


SHORES
TO
SCHOOLS

SHORES TO SCHOOLS is a brand new
program that unites tomorrow’s leaders
with the information they need to make
wise decisions about marine issues today
and in the future. Through this program,
sponsors make it possible for Texas Shores
magazine, the only publication in Texas
devoted entirely to the state’s marine and
coastal issues, to be sent to classrooms
across Texas.

The beauty of SHORES TO SCHOOLS is
that you can choose how you give and who
benefits from your gift. There are four
levels of gifts, each for a specific number
of magazines. You can decide whether your
gift lasts for one year, five years or more.
You can also decide which school or
district benefits from your generosity. Or,
you can leave the details to us.

Levels of Gifts

Marine Mentor (10,000 issues) $30,000
Gold (5,000 issues $15,000
Silver (2,500 issues $7,500
Bronze (1,000 issues) $3,000

Contact Jim Hiney, Editor, Texas Shores magazine at (409)
862-3773 or bohiney @unix.tamu.edu for more information or
visit the Texas Sea Grant College Program website at http://texas-

sea-grant.tamu.edu.




CONTENT S

FaLrL 1999

TEXAS SHORES

VoLume 32, Nuwmser 3

2 Liquip ASSETs

Getting from here to there has been one of man’s goals for
countless millenia. Ship-borne commerce is so prevalent today
that anyone who ‘drives a car, drinks coffee, eats seafood,
cereal, vegetables or fruit, wears clothes, or partakes of

imported wine or fancy cheese’ can thank Texas’ ports.

2 2 Sea NoTes

Ralph Rayburn joined the Texas Sea Grant College Program as
Associate Director on September 1; proceedings from the
Sharing Our Gulf conference are available; marine agent John
O’Connell has a solution for bait problems; NOAA offers

improved access to Gulf satellite images.

2 4 MAaRrINE ADVISOR

A $30 million project to re-open Packery Channel failed at the

ballot box once but the battle is far from over. Both proponents
and opponents continue their efforts to redesign the landscape
on North Padre Island.

LETTERS

PAGE 17 - I. Letters to the editor should be limited to 300 words. Texas
Shores reserves the right to edit letters for length and poten-

COVERS— PHOTOS COURTESY OF TEXAS tially libelous materials. All letters must be signed and include a

DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION . .
daytime telephone number. Once received, letters become the

property of Texas Shores and cannot be returned.

STAFF - Dr. Robert Stickney, Director; Amy Broussard and Ralph Rayburn, Associate Directors, TEXAS SHORES Staff-Jim Hiney, Editor; Mark Evans, Assistant Editor; Amy Broussard, Design; Eric Graham,

Webmaster, Stephanie Wilborn, Distribution. Summaries of TEXAS SHORES are posted on http:/texas-sea-grant.tamu.edu,

MISSION - TEXAS SHORES is published quarterly by the Texas Sea Grant College Program in an effort to promote a better understanding of the Texas marine environment. Sea Grant is a partnership of university,

government and industry focusing on marine research, education and advisory service. Nationally, Sea Grant began in 1966 with the passage of the Sea Grant Program and College Act. Patterned after the Land Grant Act

of the 1860s, the Sea Grant concept is a broad-based scientific effort to better the world for all those living in and out of the sea.

HISTORY - In 1968, Texas A&M University received the distinction of being named among the nation's first six institutional award recipients. Three years later the school was designated a Sea Grant College. The

university has a rich heritage of oceanography research dating back to 1949 when the program began. In addition, there is an ongoing program to get marine information to the public.

SERVICE - The effort is aided by six county marine agents serving eight coastal counties of Texas. These individuals are backed by a group of specialists in marine education, fisheries and business
g as well as ag Iture, envirc | quality and seafood technology.

FUNDING - Sea Grant is a matching funds program. The Texas Sea Grant College Program itself is made possible through an institutional award from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric

Administration, U.S. Department of Commerce, and appropriations from the Texas Legislature and local governments.

