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December’s TEU Numbers (Mind the Gaps)        

We’re not much into divining what may have happened. 
The reason there are gaps in the following three exhibits is 
because we exclusively use the container tallies provided 
by the seaports we monitor. And, as is usually the case, 
some ports are slower than others in reporting their monthly 
container numbers. As we prepare to punch the send button 
on this month’s newsletter, a couple of major ports (the Port 
of New York/New Jersey again being the most notorious 
slowpoke) have not posted their December figures. Yes, 
we know there are numbers floating around out there. One 
maritime industry analyst is reporting that PNYNJ handled 
411,924 inbound loads in December. But we’ll wait to hear 
from the port and make sure of having an accurate count. 
After all, PNYNJ’s count of inbound loads in November was 
13,262 TEUs shy of that analyst’s expectation.   

In any case, here’s what we know so far about December.   

Certainly the most ironic takeaway in Exhibit 1 is that, 
despite the national hue and cry about the fleet of 
container ships awaiting a berth at the Ports of Los 
Angeles and Long Beach, the two ports actually handled 
122,999 fewer inbound loaded TEUs in December than 
they had a year earlier, a 14.2% fall-off. Of course, the 
autumn of 2020 was an exceptionally busy period at the 
ports as imports swelled to fill the nation’s burgeoning 
number of fulfillment centers. But, in fact, the flow of 
inbound containers had been receding throughout the 
recently departed year’s fourth quarter.

Inbound loads at the San Pedro Bay ports peaked last 
May at 980,450 TEUs. In June, the two ports handled 
824,864 inbound loaded TEUs, a 23.1% year-over-year 
bump. The volume then grew to 852,301 TEUs in July and 
increased even higher to 893,098 TEUs in August. But 
September marked a turning point. The flood of inbound 
loads receded to 838,289 TEUs, which made September 
the first month in 2021 in which inbound traffic was lower 
(by 4.5%) than in the same month in 2020. Negative year-
over-year comparisons continued through the end of the 
year. In October, the neighboring ports handled 852,287 
inbound loads, down 6.2%. But then import loads slipped 
to 765,838 TEUs (-9.6%) in November before creeping 
even lower in December to 743,938 TEUs. 

Although inbound container traffic in Southern 
California did not exactly slow to the proverbial trickle, 
the slackening pace of discharged boxes did raise a 
perplexing question: Why are fewer containers being 
offloaded when around a hundred ships are said to be 
lingering offshore or over the horizon impatiently awaiting 
a berth? Has port efficiency been eroded by a year-and-a-
half of unprecedented volumes of trade? Is there no room 
left on the terminals to accommodate new arrivals? Were 
threats to impose fees on inbound containers that had 
overstayed their welcome effective or did clearing out 
large numbers of import loads simply free up space for 
empties? 
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Exhibit 1 December 2021 - Inbound Loaded TEUs at Selected Ports

Dec 2021 Dec 2020 % 
Change

Dec 2019 % 
Change

Dec 2021 
YTD

Dec 2020 
YTD

% 
Change

Dec 2019
YTD

% 
Change

Los Angeles  385,251  460,865 -16.4%  373,511 3.1%  5,513,286  4,827,040 14.2%  4,714,266 16.9%

Long Beach  358,687  406,072 -11.7%  323,231 11.0%  4,581,848  3,998,341 14.6%  3,758,439 21.9%

San Pedro Bay 
Totals  743,938  866,937 -14.2%  696,742 6.8%  10,095,134  8,825,381 14.4%  8,472,705 19.1%

Oakland  79,055  90,220 -12.4%  81,281 -2.7%  1,055,614  995,976 6.0%  975,210 8.2%

NWSA  97,285  122,469 -20.6%  105,823 -8.1%  1,464,662  1,253,818 16.8%  1,369,251 7.0%

Hueneme  11,070  4,591 141.1%  5,141 115.3%  102,892  49,278 108.8%  59,848 71.9%

San Diego  5,798  5,460 6.2%  6,988 -17.0%  80,335  73,929 8.7%  71,726 12.0%

USWC Totals  937,146  1,089,677 -14.0%  895,975 104.6%  12,798,637  11,198,382 14.3%  10,948,740 16.9%

Boston  5,401  12,114 -55.4%  11,409 -52.7%  92,267  137,098 -32.7%  149,605 -38.3%

NYNJ   358,325   288,964  3,920,686  3,770,971 

Maryland  45,041  41,429  523,266  524,225 

Virginia  157,590  123,218 27.9%  103,711 52.0%  1,679,528  1,316,976 27.5%  1,366,381 22.9%

South Carolina  118,710  93,568 26.9%  81,779 45.2%  1,294,901  1,033,001 25.4%  1,066,314 21.4%

Georgia  238,309  224,650 6.1%  172,124 38.5%  2,801,201  2,306,631 21.4%  2,218,655 26.3%

Jaxport  27,906  24,513  317,626  349,896 

Port Everglades  27,913  27,133  299,038  318,187 

Miami  51,154  43,066 18.8%  39,645 29.0%  548,331  439,305 24.8%  445,238 23.2%

USEC Totals  955,801  790,707  10,293,627  10,209,472 

New Orleans  11,656  12,362 -5.7%  11,916 -2.2%  128,039  138,450 -7.5%  135,456 -5.5%

Houston  148,301  128,593 15.3%  100,274 47.9%  1,634,025  1,296,522 26.0%  1,244,790 31.3%

USGC Totals  159,957  140,955 13.5%  112,190 42.6%  1,762,064  1,434,972 22.8%  1,380,246 27.7%

Vancouver  145,376  167,466 -13.2%  140,560 3.4%  1,909,972  1,797,582 6.3%  1,709,398 11.7%

Prince Rupert  57,596  59,141 -2.6%  54,481 5.7%  546,944  643,575 -15.0%  678,699 -19.4%

BC Totals  202,972  226,607 -10.4%  195,041 4.1%  2,456,916  2,441,157 0.6%  2,388,097 2.9%

US/BC Total  2,413,040  1,993,913  25,368,138  24,926,555 

US Total  2,186,433  1,798,872   14,560,701  22,926,981   22,538,458  

USWC/BC Total  1,140,118  1,316,284 -13.4%  1,091,016 4.5%  15,255,553  13,639,539 11.8%  13,336,837 14.4%

Source Individual Ports
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Exhibit 2 December 2021 - Outbound Loaded TEUs at Selected Ports

Dec 2021 Dec 2020 % 
Change

Dec 2019 % 
Change

Dec 2021 
YTD

Dec 2020 
YTD

% 
Change

Dec 2019
YTD

% 
Change

Los Angeles  70,872  120,265 -41.1%  130,229 -45.6%  1,184,145  1,531,406 -22.7%  1,756,177 -32.6%

Long Beach  113,918  132,374 -13.9%  125,395 -9.2%  1,437,917  1,475,892 -2.6%  1,472,804 -2.4%

