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Please note: The numbers here are not 
derived from forecasting algorithms or 
the partial information available from 
U.S. Customs and Border Protection but 
instead represent the actual TEU counts 
as reported by the major North American 
seaports we survey each month. The U.S. 
mainland ports we monitor collectively 
handle over 90% of the container 
movements at continental U.S. ports. 
Unless otherwise stated, the numbers in 
this portion of our analysis do not include 
empty containers.

Import Traffic
The October 2018 surge in imports 
ahead of threatened new U.S. tariffs has 
predictably coughed up some dreadful 
year-over-year comparisons this October 
all up and down the U.S. West Coast.  At 
the nation’s busiest container gateway, 
the Port of Los Angeles, inbound loaded 
traffic was off by an astonishing 19.1% 
(-93,055 TEUs). Next door at the Port of 
Long Beach, inbound loads were also 
down, but by a more moderate 7.4% 
(-27,022 TEUs). Collectively, the two 
San Pedro Bay ports posted a 14.1% 
(-120,077 TEUs) drop in their inbound 
trades. 

Up the coast, the Port of Oakland 
sustained a relatively modest 4.6% 
(-3,814 TEUs) decline in inbound loads, 
while the Northwest Seaport Alliance 
Ports of Tacoma and Seattle saw their 
import traffic plunge by 18.6% (-25,002 
TEUs). 

Parsing the October 2019 TEU Numbers 

Exhibit 1 October 2019 - Inbound Loaded TEUs at Selected Ports

Oct 2019 Oct 2018 % 
Change

Oct 2019 
YTD

Oct 2018 
YTD

% 
Change

Los Angeles  392,769  485,824 -19.1%  3,969,406  3,978,885 -0.2%

Long Beach  337,062  364,084 -7.4%  3,141,921  3,404,404 -7.7%

San Pedro Bay 
Totals  729,831  849,908 -14.1%  7,111,327  7,383,289 -3.7%

Oakland  78,583  82,397 -4.6%  816,550  795,131 2.7%

NWSA  109,469  134,471 -18.6%  1,168,450  1,197,143 -2.4%

USWC Totals  917,883  1,066,776 -14.0%  9,096,327  9,375,563 -3.0%

Boston  15,091  16,640 -9.3%  126,658  118,892 6.5%

NYNJ  339,443  339,602 -0.1%  3,180,884  3,056,955 4.1%

Maryland  44,150  41,608 6.1%  909,269  858,998 5.9%

Virginia  124,142  127,677 -2.8%  1,159,261  1,103,627 5.0%

South Carolina  95,302  92,947 2.5%  901,750  837,264 7.7%

Georgia  199,483  205,836 -3.1%  1,872,668  1,735,768 7.9%

Jaxport  30,893  29,589 4.4%  297,993  267,969 11.2%

Port Everglades  23,304  29,024 -19.7%  263,095  304,619 -13.6%

Miami  41,628  36,059 15.4%  367,830  345,856 6.4%

USEC Totals  913,436  918,982 -0.6%  9,079,408  8,629,948 5.2%

New Orleans  11,250  9,565 17.6%  115,031  102,136 12.6%

Houston  110,585  108,653 1.8%  1,043,022  977,986 6.6%

USGC Totals  121,835  118,218 3.1%  1,158,053  1,080,122 7.2%

Vancouver  136,138  153,689 -11.4%  1,444,920  1,453,174 -0.6%

Prince Rupert  57,644  52,996 8.8%  558,722  472,319 18.3%

BC Totals  193,782  206,685 -6.2%  2,003,642  1,925,493 4.1%

US/BC Totals  2,146,936  2,310,661 -7.1%  21,337,430  21,011,126 1.6%

US Total  1,953,154  2,103,976 -7.2%  19,333,788  19,085,633 1.3%

USWC/BC  1,111,665  1,273,461 -12.7%  11,099,969  11,301,056 -1.8%
Source Individual Ports
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Parsing the October 2019 Loaded TEU Numbers  Continued

