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COMMENTARY

WHILE ATTENDING A recent two-day 
marine highways workshop at George 
Mason University, I realized the con-
cept has been studied exhaustively for 
more than 20 years, with no tangible 
results. On the contrary, just recently 
we have seen the termination of the 
last two coastal services, by Colom-
bia Coastal and SeaBridge Freight. 
Moreover, SeaBridge terminated its 
cross-Gulf service despite an offer for 
a generous federal grant. Perhaps it’s 
time to pause, take stock of the situa-
tion, challenge some conventions and 
point to new directions.  

The marine highway consists 
of two principal shipping systems: 
inland waterways and coastal, the 
subject of this article. Coastal shipping 
encompasses many shipping systems, 
categorized by the type of freight 
(containers, trailers, passengers, 
cars, domestic/international), ship 
confi guration (tug and barge; lift-on, 
lift-off; roll-on, roll-off; roll-on, lift-off; 
and roll-on, roll-off, passenger), ship 
size, speed and port system — most of 
which have been studied. The ship-
ping systems that technically seem 
suitable to the U.S. environment can 
be grouped into three categories:

● Feedering. 200 to 500 miles with 
small lo-lo vessels with capacities of 
400 to 800 40-foot equivalent units 
operating at 15 to 18 knots.
● Short range. 200 to 500 miles with 
80- to 100-FEU compact ro-ro vessels 
operating at 18 to 20 knots.
● Long range. 500 to 1,000 miles 
with 200- to 300-FEU midsize ro-ro 
vessels operating at 22 to 24 knots.

The small lo-lo is for feedering 
international containers between 
hub and regional ports. The ro-ros 
are for trailers and domestic/inter-
national containers on chassis; the 
compact ro-ro is geared for bypassing 
short stretches of congested highway 
and/or high-toll bridges/tunnels, 

such as New York-Boston or Miami-
Jacksonville; and the midsize ro-ro 
is geared for longer routes such as 
Miami-New York, Tampa-Houston 
or Los Angeles-Oakland. 

The cost structure of any coastal 
shipping system consists of three 
main components: ship, including 
capital (construction) and operating 
(running) costs; port, including load-
ing/unloading the ship and, if needed, 
capital (construction) cost; and dray-
age, trucking to/from the port. The 
drayage is added to the water service 
because it competes with door-to-
door truck services.

The lo-lo has the lowest ship cost.
Recent publications by American 
Feeder Line indicate a 650-FEU ship 
built in the U.S. would cost about 
$70 million, or $110,000 per FEU. 
Because most of the feedering traffi c 
is generated and terminated at ports, 
there is no drayage. However, the 
high port cost ($100 to $150 per lift, 
or $200 to $300 per trip) offsets these 
cost advantages. Moreover, in addi-
tion to trucks, a U.S. shipping service 
will face competition from foreign 
services employing ships with about 
one-third of their slot cost, based on 
low-cost, foreign hub ports. It seems, 
then, that the prospects of the U.S.-
based coastal lo-lo aren’t promising. 

The ro-ros may fare better than 
the lo-los, although ro-ro ships are 
more expensive than lo-lo ships 
because of the additional decks for 
supporting trailers and the additional 
weight of chassis. According to Inter-
modal Marine Lines, a midsize ro-ro 
with 220-FEUs (3,675 lane-meters) 
would cost about $180 million, or 
$800,000 per FEU. The compact 
ro-ro is even more expensive; accord-
ing to Coastal-Connect, an 85-FEU 
ro-ro would cost about $95 million, 
or $1.1 million per FEU. 

Despite their high slot costs, the 
production cost of these ships, mea-
sured in dollars per FEU-mile, is 

much lower than that of trucks. Like-
wise, their port cost ($50 to $75 per 
lift) is relatively small. The midsize 
ro-ro, however, might have diffi cul-
ties generating suffi cient traffi c for a 
long-range, three-times-a-week ser-
vice. Moreover, because the midsize 
ro-ro needs a wide catchment area, 
the drayage cost would be quite high 
($100 to $300 per trip). The compact 
ro-ro isn’t expected to have diffi culties 
attracting suffi cient traffi c for a daily 
and even twice-daily service, because 
its route is along highly congested 
highways. Likewise, the drayage cost 
for such a service is relatively small.