San Pedro Bay 
Totals  184,790  252,639 -26.9%  255,624 -27.7%  2,622,062  3,007,298 -12.8%  3,228,981 -18.8%

Oakland  55,724  75,330 -26.0%  74,643 -25.3%  852,374  927,799 -8.1%  931,019 -8.4%

NWSA  40,703  63,849 -36.3%  75,868 -46.4%  691,446  790,620 -12.5%  913,332 -24.7%

Hueneme  2,516  1,147 119.4%  1,285 95.8%  30,796  12,314 150.1%  14,956 105.9%

San Diego  866  384 125.5%  308 181.2%  6,704  3,516 90.7%  3,725 80.0%

USWC Totals  284,599  393,349 -27.6%  407,728 -30.2%  4,203,382  4,741,547 -11.3%  5,092,013 -17.5%

Boston  3,222  7,211 -55.3%  5,664 -43.1%  64,266  79,133 -18.8%  81,520 -21.2%

NYNJ  103,891  110,768  1,321,043  1,460,447 

Maryland  22,269  17,857  226,621  232,957 

Virginia  88,667  82,670 7.3%  78,285 13.3%  1,049,588  940,684 11.6%  966,102 8.6%

South Carolina  57,132  67,239 -15.0%  61,903 -7.7%  814,964  774,811 5.2%  816,962 20.0%

Georgia  84,800  105,796 -19.8%  111,324 -23.8%  1,382,233  1,414,891 -2.3%  1,470,373 -6.0%

Jaxport  44,804  38,013  512,203  497,149 

Port Everglades  32,889  31,995  343,572  427,423 

Miami  26,827  27,051 -0.8%  35,034 -23.4%  338,696  343,267 -1.3%  416,466 -18.7%

USEC Totals  887,169  490,843  5,956,225  6,369,399 

New Orleans  17,657  22,792 -22.5%  24,304 -27.3%  246,704  278,560 -11.4%  299,511 -17.6%

Houston  90,660  106,908 -15.2%  109,721 -17.4%  1,068,982  1,230,921 -13.2%  1,265,669 -15.5%

USGC Totals  108,317  129,700 -16.5%  134,025 -19.2%  1,315,686  1,509,481 -12.8%  1,565,180 -15.9%

Vancouver  49,084  88,192 -44.3%  86,892 -43.5%  878,426  1,043,069 -15.8%  1,121,973 -21.7%

Prince Rupert  14,999  18,762 -20.1%  17,344 -13.5%  158,861  193,640 -18.0%  192,068 -17.3%

BC Totals  64,083  106,954 -40.1%  104,236 -38.5%  1,037,287  1,236,709 -16.1%  1,314,041 -21.1%

US/BC Total  1,517,172  1,136,832  13,443,962  14,340,633 

US Total  1,410,218  1,032,596  12,207,253  13,026,592 

USWC/BC Total  348,682  500,303 -30.3%  511,964 -31.9%  5,240,669  5,978,256 -12.3%  6,406,054 -18.2%

Source Individual Ports
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Dec 2021 Dec 2020 % Change% Change Dec 2019 % Change

Los Angeles  10,677,610  9,213,396 15.9%  9,337,632 14.4%

Long Beach  9,384,368  8,113,318 15.7%  7,632,038 23.0%

San Pedro Bay 
Ports  20,061,978  17,326,714 15.8%  16,969,670 18.2%

NYNJ  8,215,176  7,585,819 

Georgia  5,613,163  4,682,249 19.9%  4,599,172 22.0%

NWSA  3,736,206  3,320,379 12.5%  3,775,303 -1.0%

Vancouver  3,680,581  3,467,521 6.1%  3,398,860 8.3%

Virginia  3,522,834  2,813,415 25.2%  2,937,962 19.9%

Houston  3,453,266  3,001,164 15.1%  2,990,175 15.5%

South Carolina  2,751,442  2,309,995 19.1%  2,436,185 12.9%

Oakland  2,448,243  2,461,281 -0.5%  2,500,461 -2.1%

Montreal  1,728,114  1,607,289 7.5%  1,745,244 -1.0%

JaxPort  1,295,289  1,336,263 

Miami  1,244,090  1,070,616 16.2%  1,148,935 8.3%

Prince Rupert  1,054,836  1,141,390 -7.6%  1,210,776 -12.9%

Port Everglades  933,431  1,033,460 

Maryland  1,051,840  1,073,688 

Philadelphia  739,323  640,709 15.4%  598,274 23.6%

New Orleans  488,119  572,221 -14.7%  646,608 -24.5%

Hueneme  220,186  169,412 30.0%  122,594 79.6%

Boston  187,902  268,418 -30.0%  300,762 -37.5%

San Diego  157,755  147,533 6.9%  143,472 10.0%

Portland, Oregon  105,989  58,066 82.5%  26 

Source Individual Ports

Exhibit 3 December 2021 Total TEUs (Loaded and Empty) Handled at  
Selected Ports

Export traffic looked good at the San 
Pedro ports, so long as you were just 
counting empties being returned abroad 
for replenishment. Shipments of empty 
TEUs were up 6.6% over the previous 
December. But, as a maritime gateway 
serving the needs of America’s export 
economy, it was a different story. While 
both ports sustained year-over-year 
declines in loaded outbound TEUs, the 
fate of laden export containers seemed 
especially egregious at the Port of LA, 
where leadership calls for a national 
export strategy still echo along the 
waterfront. Not only were the 70,872 laden 
export TEUs shipped through “America’s 
Port” down 41.1% from a year earlier and 
by 45.6% from December 2019, it was 
the port’s worst single month for exports 
dating back to October 2002.   

Up the coast, December was a peculiar 
month for the Port of Oakland. A month 
earlier, the port had attributed November’s 
6.5% year-over-year bump in inbound 
loads to additional vessel traffic. Its public 
statements this month were silent about 
the cause of a 12.4% drop in its December 
loaded inbound container traffic. And, 
while export loads through Oakland 
plummeted in December, the number of 
outbound empties slipped to 23,229 TEUs 
from 27,718 TEUs a year earlier. For the 
year as a whole, the Bay Area port did 
hit a new mark, handling over 1 million 
import loads for the first time in its 94-
year history. Export loads were another 
story altogether. The 852,374 loaded 
TEUs shipped from the port in 2021 was 
the lowest since 2006, when the port 
sent 840,145 loaded TEUs abroad. The 
Northern California port’s total container 
traffic (loads + empties) slipped last year 
by 0.5% from 2020. Its 373,404 outbound 
empties, while up 8.2% from 2020, were 
down from 2019 and 2018. Maritime 
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trade analysts eager to associate the surge in outbound 
empties with the pandemic might consider that Oakland 
shipped more empties in 2006 (481,367 TEUs) and in 
2007 (403,051 TEUs) as well as in the more immediate, 
pre-pandemic years of 2018 (464,027 TEUs) and 2019 
(402,977 TEUs). Meanwhile, the 55,724 laden outbound 
TEUs it shipped in December was the fewest number in 
any month since February 2015, and the fewest in any 
December since the turn of the century.    