Exhibit 2 October 2019 - Outbound Loaded TEUs at  
Selected Ports

Oct 2019 Oct 2018 % 
Change

Oct 2019 
YTD

Oct 2018 
YTD

% 
Change

Los Angeles  140,332  173,824 -19.3%  1,487,404  1,603,563 -7.2%

Long Beach  131,635  119,837 9.8%  1,223,704  1,293,908 -5.4%

San Pedro Bay 
Totals  271,967  293,661 -7.4%  2,711,108  2,897,471 -6.4%

Oakland  87,393  78,853 10.8%  774,596  748,129 3.5%

NWSA  79,321  74,086 7.1%  763,876  784,468 -2.6%

USWC Totals  438,681  446,600 -1.8%  4,249,580  4,430,068 -4.1%

Boston  7,999  8,032 -0.4%  69,728  65,855 5.9%

NYNJ  127,256  130,782 -2.7%  1,230,257  1,245,438 -1.2%

Maryland  20,134  19,491 3.3%  194,203  194,470 -0.1%

Virginia  83,577  83,577 0.0%  810,576  824,580 -1.7%

South Carolina  69,952  70,605 -0.9%  692,229  687,098 0.7%

Georgia  127,971  120,395 6.3%  1,239,923  1,237,658 0.2%

Jaxport  44,848  42,476 5.6%  414,696  410,533 1.0%

Port Everglades  38,158  39,467 -3.3%  355,763  381,462 -6.7%

Miami  37,507  32,603 15.0%  345,658  331,093 4.4%

USEC Totals  557,402  547,428 5.6%  5,353,033  5,378,187 -0.5%

New Orleans  26,358  25,707 2.5%  251,135  247,671 1.4%

Houston  109,362  95,886 14.1%  1,048,021  901,020 16.3%

USGC Totals  135,720  121,593 11.6%  1,299,156  1,148,691 13.1%

Vancouver  87,362  100,620 -13.2%  943,375  924,962 2.0%

Prince Rupert  13,917  16,471 -15.5%  159,474  174,309 -8.5%

British Columbia 
Totals  101,279  117,091 -13.5%  1,102,849  1,099,271 0.3%

US/Canada Total  1,233,082 1,232,712 0.1% 12,004,618 12,056,217 -0.4%

US Total  1,131,803 1,115,621 1.5% 10,901,769 10,956,946 -0.5%

USWC/BC  539,960  563,691 -4.2%  5,352,429  5,529,339 -3.2%

Source Individual Ports

Exhibit 3 October Year-to-Date  
Total TEUs (Loaded and  
Empty) Handled at Selected 
Ports
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Parsing the October 2019 Loaded TEU Numbers  Continued

Altogether, the five major USWC gateways saw inbound 
loads plummet 14.0% (-148,893 TEUs) from October 2018.

Elsewhere, October inbound trades were weirdly balanced 
along the Eastern Seaboard. Import loads at the Port 
of Miami jumped 15.4% (+5,569 TEUs), while a short 
distance away at Port Everglades import traffic was off 
by 19.7% (-5,720 TEUs). Charleston was up 2.5% (+2,355 
TEUs), but Savannah was down 3.1% (-2,355 TEUs). 
Virginia was off by 2.8% (3,535 TEUs), but Maryland was 
up 6.1% (+2,542 TEUs). At the sprawling Port of New York/
New Jersey, the nation’s third busiest container port, this 
October’s loaded import tally trailed last October’s by a 
mere 159 TEUs.

Down along the Gulf, the import loads at the Port of New 
Orleans rallied by 17.6% (+1,685 TEUs), while Houston eked 
out a 1.8% (+1,932 TEUs) gain. Together, the two Gulf Coast 
ports saw a 3.1% (+3,617 TEUs) rise in import loads.  

Up in British Columbia, Vancouver posted an 11.4% 
(-17,551 TEUs) drop in import traffic, but Prince Rupert 
saw an 8.8% (+4,648 TEUs) increase, leaving the two with 
a combined loss of 6.2% (-12,903 TEUs).    

Collectively, 2,146,936 loaded TEUs were discharged in 
October at the 18 U.S. and Canadian ports we monitor, down 
7.1% (-163,725 TEUs) from a very busy month last year.

The seven major Pacific Coast ports in Canada and the 
U.S. handled 1,111,665 inbound loads in October, down 
12.7% (-161,796 TEUs) from last year. The USWC share of 
that trade slipped to 82.6% from 83.8% a year earlier.