Change of Address, Subscription Information or Other Questions: Texas Shores, Sea Grant College Program, Texas A&M University, 1716 Briarcrest, Suite 603, Bryan, Texas 77802. Or call 409-

862-3767. Please include old lubel when changing mailing address. TEXAS SHORES (ISSN 0747-0959), is published quarterly by the Sea Grant College Program, Texas A&M University, 1716

Briarcrest, Suite 603, Bryan, TX 77802. Subscriptions are frec to Texas residents, The cost is $7.50 per year for out-of-state or foreign addresses. Periodical postage is paid at Bryan, TX. Postmaster:

Send address changes to the Sea Grant College Program, 1716 Briarcrest, Suite 603, Bryan, TX 77802.




=n | 07 :':“;' (] T E; ; B o
The Port of Houston's Barbours Cut container terminal is by far the busiest container terminal in the state. Nearly 1 million TEUs —
one TEU is equal to one standard 20-foot long container — pass through the public and private wharves in Houston each year.
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L.IQUID ASSETS

By Jim Hiney

an’s early ancestors may have

lashed together who knows what

— logs, reeds or maybe even

some buoyant and user-friendly
wildlife — with but one mission in mind: Reach
masses of land that lay within sight yet just out of
reach across the great liquid barrier that was the
primeval Pacific Ocean.

Who knows why they wanted to go there. For
food, most likely. Perhaps they went because, like
Mount Everest, it was there. Given their limited
though expanding intellect, primitive humans most
likely did not undertake such a treacherous journey
in hopes of making a few bucks ... or ... clams, or
whatever they traded at the time.

Ahhhhh, what a difference 700 millennia make.

Today, steel giants glide across watery highways
between continents carrying all manner of goods to
any number of places. The biggest bad boy in the
ocean today, a crude oil carrying behemoth named
the Jahre Viking, displaces about 565,000 tons of
water when it is loaded with about 5 million barrels
of oil. For those who skipped physics class, any
watercraft will float so long as it displaces its
weight in water. That puts the Jahre Viking at about
1.12 million pounds. The ship stretches almost one-
third of a mile long and nearly a football field wide.

Crude oil carriers, chemical carriers, container
ships and other cargo carrying, commerce minded
ships call at U.S. ports every day. Cars, clothes,
food, electronic equipment, tractors and even
fighter jets get from one country to another by ship,
and for a good reason. When you look at the world

from the viewpoint of international trade, every
continent is an island. True, we can bridge that
distance by airplane now, but air transport is
expensive and a fleet of airplanes can carry only a
fraction of the goods that fit on just one ship.

Water transport has the additional advantages of
having an excellent safety record, being able to
transport extremely dangerous materials through
relatively unpopulated areas and of being the least
expensive mode of transportation. One study
showed that one gallon of fuel will move one ton of
materials 59 miles by truck, 200 miles by railcar,
250 miles by pipeline and 514 miles by a barge
traveling an inland waterway like the Gulf
Intracoastal Waterway. It is impossible to make a
similar comparison between ocean going ships and
other modes of transportation, like railroads,
because no one has yet built a railroad from the
United States to Europe.

Given the vast amount of cargo that travels by
ship versus aircraft and the private sector’s
tendency to choose the most economical
transportation method, it is obvious that marine
transportation is still the least expensive manner of
moving goods.

How goods get into stores is a study in complex
logistics. The premise is simple, but the devil is in
the details. In general, a company manufactures an
item, puts it on a boat, which unloads the item in
another city or country and then sends it to its final
destination. What you need are trucks, railroads,
ships, sometimes airplanes but always ports — air
or sea — to make the whole thing work.
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Nikes may allow you to “just do it,”
but even they cannot walk across water
by themselves.

How much commerce spends at least
some time at sea?

That figure is very hard to pin down.
There are far too many corporate curtains
to open in foreign and domestic markets
to get a good handle on the worth of water-
borne commerce. But the goods them-
selves are only a part of the story. There
are entire companies contracted by manu-
facturers to make sure that products get
to market. Those shipping companies pay
people to make sure that products make
it to market, thus resulting in employment
and payroll dollars. The goods have to
come and go through ports, which again
employ people and generate payroll dol-
lars to make sure that the shipping cycle
continues until the product makes it to a
consumer’s self.