The resulting, total trip cost for 
both ro-ro ships, including ship, port 
and drayage costs, is similar or per-
haps somewhat lower than that of 
trucks. However, the water service 
has longer transit times and lower fre-
quency than trucks. In addition, the 
water service mandates a huge, initial 
capital investment that, for the three-
times-a-week, long-range service 
— requiring three midsize ro-ro ships 
and two port terminals — may reach 
$600 million. Further, rail also may be 
competing with water services, a fac-
tor many studies conveniently ignore. 

Hence, although the prospects of a 
coastal ro-ro system seem better than 
those of the lo-lo, it seems unlikely 
private investors will develop it, and 
that the system will survive compe-
tition from truck (and rail) services. 
An unavoidable conclusion is that 
for the marine highway to succeed, it 
requires massive federal support.

The highly touted rationale for 
federal support has been the reduction 
in highway congestion and air pollu-
tion resulting from substituting truck 
by ship transport. Unfortunately, the 
impact of fully implemented marine 
highway services on road traffic 
would be negligible. The average 
daily traffi c on Interstate 95 is 72,000 
vehicles, including 10,000 trucks; a 
three-times-a-week service by the 

MARINE HIGHWAYS’ 
NEW DIRECTION

38commentAsher_bwcb.indd   38 11/15/11   3:09 PM



www.joc.com  THE JOURNAL OF COMMERCE 39

COMMENTARY

RailResource Online

RailResource online gives large 
and small railroads, suppliers, 
contractors and 
other industry 
participants 
an Internet 
source for 
critical contact 
and product 
information, featuring enhanced 
news and search functionality for 
valuable railroad, supplier and 
buyers’ guide listings.

RailResource Weekly 
eNewsletter

News that impacts railroads, 
suppliers 
and shippers 
throughout 
the world 
delivered 
directly to 
your email 
every week via our free 
RailResource eNewsletter. 
Sign up today!!

RailResource Social 
Media

Keep up with the latest from 
RailResource with your favorite 
social media.ss  

News
August 25, 2011Amendments to Positive Train Control Regulations Proposed

U.S. Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood on Aug. 23 announced proposed
changes to the Federal Railroad Administration's regulations on positive train control

(PTC) systems. Read more

Railroads Get $7.7 Million in Security Grants
Four small railroads and seven Class I carriers received $7.7 million in security

grants from the Department of Homeland Security, a $6.8 million decrease from the

year before. Read more

Intermodal Traffic Continues Growth, But Carload
Commodities StruggleReporting U.S. railroads originated 292,266 carloads for the week ending Aug. 13,

down 1.2% compared with the same week last year, the AAR has announced. Read

more

MHF Services To Provide Railcars and Railcar Liners for Latest
Phase of Hudson River Sediment Remediation Project
MHF Services has announced that it has been awarded two contracts by General

Electric to provide railcars and railcar liners for the 2011 phase of the Hudson River

Sediment Remediation Project. Read more

Amtrak Upgrades Los Angeles Maintenance Facility
Amtrak has announced the completion of upgrades to its Los Angeles passenger rail

equipment maintenance facility. Read more

Featured Blog

In his latest post, Steve Friedlandof the Morristown & Eriediscusses the FRA's latestproposal regarding hours ofservice and the need to takeshort lines' operating patterns intoaccount. Read more

Weekly News
www.RailResource.com

Railroad Products and Services Directory, Railroad Contacts, Industry News, Information, and more

Featured News

Broward
County Board
Approves MOU
with FEC,
Advancing ICTF

The Broward County
Board of County

Commissioners on Aug. 23 unanimously approved a
memorandum of understanding (MOU) with the Florida East

Coast Railway (FEC) to construct and operate an intermodal

container transfer facility …

Read more >>

More News

National Grain Car Council To Meet Sept. 13th
Aug 30, 2011

Brian Ruel Named Vice President of Timken’s Rail
Business
Aug 30, 2011

CSX Expands Central Ohio Intermodal Terminal
Aug 29, 2011

BNSF Reopening Key Missouri River Route Early
Aug 29, 2011

Bulk Rail Traffic Hits New 2011 High
Aug 26, 2011

CN Moves Near-Record Grain Loads
Aug 25, 2011

Railroads Get $7.7 Million in Security Grants
Aug 25, 2011

Grain Exporters Face Tight Container Supply
Aug 25, 2011

Union Pacific Upgrading Utah Rail Line
Aug 23, 2011

Search Suppliers

Product or Service Company

Advertise on RailResource

Boost Your Worldwide Presence and
Generate New Sales via RailResource.com.

Learn more about powerful options to upgrade

your online listings and purchase banner ads

that deliver results.