Focusing now just on the sixteen mainland U.S. ports we 
track, import loads in October totaled 1,953,154 TEUs, a 
decline of 7.2% (-150,882 TEUs) from the same month in 
2018. The Big Five USWC ports accounted for 917,883 
loaded import TEUs for a 47.0% share, down from their 
50.7% share last year. 

Through the first ten months of this year, 21,337,430 
loaded inbound TEUs entered the eighteen ports tracked 
by this newsletter. That represented a gain of 1.6% or 
326,304 TEUs over the same stretch of 2018.

Export Traffic
Tariffs, both ours and theirs, had a mixed impact on 
containerized exports in October. At the Port of Los 

Angeles, export loads slumped by 19.3% (-33,492 TEUs) 
from last October. However, across the road at the Port 
of Long Beach, export loads were up 9.8% (11,798 TEUs). 
Exports were also up at the Port of Oakland by 10.8% 
(+8.540 TEUs) and at the NWSA ports by 7.1% (+5,235 
TEUs). Still, the enormous deficit at LA meant that the Big 
Five USWC ports’ collective export loads for the month 
were down 1.8% (-7,919 TEUs) from a year earlier.

Outbound loads at our nine U.S. East Coast ports were 
up 5.6% (+9,974 TEUs) from a year ago. On the upside, 
Savannah posted an impressive 6.3% (+7,576 TEUs) 
increase. At Miami, outbound loads were up 15.0% 
(+4,904 TEUs), while Jaxport recorded a 5.6% (+2,372 
TEUs) bump. Charleston was down 0.9% (-653 TEUs), 
neatly balancing Maryland’s 643 TEU (3.3%) increase. 
Neither up nor down was Virginia, which reports having 
handled precisely as many outbound loads this October 
(83,577 TEUs) as it had last October. (No word on whether 
a recount has been demanded.)

Exports were again strongest at the Gulf Coast ports were 
track. Together, they accounted for an 11.6% increase 
in outbound loads, a gain of 14,127 TEUs in contrast to 
the 9,974 TEUs growth at East Coast ports and the 7,919 
TEUs fall-off along the USWC. 

There was a sizable slippage in inbound loads at the two 
British Columbia ports. At Prince Rupert, outbound loads 
were down by 15.5% (-2,554 TEUs), while Vancouver posted 
a 13.2% (-13,258 TEUs) decline. Together, the two ports 
recorded a 13.5% (-15,812 TEUs) fall-off in inbound loads.

Looking solely at the sixteen U.S. mainland ports that 
we monitor, October’s container export trade inched up 
by 1.5% (+16,182 TEUs) from a year earlier. The Big Five 
USWC ports accounted for a 38.8% share of all loaded 
outbound TEUs shipped out of U.S. mainland ports, down 
from a 40.0% share a year earlier.  

Focusing now on outbound loads from the seven major 
container ports on the Pacific Coast in the U.S. and 
Canada, export traffic dwindled by 4.2% (-23,731 TEUs) 
from last October. The USWC share of the binational 
Pacific Coast container export trade amounted to 81.2%, 
up from 79.2% a year ago.

Through October, 12,004,618 loaded TEUS sailed from the 
eighteen North American ports we monitor. That was a 
decline of 0.4% (-51,599 TEUs) from the same period last year. 
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Total TEUs to date. Only two of the nineteen U.S., 
Canadian and Mexican ports we track failed to register 
gains in the total number of loaded and empty TEUs 
handled this year – the Port of Long Beach and Port 
Everglades. The 14,228,752 loaded and empty TEUs 
handled by the two San Pedro Bay ports in this year’s first 
ten months was down 1.52% (-221,950 TEUs) from last 
year at that juncture. As a result, their combined share of 
total container traffic through the sixteen mainland U.S. 
ports we survey slipped to 33.8% from 35.4% at this point 
in 2018.

Weights and Values. Even though the TEU is the shipping 
industry’s preferred unit of measurement, we present two 
alternative metrics – the declared weight and value of 

the goods contained in those TEUs -- in hopes of further 
illuminating recent trends in the container trade along the 
USWC. For the most part, these numbers contain little 
good news for USWC port official.   