For a small measure of the importance
of marine transportation, take a look at
U.S. ports. Directly and indirectly, U.S.
ports are responsible for more than 13
million jobs, nearly $500 billion in per-
sonal income, $1.5 trillion in business
sales, about $743 billion to the nation’s
gross domestic product and almost $200
billion in federal, state and local taxes.
“And that’s just cargo,” notes H. Thomas
Kornegay, director of the Port of Hous-
ton Authority and until recently the chair-
man of the American Association of Port
Authorities, during his presentation at a
ports and waterways conference in
Brownsville in August. “Passenger cruise
lines bolster the economy by nearly $12
billion annually.”

Pat Younger, government relations
manager for the Port of Houston Author-
ity and president of the Texas Port Asso-
ciation, put the importance of Texas ports
in perspective during the same confer-
ence.

“If you drive a car; drink coffee; live
in a house; dine on seafood, cereal, veg-
etables or fruit; wear clothes; drink im-
ported wine and eat imported cheese, then
you can thank your Texas ports,” she said.

“Specifically, you can thank Freeport
for your fruit; Harlingen, Port Isabel,
Palacios and Port Mansfield for delicious
Texas seafood; Beaumont for the wood
used to build your house; Port Lavaca-
Point Comfort for the convenience of
plastics; Brownsville for the oil you use
for cooking; Corpus Christi for much
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needed petroleum; Galveston for your
breakfast cereal; Houston for your car and
the steel needed for its tires; Orange for
your vegetables; Port Arthur for the pa-
per you use everyday; and Texas City for
the chemicals used in so many products.”

The 28 ports in Texas contribute 1 mil-
lion jobs and nearly $100 billion to the
state’s economy. What’s just as remark-
able about that to Younger is that 20 per-
cent of the total tonnage of goods flow-
ing through all U.S. ports moves through
Texas ports.

“Think about that,” Younger says in
amazement “In a nation of 50 states, one-
fifth of waterborne commerce moves
through one state.”

The impact of waterborne commerce
and the ports themselves extend beyond
the dollars they bring to a city or a state.
For instance the port of Houston, which
Komnegay describes as a “quasi-govern-
mental body that runs more like a busi-
ness,” drew a cotton brokering entrepre-
neur to the city from Tennessee in 1907.

-

The Spanish, driven by the lure of economic prosperity, blazed the first watery trails to the Ne

The man and his company came to Hous-
ton in part for access to larger banks but
also because of the port. At the time, the
port had, at 18.5 feet, a relatively deep
channel and was just seven years away
from being 25 feet deep.

Under the gentleman’s wise guidance
and because of the company’s access to a
deepwater port, Anderson, Clayton & Co.
became the world’s largest cotton mer-
chant.

The driving force behind Anderson,
Clayton & Co. gave back to Houston in
the form of a foundation that gained $19
million at his death. It was a foundation
strongly driven in the direction of health
care. Two years after the man’s death in
1939, the Texas Legislature gave the Uni-
versity of Texas $500,000 to establish a
cancer research hospital somewhere in the
state. Anderson’s foundation agreed to
match that $500,000 if the hospital was
built in Houston and named for its bene-
factor — M.D. Anderson.

As they say, the rest is history.

REPRODUCED WITH PERMISSION OF THE TEXAS HISTORICAL COMMISSION
AND THE CORPUS CHRISTI MUSEUM OF SCIENCE AND HISTORY
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World in search of goods and valuables that they co
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uld ship back home.

Primitive beginnings

Humans and ships, or at least some
form of watercraft, have been inextrica-
bly linked for thousands, perhaps hun-
dreds of thousands of years. There is evi-
dence, says nautical archaeologist Kevin
Crisman, that 700,000 to 800,000 years
ago our early ancestors lived on some of
the islands that dot the ocean between
Vietnam and Australia.

“Even if you take into account dropped
sea levels due to ice ages and so forth,
these islands would not be accessible un-
less they got there on some kind of wa-
tercraft,” Crisman believes. “The dis-
tances were fairly great, so it wasn’t a case
of grab alog and float over. We don’t have
any idea how they got there, but clearly
they didn’t walk there. They had to float
there somehow and they had to float sev-
eral miles. It doesn’t seem like something
that would be a casual journey. There must

have been some sort of concerted effort
by these people. It’s neat because it sug-
gests that seafaring is one of the early,
really complex organized activities that
humans undertook.”