About Advertise Contact Us Feedback Copyright Terms & Conditions

© Copyright 2011 UBM Global Trade. All Rights Reserved.

GWR: 3:22pm - 51.55 (+0.26).... KOP: 3:24pm - 33.58 

Ballast & Soil
Batteries
Bearings
Brakes
Car & Locomotive Service & Repairs
Car Parts
Cars
Castings
Coatings
Communications & Signaling  Systems
Consulting Services
Contractors & Contracting Services
Engines
Fasteners
Filters & Filtration Systems
Freight Cars
Hoses
Identification Systems & Devices
Leasing & Rental Services
Lights & Lighting
Locomotive Parts
Lubricants & Lubricators
Rail
Rail Anchors
Switches
Ties, Plates & Equipment
Tools & Equipment
Track Maintenance Equipment
Traction Motors
Valves
Warning Devices

Publisher's Blog

Railroading’s Woman of the Year
Well, it’s that time of year again. Time to think

about the many talented rail  women we work

with and for and consider nominating one of

them as Outstanding Woman of the Year. The

League of Railway Industry Women, in …

Featured Blog

Thinking About the Little Guy
In 2012, I will be working on my 18th
consecutive year of employment by the M&E.  In

those years, I have worked basically the same

schedule, 7:30am to 3:30pm, Monday through

Friday, and I go home every night to my own

bed.  …
>>

E-Newsletter

Sign up for our free weekly E-Newsletter

About Advertise Contact Us Feedback Copyright Terms & Conditions

Home Search Central Rail News Blogs Resources In Print Careers Get Listed Update My Listing

Learn more today at 
RailResource.com

If it’s on the minds of rail professionals, 
it’s covered by RailResource.

200-FEU ro-ro would only eliminate about 
200 trucks a day. Obviously, the marine high-
way can’t solve the congestion problem on I-95. 
Moreover, because of its negligible impact on 
road traffi c, the marine highway can’t justify 
the required federal support.

The justifi cation for such support could 
stem from the Navy need for modern ro-ro 
ships as spelled out in its “dual-use” program. 
Still, even with the federal government cover-
ing some of the capital cost, I doubt a coastal 
marine highway service would be competitive 
with trucks and rail. 

An elegant solution yet to be explored 
suffi ciently is applying the Navy “dual-use” 
program to offshore (non-coastal) traffic, 
between the mainland, Alaska, Hawaii and, 
especially, Puerto Rico — where there is no 
truck competition. In Puerto Rico’s case, a 
combination of old and slow barges, and old 
and very expensive ships (mostly ro-ro) han-
dle most of the traffi c. The older fl eet could 
be replaced by modern, fast and fuel-effi cient 

ro-ros, similar to the midsize ro-ro mentioned 
earlier, except their design is adapted to the 
Navy requirements. 

The savings for the Navy may justify 
covering some of the capital and operating 
costs as well, applying a similar program to 
that used to support U.S.-fl ag ships compet-
ing against foreign-fl ag ships in international 
trades. 

The use of fast, economical ro-ro ships also 
could broaden the scope of the offshore ship-
ping services by including extended coastal 
legs. For example, a Houston trailer destined 
for Puerto Rico currently must be trucked 
along the entire I-10, to reach Jacksonville, 
the main port of departure of existing Puerto 
Rico ro-ro services. A fast ro-ro service, follow-
ing a triangular rotation with direct calls at 
Houston, Mobile, Miami and San Juan, could 
eliminate the I-10 highway leg. 

Moreover, once the ro-ro service is estab-
lished, building on the offshore traffi c as its 
core, it also could provide cost-competitive 

transportation services for non-Puerto Rico, 
mainland coastal traffic, such as that link-
ing Houston, Mobile and Miami. A similar 
triangular rotation could connect New York, 
Norfolk, Jacksonville, Miami and Puerto Rico, 
resulting in a similar impact on I-95 traffi c. 
Then, using Miami as a relay port, the two 
water services could connect the U.S. East and 
Gulf Coast ports, providing a service between 
New York and Houston. 

The compact ro-ros could provide both 
regional services and feedering services for 
the midsize ro-ros. For example, a Boston-San 
Juan trip could begin with a Boston-New York 
leg by a compact ro-ro, and then continue on 
a New York-San Juan leg by a midsize ro-ro. 
Altogether, using a combination of compact 
and midsize ro-ros, the entire range of coastal 
ports could be covered.   JOC
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