Exhibit 4: USWC Ports and the Worldwide Container 
Trade. Exhibit 4 documents the continuing erosion of the 
USWC ports’ share of containerized imports (regardless 
of nation of origin) entering mainland U.S ports. The two 
San Pedro Bay ports saw their combined percentage of 
containerized import tonnage slide in October to 26.8% 
from 29.8% a year earlier. The two experienced a parallel 
drop in the declared value of containerized imports to 
34.4% from 37.8% last October. Oakland saw its shares 
in both import value and tonnage rise from last year. The 

Parsing the October 2019 Loaded TEU Numbers  Continued

Oct 2019 Sep 2019 Oct 2018

Shares of U.S. Mainland Ports Worldwide Containerized Import Tonnage

LA/LB 26.8% 28.0% 29.8%

Oakland 3.7% 4.0% 3.5%

NWSA 5.0% 5.3% 5.6%

Shares of U.S. Mainland Ports Worldwide Containerized Import Value

LA/LB 34.4% 35.6% 37.8%

Oakland 3.5% 3.9% 3.1%

NWSA 6.5% 7.0% 7.2%

Shares of U.S. Mainland Worldwide Containerized Export Tonnage

LA/LB 21.2% 19.9% 22.5%

Oakland 6.5% 6.1% 6.4%

NWSA 8.2% 8.2% 8.3%

Shares of U.S. Mainland Worldwide Conatainerized Export Value

LA/LB 20.3% 21.6% 21.2%

Oakland 7.4% 6.1% 6.5%

NWSA 4.4% 4.5% 4.3%

Source: U.S. Commerce Department.

Exhibit 4 USWC Port Regions’ Shares of U.S.  
Mainland Ports Worldwide Container 
Trade, October 2019

Exhibit 5 USWC Port Regions’ Shares of U.S.  
Mainland-East Asia Container Trade,  
October 2019

Oct 2019 Sep 2019 Oct 2018

Shares of U.S. Mainland Ports’ East Asian Container Import Tonnage

LA/LB 42.4% 43.8% 45.4%

Oakland 4.4% 4.6% 4.0%

NWSA 7.4% 7.8% 8.3%

Shares of U.S. Mainland Ports’ East Asian Container Import Value

LA/LB 50.0% 50.6% 53.3%

Oakland 4.1% 4.3% 4.3%

NWSA 9.4% 9.9% 10.1%

Shares of U.S. Mainland Ports’ East Asian Container Export Tonnage

LA/LB 35.9% 34.7% 37.2%

Oakland 9.2% 9.4% 8.8%

NWSA 13.4% 14.1% 13.1%

Shares of U.S. Mainland Ports’ East Asian Container Export Value

LA/LB 41.8% 43.5% 43.6%

Oakland 11.8% 10.4% 11.2%

NWSA 8.9% 9.1% 8.4%

Source: U.S. Commerce Department.
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NWSA ports meanwhile sustained year-over-year declines 
in both value and tonnage shares.  

On the export side, the Southern California ports 
continued to lose market share, whether measured in 
tonnage or dollar value. Oakland fared much better, with 
year-over-year gains in both tonnage and value shares. 
The NWSA ports’ export shares trended downward in 
tonnage but upward in value. 

Exhibit 5: USWC Ports and the East Asia Trade. Here 
are the numbers that most bring despair to USWC port 
officials -- the figures on containerized imports arriving at 
U.S. mainland ports from East Asia. In October, the Ports 
of Los Angeles and Long Beach saw their combined share 
of import tonnage continue to slide to 42.4% from 45.4% 
a year earlier, while their collective share of import value 
slipped to 50.0% from 53.3%. Elsewhere along the coast, 
Oakland improved its East Asia import tonnage although 
its value share dipped slightly. Meanwhile, the NWSA 
ports suffered significantly diminished shares in both 
import tonnage and value. 

On the export side, San Pedro Bay’s share of containerized 
export tonnage to East Asia slid to 35.9% from 37.2%, while 
their combined share of the value of those containerized 
imports shrank to 41.8% from 43.6%. Oakland’s shares as 
well as those of the NWSA ports grew in both measures.