Crisman, who teaches courses in both
New World and Post Medieval seafaring
at Texas A&M University, dismisses the
notion that primitive humans took part in
primitive Carnival cruises, although he
chuckles at the thought of a prehistoric
Kathy Lee Gifford dancing on the bow of
a dugout canoe.

In truth, seafaring was a very danger-
ous business until the last 150 years or
so. The invention of better aids to navi-
gation, such as lighthouses, and self-pro-
pulsion made traveling by boat much,
much safer than it had been.

Given the vast array of human tech-
nological advances, such as the airplane,

cars, computers, radio and television,
Crisman puts shipping and its advances
as the single biggest factor influencing de-
velopment of civilizations, although he
admits his decision is a bit biased.

“Who knows if there would even be
any humans in North and South America
if no ships or boats had ever existed,” he
says.

The prevailing theory over the past few
decades has been that people walked from
Asia to North America across a land
bridge exposed during an era of low sea
levels. In Crisman’s mind, “The problem
with that theory is that this was during
the Ice Age, so there were massive areas
of glaciation that were covering up all of
the logical spots where they would have
been walking. What’s now Alaska and
northwestern Canada would have been
covered by a large sheet of ice. If they
walked over that, what would they have
been subsisting on?”

There have been theories that from
time to time little valleys opened in the
ice, allowing man’s ancestors to travel
more easily across the ice and to find food.
Crisman concedes that theory is possible
“but more and more people are thinking
that the earliest American’s weren’t stu-
pid people. They were living adequately.
There is nothing that would have pre-
vented them from making boats and it
would have been infinitely easier and
faster to travel along the edge of these
glaciers and there would have been all
sorts of resources in the sea they could
have eaten. The great majority of Paleo-
Indian sites are right along what would
have been the coastal zones, which is
where the food was. I believe they built
boats, probably skin boats like native
Alaskans do today. However, we may
never know because those kinds of boats
don’t last.”

Without doubt, ships and waterborne
commerce played a significant role in
building early civilizations. Nearly all of
the ancient Near Eastern civilizations be-
gan on or near waterways. Crisman points
out that the Samarians lived on the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers, the Egyptians lived
on the Nile and the Greeks, whose em-
pire included many small islands, were
very dependent on water travel.

Shipping was not the sole reason the
early great civilizations lived near water.
Water is essential to all life, so naturally
people gravitated toward good water sup-
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plies. The water also brought animal life
that served as a source of food and pro-
vided water for crop irrigation. “But
clearly, the ability to move food and goods
was very important particularly to the
Egyptians who needed to move bulk
items, like stones used to build their
monuments,” Crisman says.

A group of Texas A&M nautical ar-
chaeology students and teachers exca-
vated a ship found in the southwest cor-
ner of Turkey in the early 1990s. The ship
dated back to the 1300s and had valuable
cargo on board. What was just as striking
to the scientists is that they found evidence
that cargo vessels had been in use for a
long period of time prior to the 1300s.

“The consequences of ships and ship-
ping are massive on human development
if you think about where the world was
500 years ago with all of these cultures
scattered throughout the world,” Crisman
marvels. “In some cases these cultures
were aware of each other and maybe even
had very limited contact. Marco Polo was
in China in the 13th Century, so Europe-
ans were aware of China, but all of a sud-
den Vasco de Gama sails around the
southern tip of Africa and reaches India
and then within a couple decades the Por-
tuguese are in China and all of a sudden
these groups are in constant contact with
each other. Our world today is based on
those ships and explorers. They opened
up foreign markets and imports. It was a
tremendous leap in our consciousness of
ourselves and our world. Think about how
much has been learned in the past 500
years.”