In the Pacific Northwest, the Ports of Tacoma and Seattle 
(operating as the Northwest Seaport Alliance) reported 
a sharp 20.6% year-over-year drop in inbound loads in 
December. For the year, though, the NWSA ports recorded 
a 16.8% gain in inbound loads over 2020 and a 7.0% 
increase over 2019. Export loads meanwhile plunged in 
December by 36.3% from a year earlier and by very nearly 
half from December 2019. For the year, export loads were 
off by 12.5%. Empty export TEUs, which increased in the 
year’s final month by 10.1% over December 2020, were 
up by 53.5% for the year as a whole. The ports said that a 
“shortage of equipment and space” and “weather-related 
terminal closures” contributed to December’s lackluster 
numbers.    

Across the border in British Columbia, Vancouver not 
surprisingly posted a 13.2% decline in inbound loads and 
a 44.3% slide in outbound loads in December. The damage 
to British Columbia’s transportation infrastructure from 
that atmospheric river that swamped the region in 
November had an obvious impact on port business. Even 
outbound empties in December were down from a year 
earlier. Still, for the year, inbound loads saw a 6.3% gain 
over 2020, while total TEU traffic rose 6.1%. As with most 
other North American ports, outbound loads at Vancouver 
(878,426 TEUs) were down. Down so far that it was the 
least number of outbound loads the port had shipped 
since at least 2008, when the port’s public record of 
container activity begins. 

Further north, the Port of Prince Rupert continued to 
disappoint. Its total count of loads and empties for 2021 
came to 1,054,836 TEUs, down 7.6% from 2020, down 
12.9% from 2019, and just 1.8% above the port’s total TEU 
count in 2018. Import loads for the year (546,944 TEUs) 
were the lowest since 2017. Export loads (158,861 TEUs) 
were the lowest since 2015.    

Back East, import growth was nearly uniform, the Port 
of Boston being out of uniform. Inbound loads at PNYNJ 
were up 15% year-over-year in December, according to one 
published source. Should recent trends persist, PNYNJ 
may soon eclipse LA as the nation’s top import terminal. 
In December 2020, LA handled 102,540 more inbound 
laden TEUs than did PNYNJ. By this past December, it 
is looking likely that PNYNJ will have eclipsed LA by 
handling as many as 27,000 more laden import TEUs. 

The Ports of Virginia and Charleston posted strong 
double-digit gains in inbound loads, as did the Port of 
Miami. The Port of Savannah, however, managed only a 
relatively modest 6.1% increase. On the export side of 
the ledger, the only major port to post a year-over-year 
increase in December was Virginia. In all likelihood, 
mainland U.S. ports will ship significantly fewer export 
loads in 2021 than they had in 2020 or in 2019. 

On the Gulf Coast, Houston posted a 15.3% bump in 
import loads in December, bringing its year-over-year gain 
for the year to 26.0%. However, export container traffic 
fell by 15.2% in December, leaving the Texas port with 
13.2% fewer outbound loads in 2021 than in 2020. Over 
in Louisiana, the December and YTD numbers at the Port 
of New Orleans were all negative. Unlike most other U.S. 
ports, though, outbound empties in 2021 were at their 
lowest point since 2016.    

For the Record: November 2021 TEU 
Numbers 

Here are the TEU tallies obtained from the U.S. and 
Canadian ports we track. Eighteen American ports and 
two British Columbia ports are able to provide TEU 
numbers that distinguish between inbound loads and 
empties as well as between outbound loads and empties. 
In some cases, ports have revised their November 
container statistics in just the last few weeks. Those 
revisions are incorporated in the following three exhibits, 
which compare the November TEU figures with the same 
month and YTD in 2020 and 2019.   

December’s TEU Numbers (Mind the Gaps)  Continued
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Exhibit 4 November 2021 - Inbound Loaded TEUs at Selected Ports

Nov 2021 Nov 2020 %  
Change

Nov 2019 % 
Change

Nov 2021 
YTD

Nov 2020 
YTD

%  
Change

Nov 2019 
YTD

% 
Change

Los Angeles  403,444  464,820 -13.2%  371,350 8.6%  5,128,035  4,366,177 17.4%  4,340,757 18.1%

Long Beach  362,394  382,677 -5.3%  293,287 23.6%  4,223,159  3,592,268 17.6%  3,435,208 22.9%

San Pedro Bay 
Totals  765,838  847,497 -9.6%  664,637 15.2%  9,351,194  7,958,445 17.5%  7,775,965 20.3%

Oakland  83,097  78,048 6.5%  77,367 7.4%  976,560  905,759 7.8%  893,929 9.2%

NWSA  125,892  117,151 7.5%  94,978 32.5%  1,367,378  1,131,349 20.9%  1,263,429 8.2%

Hueneme  9,882  5,276 87.3%  4,715 109.6%  91,822  44,687 105.5%  54,707 67.8%

San Diego  6,062  7,106 -14.7%  5,772 105.0%  74,537  68,469 8.9%  64,735 15.1%

USWC Totals  990,771  1,055,078 -6.1%  847,469 16.9%  11,861,491  10,108,709 17.3%  10,052,765 18.0%

Boston  5,883  10,461 -43.8%  11,538 -49.0%  86,866  124,984 -30.5%  138,196 -37.1%

NYNJ  382,074  382,912 -0.2%  301,123 26.9%  4,194,640  3,562,361 17.7%  3,482,007 20.5%

Maryland  36,154  47,148 -23.3%  38,915 -7.1%  456,861  478,225 -4.5%  482,796 -5.4%

Virginia  141,617  125,214 13.1%  103,410 36.9%  1,521,938  1,193,758 27.5%  1,262,673 20.5%

South Carolina  127,081  93,369 36.1%  82,785 53.5%  1,176,191  939,434 25.2%  984,353 19.5%

Georgia  236,991  234,583 1.0%  173,863 36.3%  2,562,892  2,081,975 23.1%  2,046,532 25.2%

Jaxport  24,469  27,027 -9.5%  27,390 -10.7%  287,359  289,729 -0.8%  325,383 -11.7%

Port Everglades  34,238  26,280 30.3%  26,959 27.0%  333,035  271,126 22.8%  290,053 14.8%

Miami  37,943  45,816 -17.2%  37,763 0.5%  497,177  396,239 25.5%  405,593 22.6%

USEC Totals  1,026,450  992,810 3.4%  803,746 27.7%  11,116,959  9,337,831 19.1%  9,417,586 18.0%

New Orleans  9,354  10,915 -14.3%  10,155 -7.9%  116,250  126,088 -7.8%  123,540 -5.9%

Houston  152,528  122,475 24.5%  101,494 50.3%  1,485,724  1,167,919 27.2%  1,144,516 29.8%

USGC Totals  161,882  133,390 21.4%  111,649 45.0%  1,601,974  1,294,007 23.8%  1,268,056 26.3%

