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A Boom Year In Foreign Trade
Goods are continually leaving our southeastern shores 
bound for all corners of the earth. Similarly, our docks 
are the scene of unloadings of various types of freight 
from many other countries. The volume of foreign trade, 
of course, is tied closely to economic factors and to 
changes in these factors. In one year, world conditions 
may make Southern-shipped American goods highly at
tractive. In another year, the opposite may be true. Dur
ing 1957, American goods were readily accepted in other 
parts of the world. The principal reasons for this ac
ceptance were the vigorous growth of foreign economies, 
a number of which had more favorable dollar reserve posi
tion as 1957 began, the Suez-induced shipments of petro
leum products to Europe, and the special agricultural 
surplus sales programs of our Government.

Progress in foreign trade turns upon more than ex
ternal economic factors alone. Sizable investments in port 
and harbor facilities and constant promotional efforts by 
port officials are equally essential if a particular port hopes 
to hold or improve its share of the available commerce. 
American merchants typically choose to use those ports 
that provide convenient and economical routes to foreign 
lands. Port investment and promotion, however, is a story 
in itself and is not the direct concern of this article. Here, 
we shall review current developments in foreign trade and 
assess their impact upon the long-run growth of traffic 
through Southeastern ports.

The facts developed are based upon the monthly re
ports of the United States Bureau of the Census. Data for 
the Sixth District came from Census report Number EM 
563, which shows exports by commodity and by country 
of destination for individual Customs Districts. Air cargo 
shipments through Miami and New Orleans are not in
cluded in the figures cited.

The year 1957 has been a momentous one in Amer
ican foreign trade. Total traffic between the United States 
and the remainder of the world has boomed. Gains in 
exports were especially strong. American firms will ship 
to foreign merchants 12 percent more goods in dollar 
terms this year than last. This upsurge in exports fur
nished the United States with its most favorable balance 
of trade since the world-wide rebuilding days of 1947. 
Apparently, people in other parts of the world found they 
could afford to buy (or were forced to buy in the case of 
oil products) more American goods than ever before.

Economic forces causing trade in the nation to expand 
proved even more important in the Sixth District. The 
four Customs Districts in the Southeast, Florida, Georgia, 
Mobile, and New Orleans, accounted for about one-fourth 
of the national gain in exports. Measured in dollars, total 
trade through this District in the first eight months of 
1957 jumped 33 percent over the previous year. Exports 
soared 45 percent ahead of 1956 volume. This marks 
the second consecutive year in which new records were 
established in export traffic. In all, over 2 billion dollars’ 
worth of goods will leave our shores this year, compared 
with 1.4 billion dollars’ worth last year. The better-than- 
national gains in the Southeast permitted this District to 
capture a larger share of American foreign trade than ever 
before. Exports here this year will probably account for 
over 11 percent of the national figure.

Where are the Southeast’s best customers? The picto- 
graph shows that goods move through this District to all 
parts of the world. The bulk of the shipments leaving 
our ports are destined for Western Europe. The countries 
taking most of these goods this year—England, West 
Germany, and Italy—were nations with healthy econ
omies where pressures on dollar reserve positions eased.
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The boom in trade can be traced largely to the increased 
acceptance Southern-shipped merchandise received in Eu
ropean markets. The takings of these countries rose 68 
percent during the first eight months of this year. Latin 
American nations, led by Cuba and oil-blessed Venezuela, 
are also among the names most frequently appearing on 
bills of lading and other foreign trade documents pro
cessed in our region. South American trade showed a 
strong gain, up 57 percent. Japan, the most rapidly grow
ing Asian country, received the bulk of this District’s Far 
Eastern shipments.

Despite the importance of improved economic con
ditions in the countries taking a major share of District 
exports, the largest part of the gains made this year can 
be traced to two special occurrences: the Suez Crisis and 
the heavy exports of American surplus cotton. Petroleum 
and cotton shipments accounted for almost half of the 
gain in exports enjoyed by our District ports. Gains in 
oil shipments to Europe were most striking early in the 
year: During the winter months, January to March, oil 
shipments from Louisiana jumped 375 percent over the 
year previous. American cotton moved through District 
ports into world markets in over 200 percent greater vol
ume this year than last. The action of the Commodity 
Credit Corporation permitting the export price of Amer
ican cotton to fall to the world price made our Southern 
cotton highly attractive to buyers throughout the world, 
and stocks that had been allowed to run down were rebuilt.

