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 By Asaf Ashar

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