Vancouver  125,017  162,436 -23.0%  123,918 0.9%  1,764,598  1,630,118 8.2%  1,568,840 12.5%

Prince Rupert  34,127  51,272 -33.4%  58,181 -41.3%  490,203  584,435 -16.1%  616,904 -20.5%

British Colum-
bia Totals  159,144  213,708 -25.5%  182,099 -12.6%  2,254,801  2,214,553 1.8%  2,185,744 3.2%

US Ports Total  2,179,103  2,181,278 -0.1%  1,762,864 23.6%  24,580,424  20,740,547 18.5%  20,738,407 18.5%

Source Individual Ports
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Exhibit 5 November 2021 - Outbound Loaded TEUs at Selected Ports

Nov 2021 Nov 2020 % 
Change

Nov 2019 % 
Change

Nov 2021 
YTD

Nov 2020 
YTD

% 
Change

Nov 2019
YTD

% 
Change

Los Angeles  82,741  130,917 -36.8%  138,545 -40.3%  1,113,273  1,411,202 -21.1%  1,625,950 -31.5%

Long Beach  109,821  117,283 -6.4%  123,705 -11.2%  1,323,999  1,343,518 -1.5%  1,347,409 -1.7%

San Pedro Bay 
Totals  192,562  248,200 -22.4%  262,250 -26.6%  2,437,272  2,754,720 -11.5%  2,973,359 -18.0%

Oakland  72,155  79,667 -9.4%  81,780 -11.8%  796,650  852,469 -6.5%  856,376 -7.0%

NWSA  59,341  72,746 -18.4%  73,589 -19.4%  650,743  726,771 -10.5%  837,468 -22.3%

Hueneme  3,836  1,318 191.0%  1,181 224.8%  28,280  11,167 153.2%  13,671 106.9%

San Diego  652  450 44.9%  272 139.7%  5,838  3,312 76.3%  3,417 70.9%

USWC Totals  328,546  402,381 -18.3%  419,072 -21.6%  3,918,783  4,348,439 -9.9%  4,684,291 -16.3%

Boston  4,560  6,298 -27.6%  6,128 -25.6%  61,044  71,922 -15.1%  75,856 -19.5%

NYNJ  118,155  118,712 -0.5%  119,422 -1.1%  1,252,594  1,217,152 2.9%  1,349,679 -7.2%

Maryland  19,694  21,032 -6.4%  20,254 -2.8%  228,952  204,352 12.0%  215,100 6.4%

Virginia  84,002  89,032 -5.6%  77,241 8.8%  960,921  858,014 12.0%  887,839 8.2%

South Carolina  67,639  64,447 5.0%  62,831 7.7%  757,829  707,573 7.1%  755,060 0.4%

Georgia  102,508  113,357 -9.6%  119,126 -13.9%  1,297,433  1,309,097 -0.9%  1,359,049 -4.5%

Jaxport  46,961  43,814 7.2%  44,440 5.7%  533,970  467,398 14.2%  459,136 16.3%

Port Everglades  31,605  31,476 0.4%  39,665 -20.3%  356,392  310,684 14.7%  395,428 -9.9%

Miami  24,020  25,633 -6.3%  35,774 -32.9%  311,869  316,216 -1.4%  381,432 -18.2%

USEC Totals  499,144  513,801 -2.9%  524,881 -4.9%  5,761,004  5,462,408 5.5%  5,878,579 -2.0%

New Orleans  18,818  22,781 -17.4%  23,600 -20.3%  203,943  255,768 -20.3%  275,207 -28.9%

Houston  94,933  102,755 -7.6%  107,927 -12.0%  978,322  1,124,005 -13.0%  1,163,306 -15.9%

USGC Totals  113,751  125,536 -9.4%  131,527 -13.5%  1,182,265  1,379,773 -14.3%  1,438,513 -17.8%

Vancouver  56,465  82,062 -31.2%  91,707 -38.4%  830,108  954,878 -13.1%  1,035,082 -19.8%

Prince Rupert  8,375  12,949 -35.3%  15,250 -45.1%  143,862  174,880 -17.7%  174,726 -17.7%

British Colum-
bia Totals  64,840  95,011 -31.8%  106,957 -39.4%  973,970  1,129,758 -13.8%  1,209,808 -19.5%

US Ports Total  941,441  1,041,718 -9.6%  1,075,480 -12.5%  10,862,052  11,190,620 -2.9%  12,001,383 -9.5%

Source Individual Ports
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Nov 2021 Nov 2020 % Change% Change Nov 2019 % Change

Los Angeles  9,891,021  8,334,212 18.7%  8,590,884 15.1%

Long Beach  8,630,053  7,297,430 18.3%  6,966,772 23.9%

San Pedro Bay 
Ports  18,521,074  15,631,642 18.5%  15,557,656 19.0%

NYNJ  8,215,176  6,876,744 19.5%  6,886,388 119.3%

Georgia  5,148,212  4,234,732 21.6%  4,238,344 19.3%

NWSA  3,482,104  3,018,565 15.4%  3,490,581 -0.2%

Vancouver  3,432,231  3,146,221 9.1%  3,126,993 9.8%

Virginia  3,197,307  2,553,014 25.2%  2,713,061 17.8%

Houston  3,150,062  2,724,721 15.6%  2,736,345 15.1%

South Carolina  2,505,244  2,100,390 19.3%  2,248,305 11.4%

Oakland  2,278,583  2,252,923 1.1%  2,306,497 -1.2%

Montreal  1,585,465  1,467,501 8.0%  1,609,900 -1.5%

JaxPort  1,269,568  1,179,338 7.7%  1,235,362 2.8%

Miami  1,133,589  971,033 16.7%  1,049,363 8.0%

Port Everglades  973,678  848,303 14.8%  949,196 2.6%

Prince Rupert  944,509  1,031,304 -8.4%  1,103,678 -14.4%

Maryland  926,584  961,599 -3.6%  991,781 -6.6%

Philadelphia  682,983  589,094 15.9%  554,337 23.2%

New Orleans  451,413  523,081 -13.7%  586,218 -23.0%

Hueneme  199,756  154,010 29.7%  109,594 82.3%

Boston  176,717  242,984 -27.3%  277,979 -36.4%

San Diego  146,015  136,377 7.1%  129,504 12.7%

Portland, Oregon  93,195  49,826 87.0%  26 

Source Individual Ports

Exhibit 6 November 2021 Total TEUs (Loaded and Empty) Handled at  
Selected Ports

November 2021 TEU Numbers  Continued

Weights and Values
Although the TEU is the conventional 
metric for measuring containerized trade, 
we also use two alternative measures 
– the declared weight and value of the 
goods loaded into those TEUs – to 
determine the share of the nation’s box 
trade that passes through the chief USWC 
ports. Please note that the percentages 
in the following exhibits are derived from 
data compiled by the U.S. Commerce 
Department from documentation 
submitted by the importers and exporters 
of record. Commerce then makes the data 
available with a time-lag of approximately 
five weeks.  