Impact of the Panama Canal Expansion. This has been the 
subject of any number of analyses incorporating research 
methodologies ranging from sophisticated to flimsy. Here 
we simply note that, in the October immediately following 
the June 26, 2016 opening of the larger set of locks, the San 
Pedro Bay share of containerized tonnage imported into 
U.S. mainland ports from the Far East was 46.7%. As noted 
above, the SPB share this October had slipped to 42.4%.

Who’s #2? 
Contrary to what we’ve seen in other publications in 
the past few days, the Port of Long Beach defended its 
status as the nation’s second busiest container port in 
October. Through the year’s first ten months, Long Beach 
held a slender 80,024 TEUs lead over the Port of New 
York/New Jersey with 6,366,786 TEUs over PNYNJ’s 
total of 6,286,762 TEUs. Neither port is close to toppling 
the Port of Los Angeles from its status as the nation’s 
busiest container port. Through October, LA has handled 
7,861,965 TEUs this year.    

Diesel Costs 
We understand that the data cited in last month’s 
newsletter about how much higher energy prices are 
in California than most anywhere else in the country 
created something of a stir. Those numbers showed, for 
example, that those driving a semi or operating a fleet of 
trucks in California paid 37.8% more for fuel than truckers 
elsewhere in the nation. The data, compiled by the Center 
for Jobs and the Economy in Sacramento, highlighted 
one of the major reasons why transporting a container 
through a California port normally costs more than 
moving that same box through ports along other North 
America coasts. 

The energy numbers for November are, if anything, 
even more discouraging. For those fretting about port 
competitiveness, there is no solace to be found in the fact 
that, in November, truck drivers in Los Angeles County 
paid on average 39.5% more for a gallon of diesel fuel 
than truckers serving the Port of Savannah in Georgia. 
Worse still is that diesel in Alameda County – the home 
of the Port of Oakland -- cost 41.9% more than in Georgia 
last month.

First Glimpse at November’s Numbers
Knowing there was a good chance President Trump would 
ratchet up tariffs on ever more Chinese goods this past 
weekend, some forecasters concluded that importers 
would rush to build inventories in November just as they 
did last year when a round of December import levies 
was on the horizon. Still, there was also reason to believe 
that this November’s inbound box counts would be down 
somewhat from last year’s hyperactive November. What 
probably no one expected was that inbound loaded 
containers at the Port of Los Angeles in November would 
be down by 12.2% from a year earlier or that the Port 
of Long Beach would likewise see a substantial 8.3% 
drop. All told, the two ports handled 78,033 fewer loaded 
inbound TEUs last month than they had last November. 

But there’s more going on here than the effects of tariff 
threats. LA’s loaded inbound container volume was not 
merely down from the previous year. It was its lowest since 
2015, when the port handled 358,423 loaded inbound TEUs. 
Next door at the Port of Long Beach, the number of inbound 
loads this November was below not just last November but 
in the ante bellum November before that. Only November 

Parsing the October 2019 Loaded TEU Numbers  Continued
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2016’s 270,610 inbound loads at Long Beach were lower 
than this year. Numbers such as these are indicative of the 
more fundamental issues of competitiveness the two ports 
have been seeking to address. 

Meanwhile, the Port of Oakland also reported a significant 
7.2% fall-off in import loads from last November, but 
at least this November was Oakland’s second-best 
November for import loads. 

Also reporting sharply negative numbers for imports in 
November was Virginia with inbound loads down 7.8%. 
Among early reporters, Savannah and Prince Rupert both 
posted year-over year gains in inbound loads, 2.8% at the 
former and a whopping 29.7% at Prince Rupert.      

November’s container numbers thus far seem hardly in 
line with the latest Global Port Tracker forecast from the 
National Retail Federation and Hackett Associates. In a 
December 9 press release, they opined that containerized 
import traffic in November would be up 8.0% from a year 
earlier. The forecast assumed that retailers would be 
frontloading imports “ahead of this month’s scheduled 
tariffs”. From what we’re seeing so far, they haven’t been 
nearly as spooked by the prospects of higher import 
duties as they were last year. But as former Boston mayor, 
convicted felon, and all-around scoundrel James Michael 
Curley used to say, there are always more ballots to be 
counted. 