It seems certain that economics and
commerce were the major drivers behind
most early globetrotting. More than mere
pride and sense of adventure could per-
suade explorers to risk their lives in search
of new lands or even venturing by sea to
known lands far away. “I finds it fasci-
nating what people were willing to put up
with to travel by ship,” Crisman marvels.
“It was not a pleasure cruise. Reading
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accounts from people back then, to be on
a ship for several months at a time with
no place to go, does strange things to you.
We were not designed to live in close
proximity to others with no possibility of
getting away from them.

“It was a terribly risky undertaking. We
are so safety and health conscious now,
relatively speaking. To undertake a voy-
age from Europe to China, I’m not sure I
would have had the courage 300 years ago
to do something like that. They faced dis-
eases like rickets and scurvy, plus exotic
diseases like Yellow Fever. Your chances
of coming back were not very good.”

But the economic picture in Europe
was not good, either, and the prospect of
wealth outweighed the prospect of death.
The Portuguese, for example, saw their
sworn enemies, the Muslims in North
Africa, getting slaves and goods from the
interior of Africa. The Portuguese, whose
tiny nation is perched on the Atlantic
Ocean, believed they could also exploit
the gold and ivory found in Africa’s inte-
rior by sailing down the African coast and
marching inland.

The Portuguese were so successful that
they kept pushing down the African coast
until the 1480s when, ultimately, they
reached the southern tip of the continent.
They realized they could sail around Af-
rica, opening up the Eastern Asia markets,
particularly the very profitable spice mar-
ket. The Portuguese discovered they could
transport far greater amounts of spices by
ship than by overland animal convoy, thus
beginning the country’s century-long
domination of the spice trade in Europe.

As was the case with Europe and Asia,
it is impossible to write the history of the
New World over the past 500 years with-
out including ships. The Spanish were the
first to make it to the Americas and they
found incredible wealth in the form of sil-
ver, gold, dyes, tobacco and plants like
vanilla.

Crisman believes those early Spanish
explorers, like Hernando Cortés in

Mexico and Francisco Pizzaro in Peru, did
a huge disservice to many Europeans for
centuries by finding civilizations that
were very rich and easy to conquer. By
1600, other European countries decided
that they wanted to try their hands at plun-
dering the New World. Later explorers
wrote accounts of hoping to find the same
riches that the Spanish were bringing
home, but few did.

“It’s the same urge that gets people to
buy lottery tickets,” says Crisman. “Your
chance of winning is pretty infinitesimal,
but why not take a gamble. You may be
the lucky one.”

American society has re-oriented itself
away from the water in the past 150 years,
once widespread use of trains gave people
the ability to travel inland with relative
ease. Today we see more cars, planes and
trains than we do ships. Jump back 150
years or so, to the 1840s and earlier, be-
fore railroads became widespread, and
any goods that had to move any real dis-
tance did so by ship.

Crisman refers to an equation he found
in a book to describe the importance of
marine transportation in the 19th Century.
“One small sloop carrying 34 tons of
cargo can be navigated by two men and a
boy,” says Crisman. “The same load put
on horseback would require something on
the order of 350 horses plus the people
needed to tend the horses and the food
for the horses. The equation is stacked
pretty heavily in favor of a ship.”

Even after railroads were established,
people still relied heavily on the nation’s
waterways to move commerce. The Erie
Canal reached its peak traffic in the 1880s,
some 40 years after the railroad boom
began. The trend continues today. Far
more commerce moves by ship and barge
than by any other form of transportation.

“And it all began with mariners who
explored new lands in hopes of finding
something and persuading others to settle
there and reap the harvest,” notes
Crisman.




Big state,
big business

Marine commerce in Texas centers
primarily around the state’s 12 deep draft
ports. As of 1994, the last year for which
figures are available, Texas had six ports
ranked among the top 50 nationally in
terms of the tonnage of goods they
handled annually. Houston ranked 2nd,
Corpus Christi was 6th, Port Arthur was
14th, Texas City was 16th, Beaumont was
30th and Freeport was 36th, according to
a report on the value of Texas Ports done
by Texas A&M'’s Texas Transportation
Institute (TTI).