Exhibit 7 shows how the three major 
USWC gateways have been faring with 
respect to their respective shares of 
containerized imports discharged at 
mainland U.S. seaports in November. 
Although the five major USWC maritime 
gateways obviously dominate the 
movement of containers through ports 
in the states of California, Oregon, and 
Washington, smaller USWC ports have 
boosted the major ports’ combined 
share of containerized import tonnage 
through mainland U.S. ports by 1.5-
2.0%. In November, for example, the total 
USWC share of containerized import 
tonnage through mainland ports was 
34.6%, a full 2.2 percentage points higher 
than the 32.4% share jointly held by the 
USWC Big Five. Similarly, the smaller 
USWC ports helped nudge the USWC 
share of containerized export tonnage in 
November to 33.8% from the 32.7% share 
held collectively by the Big Five. 

On a value basis, 39.0% of the $79.75 
billion in containerized imports that 
entered mainland U.S. ports in November 
came through the five largest USWC 
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Nov 2021 Oct 2021 Nov 2020

Shares of U.S. Mainland Ports Containerized Import Tonnage

LA/LB 43.1% 44.5% 45.1%

Oakland 3.8% 3.0% 3.7%

NWSA 6.1% 7.2% 6.7%

Shares of U.S. Mainland Ports Containerized Import Value

LA/LB 48.5% 49.3% 51.0%

Oakland 3.3% 2.5% 3.8%

NWSA 7.4% 9.2% 8.9%

Shares of U.S. Mainland Containerized Export Tonnage

LA/LB 33.9% 34.0% 33.7%

Oakland 10.8% 9.0% 8.2%

NWSA 10.9% 12.5% 11.5%

Shares of U.S. Mainland Conatainerized Export Value

LA/LB 34.2% 36.5% 38.3%

Oakland 14.7% 10.5% 13.7%

NWSA 7.5% 9.6% 8.3%

Source: U.S. Commerce Department.

Exhibit 7 Major USWC Ports Shares of U.S. 
Mainland Ports Worldwide Container 
Trade, November 2021

Exhibit 8 Major USWC Ports Shares of U.S. 
Mainland Ports Containerized Trade with 
East Asia, November 2021

Nov 2021 Oct 2021 Nov 2020

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

LA/LB 25.3% 27.4% 28.7%

Oakland 3.2% 2.8% 3.3%

NWSA 3.9% 4.6% 4.7%

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

LA/LB 31.3% 33.5% 35.1%

Oakland 2.7% 2.3% 3.2%

NWSA 5.0% 6.3% 6.3%

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

LA/LB 18.9% 18.9% 21.6%

Oakland 7.6% 6.5% 6.9%

NWSA 6.2% 7.1% 7.8%

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

LA/LB 15.9% 16.7% 21.0%

Oakland 8.7% 6.3% 8.4%

NWSA 3.6% 4.1% 4.6%

Source: U.S. Commerce Department.

November 2021 TEU Numbers  Continued

ports. The total USWC share was 40.5%, of which the 
second-tier ports contributed 1.5%.

While handling much smaller numbers of containers, 
ports like the Port of Hueneme, the Port of San Diego, the 
Port of Everett (Washington), and the Port of Portland 
supplement the USWC container handing capacity. The 
Port of Hueneme, for example, is currently taking in 
containers diverted from LA/Long Beach.  

While the maritime industry measures containerized 
trade in TEUs, economists generally refer using currency 
values. So it’s worth noting that, while the Ports of Los 
Angeles and Long Beach saw their combined share of 
the declared value of U.S. containerized imports decline 

in November from a year earlier, the Port of New York/
New Jersey (up to 17.2% from 16.9%) and the three major 
Mid-Atlantic ports of Norfolk, Charleston, and Savannah 
enjoyed an increase in their combined share to 23.6% 
from 21.4% a year earlier.

Exhibit 8 displays the shares of U.S. container trade 
involving the Far East handled by the five major USWC 
ports. Collectively, these five ports handled 53.0% of all 
containerized import tonnage that entered U.S. mainland 
ports from the Far East in November. That was down from 
a year earlier when the same five ports received 55.5% of 
all containerized import tonnage.

Not shown in the exhibit is that the Port of New York/New 
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November 2021 TEU Numbers  Continued

Jersey saw its share of the nation’s Far East import trade 
slip to 13.2% from 13.7% in November 2020 as the rival 
Mid-Atlantic Ports of Norfolk, Charleston, and Savannah 
saw their collective share of containerized import tonnage 
from the Far East grow to 18.7% from 18.0%.  

Factoid of the Month
Through the first eleven months of 2021, the nominal 
value of containerized exports from U.S. ports totaled 
$263.01 billion, according to U.S. Commerce Department 
calculations based on documentation submitted by 
exporters or their agents. How does that stack up against 
exports by other modes of transport? Those containerized 
shipments represented 16.5% of the $1,595 billion value 
of all U.S. merchandise exports through November of last 
year. By comparison, airborne shipments abroad were 
worth $500.02 billion. Overland shipments to Canada and 
Mexico amounted to $518.42 billion. Non-containerized 
exports by sea added $313.36 billion.

The single most valuable containerized export commodity 
was motor vehicles. They were worth $10.02 billion. Next 
came Polymers of Ethylene ($8.01 billion) and Auto Parts 
& Accessories ($6.90 billion). Containerized exports of 
Tree Nuts followed at $6.15 billion.  

In terms of weight, however, the biggest export 
commodity by far was Scrap Paper at 12.12 million metric 
tons or 10.6% of all containerized export tonnage shipped 
in the first eleven months of last year. 

Who’s Number One in TEU Empties?
Exhibit 5 gives us a rundown on how ports stack up 
in terms of shipping loaded containers to overseas 
markets. Through November, the Port of Long Beach 
led with 1,323,999 outbound laden TEUs. Savannah 
(1,297,433 TEUs) edged out the Port of New York/New 
Jersey (1,252,594 TEUs). In fourth place came the Port 
of LA (1,113,273 TEUs), whose container export trade 
had plunged by 31.5% (-512,677 TEUs) from the same 
point in pre-pandemic 2019. Houston landed in fifth place 
with 978,322 outbound loads, just 17,401 TEUs ahead of 
Virginia.  

Through November, export loads through the ports we 
monitor declined by 2.9% from 2020 and by 9.5% (or 
1,139,331 TEUs) from the year before that. 

There is no question that more TEUs were shipped from 
the Port of Los Angeles than from any other port in the 
country. Last year, over 5 million TEUs departed the 
Southern California gateway. Its neighbor, the Port of Long 
Beach handled 4,648,233 outbound TEUs. But over 70% 
of those boxes contained nothing more than Southern 
California air. 

Shipping actual goods overseas has not been a growth 
enterprise at most U.S. ports and certainly not those in 
San Pedro Bay. But shipping empty containers has been. 