Parsing the October 2019 Loaded TEU Numbers  Continued

During a flight from San Francisco to Paris via Amsterdam 
early this month, I had ample time to read a new book on 
global maritime trade that has been eliciting a generally 
generous response from a number of prominent shipping 
industry leaders and editorial pundits. 

The book is “Trade War: Containers Don’t Lie, Navigating 
the Bluster”. The author is Lori Ann LaRocco, who has 
written previously on maritime trade, most recently in 
“Dynasties of the Sea: The Untold Story Stories of the 
Postwar Shipping Pioneers” (2018). When not authoring 
works about the ocean shipping business, her day-job is 
senior editor for guests at CNBC Business News.  

“Trade War” is a slender volume featuring an attractive 
compendium of colorful charts and tables. For a book, 
the statistics cited are surprisingly up to date, with trade 
data drawn from the first half of this year. Yet, the chief 
effect of the proliferation of graphics is to cut the book’s 
actual text to fewer than 100 pages of prose that, alas, 
too often betrays the hasty editorial shortcuts needed 
to get the volume into print. Indeed, paragraphs often 
appear disjointedly at odd intervals in the narrative, and 
some passages and direct quotes do double or even triple 
service throughout the book.  

There is also a bit of false advertising involved. In 
a foreword by Arturo Sarukhan, a former Mexican 
ambassador to the U.S., readers are promised “a 
compelling, timely, and well-documented case for the 
need to defend our trade flows, our joint platforms 
and integrated supply chains, and the openness of our 
economies and, dare I say, our societies…”

If Ms. LaRocco fulfilled that promise in the draft 
Ambassador Sarukhan was sent, the relevant chapters 
appear to have been left out of the final edition. Instead, 
the book remains largely a recitation of statistics amidst 
a summary of the various policy moves over the past 
couple of years that have brought the global economy to 
its current state of malaise. In that sense, the book is less 
an analysis than a useful compendium of information…up 
to a point.   

Just about as my KLM flight began to level off over Lake 
Tahoe, I came across a couple of statements that brought 
my seatback to its full upright position. 

First was this bold contention: “There is a direct 
correlation between the growth of global trade and the 
expansion of ports around the world.” Oh my, I thought, 
I paid $29.50 plus tax for this level of expert insight? 

Jock O’Connell’s Commentary: 
A Book Report    
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Suddenly, watching a Dutch police procedural on the 
seatback screen in front of me became a more compelling 
option. 

But I persevered, only then to be met with this 
preposterously false claim: “With 90 percent of the world’s 
economy moved by maritime transport, the ocean highway 
is the best way for anyone to monitor the flow of trade and 
gauge the status of trade talks.” [Emphasis added.]

I had to reread that passage two or three times to ensure 
it wasn’t just a rehashing of that ancient chestnut about 
90 percent of the world’s trade being waterborne. That’s 
a claim that’s been reliably cited since at least the days 
of Titus Livy, the first century CE Roman historian, and is 
probably no more precise then as it is now. Still, you see 
it all the time, usually in the works of young journalists 
trying to persuade their editors that articles on maritime 
logistics merit the electronic equivalent of above-the-fold 
placement.  

One problem I’ve long had with this factoid is no one ever 
bothers to reveal the metric being used. Even studies 
from presumably reputable organizations staffed by 
presumably reputable economists -- the United Nations’ 
International Maritime Organization immediately comes 
to mind -- repeat the claim without indicating what metric 
is being employed. Is it simply the share of metric tons 
of transborder trade or is a more dynamic measure like 
kilometer-tons the basis of the calculation? The UN’s 
Conference on Trade and Development lately hedged that 
90% number by reporting that oceanborne carries “over 
80% of global merchandise trade by volume.” 

One thing 90% of X isn’t is a share of the value of goods 
being traded across national boundaries. And it certainly 
isn’t 90% of the world’s economy. 