Individual Port Picture
Economic factors at work during 1957 did not affect 
individual ports in our District to the same extent. As 
would be expected, those ports handling the most cotton 
and petroleum posted the most impressive gains.

New Orleans More merchandise goes through this port 
than any other in the District. Almost two-thirds of 
District exports pass through this city. Between Jan
uary and August this year more than one billion dollars’ 
worth of goods moved across the wharves along the Mis
sissippi. Exports are running at a record pace, 49 per
cent ahead of 1956 levels. Since world demand for cotton 
and oil jumped markedly, it is no wonder New Orleans 
is enjoying a banner year. The city handles more cotton 
for export than any other port in the United States. The 
New Orleans area is also a major shipper of American 
petroleum products.

It is already clear that King Cotton has regained the
throne as the leading export through the Crescent Citv.
Earlier in the 1950’s, other goods, mostly machinery and
vehicles had replaced cotton as the principal product
leaving Louisiana. Three European nations, the United
Kingdom, West Germany, and Italy, and one Asiatic
country Japan, proved to be heavy purchasers of the 
staple fiber.

Mobile This Port recorded the most striking percentage 
gam m exports. Traffic here climbed an impressive 68 
percent over 1956 levels between January and August. 
Goods loaded on vessels in the Alabama city, including 
such diverse commodities as iron and steel products and 
naval stores, met a strong demand throughout the world.

Cotton exports played a vital role in the port’s gains 
making up 28 percent of the total increase.

Equally striking were the strong gains made in ship
ments of all kinds to Asia from Mobile. Last year 20 per
cent of Mobile’s shipments were destined for Asiatic coun
tries. This year over 33 percent of the outgoing cargo was 
earmarked for the world’s largest continent. Steel scrap 
shipments to Japan were especially heavy. Of all countries, 
Japan was Mobile’s best customer.
Savannah Figures for the Georgia Customs District repre
sent primarily shipments through the port of Savannah. 
This city’s location on the Atlantic Ocean gives her 
some advantage over our Gulf Coast ports in handling 
goods destined for Europe from many points in the South. 
Shipments to Europe now account for 57 percent of Geor
gia’s exports, compared with 44 percent last year. An 
even greater percentage gain was recorded in South Amer
ican takings of Georgia-shipped merchandise. Machinery 
and vehicles continued as the single most important class 
of goods moving into world markets from Savannah. Cot
ton exports, up 144 percent, and metal shipments, 66 per
cent higher, rose substantially in volume during 1957.

Florida Ports Jacksonville, Port Canaveral, Palm Beach, 
Port Everglades, Miami, and Tampa are among the deep 
water harbors from which Florida ships products around 
the world. Cargo shipped from Florida is highly special
ized, and the markets served are much more localized than 
for other ports. During the first eight months of this year, 
three out of every four dollars’ worth of goods shipped 
from the state were destined for Central and South Ameri
ca. Cuba and Venezuela together took 54 percent of the 
state’s exports. To other parts of the world, Floridians 
send citrus fruits, fertilizers, wood, and paper. Because 
cotton and oil are not important exports from Florida, 
ports here did not benefit from the special factors working 
to increase trade in other District ports. Still, traffic this 
year, up 35 percent, did surpass the national rate of 
increase as Western Hemisphere markets took more of the 
Sunshine State’s goods.

Outlook Clouded
We have noted that Sixth District ports were the chief 
beneficiaries of the specialized factors making for the
1957 boom in American ports. These forces are not likely 
to continue strong through 1958. For one thing, the 1957 
export boom has pulled down the dollar reserves of for* 
eign nations. In many countries the leveling off in eco- 
nomic activity after the boom conditions of recent years 
has reduced demand for many United States products, 
especially, cotton, that were heavily restocked in 1956- 
57. The effect of these measures will be to reduce Ameri
can exports and bring them more nearly in line with 
imports. In this District, port officials will be hard pressed 
next year to match their 1957 performances.

Some lasting gains were made in the District this year- 
Trade relations with our Latin American neighbors have 
been strengthened, substantial investments have bee*1 
made in new port facilities, and further diversification i® 
products shipped has been achieved.

L e o n  T. K e n d a ll

• 6 •

Digitized for FRASER 
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/ 
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

December 1957