So how do America’s ports stack up when it comes 
to exporting local air? The Port of LA has been the 
clear leader, with 3,625,279 empties outbound through 
November. Long Beach followed with 2,941,134 empties, 
with PNYNJ in third with 2,743,913 empties. Not at all 
close behind was Savannah (1,247,462 empties), Virginia 
(688,090 empties), NWSA (687,851 empties), Houston 
(624,208 empties), and Charleston (508,978 empties).

The pandemic years have witnessed a sharp runup in the 
number of outbound empty containers from U.S. ports. 
To be sure, the shift in consumer spending patterns has 
spurred a robust demand for imported merchandise and 
thus put a premium on returning empty containers to 
manufacturers abroad. And the resulting scramble for 
containers has disadvantaged some exporters. But, as the 
exhibits below show, even before the pandemic’s onset in 
early 2020 exporters were not making full use of available 
containers.

According to several maritime industry pundits, the onset 
of the COVID-19 epidemic in early 2020 precipitated 
a shift in container trade flows by stimulating an 
unprecedented demand for imported goods. That had the 
effect of putting space aboard eastbound transpacific 
container vessels at a growing premium, which was 
manifested in the fees that ocean carriers began to 
charge for transporting a container from the Far East 
to North America. To many, it was also manifested in 
a reluctance of shipping lines to accommodate the 
demands of U.S. exporters and most notably the shippers 
of agricultural products.  

However, as Exhibit 9 attests, the divergence between 
loaded outbound containers and empties began much 
earlier at the Port of LA. From 2014, export loads 
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November 2021 TEU Numbers  Continued
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Exhibit 9 Loads vs. Empties: Outbound TEU Traffic at the Port of LA
Source: Port of Los Angeles

essentially went flat through 2018 and then tailed off. 
Meanwhile, traffic in outbound empties experienced 
nearly unabated growth.  

What’s interesting is that the Port of New York/New 
Jersey (see Exhibit 10) followed pretty much the same 
trajectory over the past decade. If nothing else, the 
available data should cast a shade of doubt on some 
of the more hysterical lamentations about shipping 
lines suddenly using the hubbub of the pandemic to 
deliberately stymie American exporters. For, as these 

exhibits demonstrate, the trends well predated the 
hubbub. 

Columbia River Ports’ Role in Agricultural  
Exports in Bulk 
Not everything moves in containers. In sheer tonnage, 
some 67.9% of all agricultural exports in pre-pandemic 
2019 was shipped abroad in bulk. By value, 55.3% of all 
seaborne farm exports was uncontained that year. 

Since then, international trade has been roiled by a global 

Exhibit 
10

Outbound Loads vs. Empties: LA and PNYNJ
Source: Port of Los Angeles and Port Authority of New York/New Jersey
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November 2021 TEU Numbers  Continued

pandemic and increasingly congested supply chains. The 
struggles of containerized trade, especially in consumer 
goods, has been amply documented in the press. By 
contrast, much less public attention has been given to 
bulk shipments of agricultural products through America’s 
seaports.  

The good news is that bulk shipments have been 
up. Through the first eleven months of 2021, non-
containerized agricultural export tonnage ran 4.4% ahead 
of the same period a year earlier. Remarkably, the volume 
exported just through last November was higher than 
shipments in the entire year of 2019 and will almost 
certainly exceed bulk exports in 2018. 

Some pundits may be surprised to learn how much 
of America’s farm exports leave via four smaller ports 
located along the Columbia River in the Pacific Northwest. 
Three are on the Washington State side of the river 
(Kalama, Vancouver, and Longview). The other is the Port 
of Portland, Oregon. 

In both 2018 and 2019, the four river ports handled 20.5% 
of the dollar value of all non-containerized exports of 
agricultural products from all U.S. ports. In the first eleven 
months of this year, that share edged up to 20.8%. The 
ports’ tonnage shares were similar at 23.2% in 2018, 
22.1% in 2019, and 21.3% through November of last year.
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Exhibit 
11

Columbia River Ports’ Share of Non-Containerized Oceanbound Agricultural Exports
Source: U.S. Commerce Department

Exhibit 
12

Columbia River Ports’ Exports of Non-Containerized Oceanbound Agricultural Exports
Source: U.S. Commerce Department
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Wheat, corn, and soybeans are the bulk export staples of 
these ports. Through November, 14.6% of all U.S. non-
containerized exports of corn (maize) and 23.2% of non-
containerized soybean exports left through these ports. 
But most remarkable is that the four ports also handled 
61.8% of all U.S. bulk shipments of wheat.  

Exhibit 11 and 12 display the four Columbia River ports’ 
combined share of all U.S. agricultural goods exported in 
bulk over the past ten years.

Climate Change Redux
In the December 2020 edition of the West Coast 
Trade Report, the fellow responsible for our monthly 
commentaries wrote an offbeat tale about the late 19th 
century trade in ice shipped from lakes and rivers in 
northern New England to cocktail enthusiasts in New York 
City, New Orleans, Havana, and as far away as India. It 
was by most accounts a very lucrative trade, but warming 
temperatures drove the industry from Massachusetts 
north to Maine. That was good for Maine. Not only did 

it provide wintertime work for farmers, it brought in cold 
cash. “According to some estimates, the ice harvest in 
19th century Maine proved more valuable than all the gold 
49ers found in California,” the commentary observed.

Now comes word that, on the heels of frigid temperatures 
throughout the Northeast, Maine’s rivers are again 
freezing up. That’s prompting the U.S. Coast Guard to 
send a cutter up the Penobscot River to clear passage to 
Bangor, Maine’s third largest city, the home of Stephen 
King, and, in 1860, the world’s largest lumber port 
with 150 sawmills operating nearby. Breaking up ice 
formations on New England’s rivers is an important task 
since, as the Coast Guard reports, 90% of the heating 
oil used in the Northeast is delivered on waterways it is 
responsible for maintaining. 

But there’s no indication any of the river’s ice will be 
exported to India.     

November 2021 TEU Numbers  Continued

A study out of the University of California’s Giannini 
Foundation last month garnered a fair amount of buzz 
from the agriculture industry’s media before spilling over 
into the mainstream press and eventually plopping down 
in the public policy arena. That route to fame was almost 
predestined given the splashy title, “’Containergeddon’ 
and California Agriculture”, the authors bestowed on their 
work. 

To some observers, the current situation at California’s 
ports may indeed resemble the End of Times prophesied 
in the Book of Revelations. So, for those of an especially 
apocalyptic frame of mind right now, a glancing 
reference to Armageddon might not appear altogether 
inappropriate. At least, we should be grateful the 
authors did not opt for some variation on the even more 
overworked “mother-of-all” meme. Still, the title evidently 
proved impossible for many editors to resist, and so the 
study’s claims have been widely and verbatimly shared.  