But Ms. LaRocco wasn’t writing about maritime’s share 
of internationally traded goods. She was laying claim to 
a much more exalted role for the shipping industry. As 
she goes on to argue: “The volume of trade provides the 
tea leaves that tell the story of the health of a country’s 
economy based on its imports and exports.” That’s a very 
strange observation, especially from someone being billed 
on her current book tour as an authority on international 
trade. 

Some countries are simply more insular than others or 
less dependent on trade. Austria and Australia are both 

wealthy nations. Yet foreign trade accounts for well 
over twice as much of Austria’s economy than it does of 
Australia’s. To be sure, one is much more geographically 
isolated than the other, but their respective volumes of 
trade seems to have had little impact on their economic 
wellbeing. By contrast, consider Hungary and Austria, 
which border each other and share a major commercial 
waterway, the occasionally blue Danube. Austria’s per 
capita GDP is 80% higher than Hungary’s, even though 
Hungary is significantly (80%) more dependent on trade 
than its former Habsburg partner. Ms. LaRocco would be 
wiser to acknowledge that there are more factors at play 
than imports and exports in telling the story of a nation’s 
economic development.   

Similarly, one is inclined to wonder, is a nation with a 
prodigious trade deficit therefore weaker economically 
than one with a huge trade surplus? The United States 
has not had an annual merchandise trade surplus since 
1975 and yet currently enjoys its longest period of 
sustained economic growth in recent history. Meanwhile, 
Germany’s impressive merchandise trade surplus is not 
preventing its policymakers from dithering their way into 
a recession. Ms. LaRocco, I’m afraid, wouldn’t be the first 
soothsayer to misread the tea leaves. 

If anything, her contention that 90 percent of the world’s 
economy is moved by maritime transport seems strikingly 
reminiscent of those famously fatuous economic impact 
studies which make most of indirect or tertiary effects 
-- like the one a few years ago that attested that the Ports 
of Seattle and Tacoma alone accounted for two-thirds of 
Washington State’s economy. Hello, Boeing, Microsoft, 
Amazon, Starbucks, Costco, Nordstrom?  

Unlike goods traded commercially, a nation’s economic 
size is customarily measured in terms of gross domestic 
product – the value of all goods and services produced 
in each country. In the United States, GDP in 2018 totaled 
$20.58 trillion and has been up another 2% or so this year. 
Last year, U.S. foreign merchandise trade totaled $4.24 
trillion. 90 percent? Not even close. 

A major error Ms. LaRocco makes is in ignoring the 
extent to which services generate the great majority of 
GDP in developed economies like the United States and 
much of Europe. The World Bank estimates that in 2018 
services contributed fully 77.4% to America’s GDP. The 
shares for the United Kingdom were 70.5%; for Germany, 
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61.5%; for France, 70.3%; for Japan 69.1%. Even for 
export-driven economies like China and Vietnam, services 
still represented 52.2% and 41.2% of their economies, 
respectively. And services, it’s safe to say, are seldom 
trafficked by sea.

Now let’s concede that her statement was an instance 
of editorial excess, one uncorrected by editorial sobriety. 
Perhaps she was thinking in terms similar to what the 
folks down at the intercontinental missile range meant 
when they boasted about their latest rocket’s “throw-
weight”. Surely when the commodities being traded 
include billions of barrels of oil and millions of tons of 
grains and ores, maritime shipping obviously does the 
heavy lifting. And, if you’re transporting such goods 
halfway around the world, those kilometer-ton numbers 
add up fairly quickly. So, while it is reasonable to conclude 
that a very high percentage of the sheer weight of goods 
being moved around the world are transported by ships 
and barges, that is not what Ms. LaRocco wrote. 

It’s also the case that most countries trade heavily 
with their immediate neighbors. The United States, for 
example, conducts nearly 30% of its merchandise trade 
with Canada and Mexico. According to the Bureau of 
Transportation Statistics, North American transborder 
trade in 2018 amounted to 573,782,196 metric tons. Of 
that, 33.7% was carried on ships or barges. However, 
when recalculated to reflect the dollar value of the goods 
being traded, ships and barges accounted for only 7.9% of 
North American transborder trade last year. 

