affecting tonnage if the size of the 
capital investment involved is to be reasonably well related 
to the actual use made of the new facilities.

To be sure, no precise judgment can be made as to the eco
nomic soundness of any particular port-development project. 
One reason for this is that port facilities are of an unusually 
durable nature and, therefore, the estimates of use must run 
a great many years into the future. Another difficulty results 
from the fact that any investment of public funds involves 
problems that are not purely economic. It is impossible, for 
example, to measure on the same scale the relative desirability 
of investing 10 million dollars of state funds in new docks 
and investing 10 million dollars in new high schools. These 
difficulties must be borne in mind in attempting to judge the 
worthwhileness of a particular state port-development project.
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