The co-authors, by the way, are Colin A. Carter, Sandro 
Steinbach, and Xiting Zhuang. Carter is a Distinguished 
Professor of Agricultural and Resource Economics at UC 
Davis. His two coauthors are, respectively, an assistant 
professor and a Ph.D. student in the Department of 
Agricultural and Resource Economics at the University of 
Connecticut (rhymes with Yukon).

While their views slamming the competitiveness of the 
state’s seaports are their own, the authors used TEU 
numbers supplied by PIERS and Bloomberg’s World 
Container Index as the statistical grist for their model, 
whose basic premise is that fewer numbers of outbound 
loads should almost always result in reduced earnings for 
exporters. 

That seems reasonable enough…if all you’re doing is 
counting large metal boxes. As we shall see, there are 
many paths to the truth, and other, less crude ways of 

Jock O’Connell’s Commentary: 
Turning a Silk Purse into a Sow’s Ear
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measuring agricultural trade. But before disputing the 
authors’ findings, let’s hear their central claim.

“We found that container¬ized agricultural exports from 
Cali¬fornia ports were $2.1 billion (or 17%) below their 
counterfactual level due to port congestion between May and 
September 2021.

…supply chain disruptions caused a 9% reduction in total 
TEU exports from May to September, compared with the total 
TEU exports for the same timeframe in the previous year. 
This adverse effect peaked in September when California’s 
ports exported about 25,000 fewer containers filled with 
agricultural products than in May 2021, a 22% decline.”

I have no idea why the months from May through 
September of last year should hold a special fascination 
for the authors. California farm exporters have been up in 
arms about maritime shipping issues for a much longer 
period than that. Apart from the possibility that there 
was some unused data laying around, it is unclear why 
these five months were picked. They are certainly not 
months that are representative of exporting during the 
full crop years of most of California’s major farm export 
commodities. 

A larger problem with the study’s concern about last 
year’s May-to-September drop in shipments through 
California ports is that the state’s containerized 
agricultural export trade in September is nearly always 
below containerized agricultural exports in May. In 
only one other year since 2010 did September exports 
exceed shipments in May, and that was in 2020 as the 
COVID pandemic descended on the planet. Overall, 
since 2010, U.S. government data show that the value 
of containerized agricultural exports through California 
ports in September fell an average by 9.3% from May of 
the same year.  To cite one germane example, since the 
2014-2015 crop year, walnut export tonnage in September 
has averaged 56.3% of May’s volume, according to figures 
from the California Walnut Board. So while the headline-
grabbing fall-off slope the authors identify may have been 
unusually steep, it was by no means unusual.  

The methodology mystery deepens with the study’s 
contention that California tree nut producers came up 
short by a shade over a half-billion dollars. For the record, 
the Agricultural Issues Center at UC Davis collects the 

state’s agricultural trade data on behalf of the California 
Department of Food and Agriculture. In its latest report, 
AIC ranks almonds and pistachios as the state’s two most 
valuable farm exports, with walnuts in fifth place behind 
dairy products and wine. So tree nut exports are a big 
business in California.

The study from the Departments of Agricultural and 
Resource Economics at UC Davis and UConn contends 
that the state’s tree nut exporters not only “lost about 
$520 million in foreign sales” last year but that “the 
overall level of tree nut exports is lagging substantially 
behind the pre-congestion levels, including the 2018 
or 2019 harvest-season export volumes, which points 
towards very significant export losses for this sector of 
California agriculture.”  

Come again? Are the authors arguing that pandemic-era 
port congestion not merely affected the state’s tree nut 
export trade last year but also somehow reached back 
in time to thwart exports of tree nuts even before the 
pandemic arose? That’s nuts. 

But that’s not all. The study’s contentions about the trade 
in tree nuts through California seaports and that alleged 
$520 million loss begs to be tested using readily available 
metrics other than sheer TEU tallies. I have two in mind. 
Both the Foreign Trade Division of the U.S. Census Bureau 
and the marketing organizations overseeing the almond, 
pistachio, and walnut industries are excellent sources of 
detailed and timely export statistics. 

What insights might these data sources bring to bear in 
understanding the extent to which exports of California 
tree nuts though California’s ports fell – if at all – in last 
year’s May-September period?

Let’s start with Exhibit A, which presents the relevant 
May-September export statistics for California’s most 
valuable agricultural export, almonds. According to the 
California Almond Board, the marketing group that keeps 
pretty close tabs on almond production and shipments, 
exports of both shelled and inshell almonds last May to 
September totaled 767,573,331 pounds, an 18.1% bump 
over the same period the year before. Moreover, last year’s 
exports from May through September were up 42.4% over 
the identical months in pre-pandemic 2019.

Moving on to pistachios, California’s second most 
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valuable agricultural export, Exhibit B 
reveals the May-September pistachio 
export numbers as compiled by 
the Administrative Committee for 
Pistachios.

Exports of pistachios in last year’s 
May-September period amounted to 
191,667,870 pounds, just over double 
the volume that was exported a year 
earlier. Last year, pistachio export 
tonnage in May-September was even 
higher by 5.0% than in the May-
September months in 2019. Virtually 
all pistachios in the U.S. are grown in 
California. They are typically shipped 
abroad in containers, mainly through 
the notoriously congested Ports of 
Los Angeles and Long Beach. 

Finally, how about walnuts, the farm 
product ranked as California’s fifth 
most valuable agricultural export? As 
a glance at Exhibit C reveals, walnut 
exports in May-September 2021 
totaled 85,691 tons, an 18.3% gain 
over the same period a year earlier 
and a 41.1% improvement over the 
May-September months in 2019. 

Just to remind readers: the new UC 
Davis/UConn study alleges that port 
congestion last year cost the state’s 
tree nut exporters $520 million in lost 
sales between May and September. 
That was definitely one of the study’s 
headline-grabbing allegations. So 
it’s very remarkable that, while a 
model built on the campuses of 
the University of California at Davis 
and the University of Connecticut 
at Storrs purportedly churned out a 
half-billion-dollar loss to California’s 
tree nut exporters, a much different 

Exhibit A California Almond Export Tonnage:  
May-September 2015-2021
Source: California Almond Board

Commentary Continued
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Exhibit B California Pistachio Export Tonnage:  
May-September 2015-2021
Source: Administrative Committee for Pistachios
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Exhibit C California Walnut Export Tonnage:  
May-September 2015-2021
Source: California Walnut Board
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conclusion emerges from the export figures compiled by 
the tree nut industry’s own marketing organizations. 

Is there another voice to be heard in this discussion? 

Yes, and it is a particularly authoritative voice. U.S. 
Customs and Border Protection and its predecessor 
agencies have been keeping tabs on imports and exports 
since 1789. For export shipments valued at more than 
$2500, shippers must provide documentation to Customs 
that describes the contents of containers, their value, 
and their weight along with their destination and mode of 
transport. The raw data are then forwarded to the Foreign 

Trade Division (FTD) of the Census Bureau, which is the 
official source of U.S. trade statistics. 