Germany is the world’s third most prodigious exporter, 
after China and the U.S. Fully 35% of its trade involved 
countries it directly borders. Eurostat, the European Union 
data collection agency, observes that E.U. members have 
traditionally traded goods more with other member states 
than with countries outside the E.U. So, while it is true 
that barges move a great deal of intra-European trade on 
the continent’s river systems and that the bulk of trade 
between the continent and the United Kingdom, Ireland, 
Malta, and Cyprus is waterborne, it’s also true that rail, 
trucks, and pipelines carry much more than a sliver of 
intra-European trade.

Ms. LaRocco’s focus on maritime trade and especially 
on containerized trade also overlooks how much of the 
world’s trade goes nowhere near a waterfront. While 
commodities with relatively low weight-to-value ratios 
such as scrap paper and metals find seaborne modes 
of conveyance economically advantageous, much of 
the world’s trade in high-technology electronics gear, 
pharmaceuticals, and other goods with high value-to-
weight ratios travel internationally the way most of us 
do – in an airplane. Last year, 27.5% of America’s $4.21 
trillion in foreign trade went by aircraft. Nearly thirty 
percent (29.7%) of U.S. exports were airborne. 

In some regions, airports play a greater role in 
international trade than do seaports. In the three 
Customs Districts that encompass California, 42.4% of 
the merchandise export trade moves by air. In the San 
Francisco Customs District, fully 56.0% of exports last 
year were airlifted to their destinations around the world 
and 40.7% of the district’s imports arrived by air. 

So, were it not for her impetuous efforts to elevate the 
stature of maritime shipping to a level even higher than 
it justly merits and her dubious contention that tracking 
imports and exports offers a unique method for assessing 
national economies, I might have recommended this 
book to anyone seeking more than a colorful collection of 
charts and graphs about an industry that brings so much 
cheer during the holiday season.

Best wishes to all!   

Disclaimer: The views expressed in Jock’s commentaries 
are his own and may not reflect the positions of the Pacific 
Merchant Shipping Association. 
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The end of the year is a good time for reflection – to look 
back on the past twelve months and measure it against 
one’s expectations, hopes and dreams.  

On a personal level, the year was a series of wide, deep 
and sometimes painful fluctuations.  Family became 
closer and more important than ever – but for all of the 
wrong reasons.  I hate cancer more than ever before. I will 
be glad to raise a glass New Year’s Eve and say goodbye 
to 2019.  

For the nation, 2019 was also a year in which the concept 
of truth in our political and governmental systems 
became less relevant.  Governance has become a 
forgotten art form.  It has lost out to the desire to simply 
retain (or seek) political power.  Politics, long described 
as a full contact sport, has become a vicious blood sport 
where the infliction of pain to one’s opponent is far more 
important than solving problems for the common good. 

With regard to the West Coast trade community, it has 
been a difficult year. Market share continues to decline 
– and does not show signs of changing any time soon.  
The Trump tariffs are definitely having an impact on 
cargo volumes, but those impacts deal primarily with 
the suppression of cargo volumes.  The shifting of cargo 
away from West Coast ports has been well documented 
and commented on by Jock O’Connell in these pages over 
the past few years.

There are some who state that publicly discussing loss 
of West Coast market share is a self-fulfilling prophesy.  

I wish international trade could be influenced in such a 
simplistic way.

As Jock has pointed out numerous times, the rerouting 
of cargo from the West Coast is due to a number of 
systemic and structural changes.  The challenge for 
2020 is whether, collectively, West Coast supply chain 
stakeholders and public officials have the capacity to 
engage in an honest discussion and come together to 
redirect our focus about how to compete with other North 
American gateways. 

This is a discussion that should be done openly, publicly 
and be guided by hard facts and analysis. It will not be an 
easy discussion.

To regain lost volumes of cargo in 2020 and beyond 
requires innovation, not the maintenance of outdated 
legacy operating systems. It requires recognition of the 
importance of trade on our local economy – and the 
realization and acknowledgment that it cannot be taken 
for granted.  And it requires us to avoid self-inflicted 
wounds.  

Our world is changing, irrespective of our national trade 
policies.  We have to fight to regain what we have lost.  
Silence and inaction is not an option.  

Happy New Year.  

A Year In Review
By John McLaurin
President, Pacific Merchant Shipping Association
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November Dwell Time Numbers Are Down
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