Data from the FTD are especially useful because they can 
tell us how many metric tons of tree nuts were shipped in 
containers through California seaports in any given period. 
As a bonus, FTD can tell us the dollar value shippers 
assign to those exports. 

So what do the numbers from the FTD indicate?

Exhibit D shows in metric tons the volume of containerized 
exports of California’s three principal tree nuts during 

Commentary Continued
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Exhibit D California Tree Nut Exports in May-September in Recent Years
Source: Foreign Trade Division, U.S. Census Bureau

Exhibit E California Tree Nut Exports in May-September in Recent Years
Source: Foreign Trade Division, U.S. Census Bureau
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Commentary Continued

recent May-September periods through California ports. 
Presumably, if these ports are gumming up the works, we 
shouldn’t see robust growth. But growth is in fact what 
the numbers show.     

And here’s the parallel Exhibit E showing the declared 
value of those tree nut exports from May through 
September in recent years.

The Foreign Trade Division calculates that the declared 
value of tree nuts exports shipped in containers through 
California ports last May-September totaled $2.12 billion, 
a 25.6% increase over the same period a year earlier. Yes, 
these are gubmint numbers, but they are numbers based 
on the values shippers ascribe to their outbound cargos. 
And, as we all know, farmers are no more likely to falsify 
the value of their exports than they are to lie on their 
federal tax returns.

So here we are with wildly different depictions of what 
happened over a five-month period last year. On the one 
hand, there is the UC claim that port congestion cost tree 
nut exporters $520 million in lost sales last year. On the 
other hand, we have evidence of sharp year-over-year 

increases in both export tonnage and declared value 
of tree nut exports last May-September as reported by 
the tree nut marketing groups as well as the federal 
government.

Are there any other parties weighing in on this matter? 
Well, as a matter of fact, there is this new study out of 
the University of California’s Giannini Foundation. Yes, 
the same study we’ve been talking about found that 
2,000 more TEUs full of tree nuts found their way through 
California’s ports in May-September 2021 than in the 
same period a year earlier. The authors termed that a 
“slight” increase. Given the tribulations affecting the 
maritime supply chain and the charges farm exporters 
have been hurling at shipping lines, any increase at all 
might be regarded as something of a miracle. 

And so, children, that’s how a silk purse can become a 
sow’s ear.

Disclaimer: The views expressed in Jock’s commentaries 
are his own and may not reflect the positions of the 
Pacific Merchant Shipping Association. 

A lot has been written about the failure of the Queen 
Mary over the past fifty years. It is a story of unfulfilled 
promises, multiple bankruptcies, city auditor reports 
detailing unaccounted for public funds, multiple operators 
and a vessel/hotel that has bounced between the City 
and the Port, back to the City and now a proposal to give 
it back to the Port. The Queen Mary is indeed “iconic”. 
It is also a failure and an example of poor public policy 
decision making. And now its ongoing failure may 
become the responsibility, once again, of the Port of Long 
Beach, at a cost of hundreds of millions of dollars. 

When the City of Long Beach celebrated its 100th 
Anniversary, it commissioned a history of the Port. 
Published in 2015, the book (Port Town) detailed not only 
the history of the Port of Long Beach, but also included 

the controversy surrounding the Queen Mary. Below are 
some excerpts from that book that look back fifty years 
ago – revealing a stunning consistency with the current 
situation of cost overruns, delays, controversy and failure. 
While the Port discusses the possible transfer of the 
Queen Mary from the City, the Port’s own history would 
indicate a need for due diligence, caution and an honest 
assessment of such a transfer. 

“The Queen Mary may have been greeted with wild 
acclamation when it arrived, but as the months drew on some 
began to see it as a larger-than-life symbol of what was 
wrong with Long Beach. The city bought the ship for $3.45 
million in 1967 and estimated it would cost $5.5 million to 
convert it into a hotel-convention center-museum-tourist 
attraction. By 1970, the total cost had risen to $57 million. 

That Sinking Feeling 
By John McLaurin, President, Pacific Merchant Shipping Association
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As the bills mounted and the opening date kept being pushed 
back, public frustration grew.” 

“The problematic process of restoring the Queen Mary had 
become a political time bomb. The longer the process went 
on, the more vulnerable the city was to criticism. 

“Long Beach bought an old bucket, a rust bucket,” Los 
Angeles County Supervisor Kenneth Hahn declared in 1969. 
“It’s a monument to stupidity.”

“In 1971, State Legislative Analyst A. Alan Post called the 
project a “colossal mistake” based on a “capricious decision.” 
Post claimed the city had illegally spent $6.6 million of 
tidelands funds on the Queen Mary to that date.” 

“The Queen Mary had fallen sadly short of what Long Beach 
had envisioned when she first arrived in the harbor in 1967. 
Despite all of the optimism and hoopla about the new role 
for the aging ship, she turned out to be more of a money 
pit than an asset. The ship had been expensive to retrofit 
and expensive to maintain. The millions of dollars spent to 
present her in her best light did not translate to the millions 
of visitors that had been expected to flock to her decks. In 
1978, the city had turned the money-losing historic liner over 
to the port.”

“In the meantime, the city and port were stuck with the ship. 
The purchase of the Queen Mary had been made in haste, 
and undoing that impulse purchase was proving to be much 
more difficult and costly.” 

“And then there was the Queen Mary – perhaps the biggest 
buildup with the biggest letdown of all, a floating money pit 
that had been turned over to the port in order to cover its 
losses.”

If the transfer of the vessel takes place, the Port of Long 
Beach will be burdened with a cost that will impact its 
future success which also risks the economic future of 
the City as the Port is the economic driver of the City 
and the region. At a minimum, the Queen Mary faces 
approximately $300 million in repairs, per a marine survey 
done seven years ago. Perhaps the Port will impose a 
Queen Mary container fee to pay the expenses of making 
the ill-fated vessel safe for tourists again.

The real discussion that needs to take place is to 
undertake a comprehensive and independent review of 
the Queen Mary and estimate the total amount for the 
cost to repair, restore and make the vessel and adjacent 
property into an attraction or hotel that brings visitors 
in sufficient numbers to pay for its ongoing operation 
and maintenance. If that estimate is an amount that is 
not reasonable or achievable, then those parts of the 
vessel that can be salvaged should be saved and the rest 
disposed of. 

The Queen Mary has been operated and controlled by 
the City of Long Beach for over 50 years and has been 
directly operated by the City (twice), the Port of Long 
Beach, for-profit companies and non-profit organizations. 
The one thing that has been consistent through the 
years has been failure, mismanagement, cost overruns, 
unaccounted for public funds, repairs that cannot be 
documented, bankruptcies and the promise of success 
which has never materialized. 

 It is time for an honest assessment and to make difficult 
decisions. Simply transferring this failed project from one 
city department to another is not the solution. 

That Sinking Feeling Continued

http://www.portofh.org
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Import Dwell Time Is Down For December; Rail Dwell Time Is Down
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