The same study showed that about 350
million tons of cargo, the vast majority
of which was petroleum and related
products, came through Texas ports
between 1990 and 1994 and “those figures
have increased steadily since then,” says
John Basilotto, director of TTI's Center
for Ports and Waterways (CPW) based in
Galveston and a co-author of the study.
CPW, created by the Texas Legislature in
1995, comprises a consortium of coastal
universities including Lamar University,
Texas A&M-Corpus Christi, Texas A&M
at Galveston, The University of Texas at
Brownsville, TTI and the Center for
Transportation Research, including the
Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public
Affairs at The University of Texas at
Austin.

The port value study determined that
if the amount of cargo flowing through
Texas ports increased by 1 percent, more
than 2,000 jobs would be created with an
economic benefit of about $40 million.

The study demonstrates just how
dramatically Texas ports contribute to the
economy in terms of employment,
income, sales and taxes going to local,
state and federal governments as of 1994,
A small sample of those figures shows
that:

The Port of Beaumont employed, both

directly and indirectly, 26,850 people,
generated $4.9 billion in sales, $57.4
million in local taxes, $80 million in
state taxes and $258 million in federal
taxes.
The Port of Brownsville accounted for
5,200 jobs, $542 million in sales, $6.4
million in local taxes, $8.8 million in
state taxes and $28.2 million in fed-
eral taxes.
The Port of Corpus Christi was respon-
sible for 55,067 jobs, has sales of $10
billion and generated $120 million in
local taxes, $166 million in state taxes
and $537 million in federal taxes.
The Port of Galveston employed 7,392
people directly and indirectly and ac-
counted for $942 million in sales, $11
million in local taxes, $15 million in
state taxes and $49 million in federal
taxes.

Basilotto, who became director of
CPW after retiring from the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers, says the Texas ports’
impressive cargo figures and rankings
nationally are even more surprising when
you consider that the ports receive no
money from the state. Competing states
like Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama
all receive state subsidies for capital
improvement projects, like new facilities,
that increase the ports’ revenues.

The words “states” and “competing”
are often used in the same sentence when
talking about ports. Public ports may be
governmental entities in theory, but they
operate more like private businesses when
it comes to maintaining the bottom line.
The Port of Houston Authority’s director,
H. Thomas Kornegay, proudly points out
that his massive complex of public and
private wharves spanning 25 miles along
the Houston Ship Channel is entirely self
sufficient when it comes to operating
funds. The port has not reached

Kornegay’s ultimate goal of generating
enough revenue to pay for capital
improvements, like the proposed Bayport
container terminal. Instead, the Port of
Houston Authority is asking Houston
residents to vote for a $387 million bond
proposal to fund the first phases of the
Bayport project.

The Port of Houston has updated its
own figures since TTI’s 1994 study. As
of 1997, the port’s public and private
marine terminals generate $7.7 billion
dollars in business revenues annually
compared to the $5.5 billion dollars
reported in the 1994 study. The amount
of cargo that flows through Houston’s port
has increased by 26 million tons during
the same period.

Research shows the port also generates
$525 million dollars annually in state and
local taxes. Increases in cargo and vessel
call activity are the primary contributing
factors for the significant increase in the
Port of Houston’s economic impact status.

Numbers like that put a smile on
Basilotto’s face. The 74th Legislature
gave Basilotto’s group the mission of
“supporting the state’s role in the inland
waterway and ports system in Texas,” he
says. “One of our big missions is to foster
public awareness of the importance of
ports and waterways to the economy of
Texas while staying focused on the
environmental conflicts and risks
involved in water travel.”

CPW has several other missions, like
developing and testing new maritime
technologies. For example, CPW is
looking at ways to improve dredging so
that it is more environmentally friendly.

The group is also charged with aiding
transportation planners in preparing for
future inland and coastal water transpor-
tation needs and assisting the state in de-
fining the roles of marine and intermodal
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transportation for sustainable develop-
ment. The term “intermodal” is an old one
of new significance. It refers to different
modes of transportation working together
to get cargo from one place to another.
Without intermodal transportation there
is no marine commerce. Freight needs
some way of making it from manufactur-
ers to ports and then to the customers.
Intermodal transportation includes trucks,
trains, pipelines and in some cases air-
planes.

Landside access is becoming increas-
ingly important as the percentage of cargo
shipped in containers grows.

“Lanside access and ports are integral
and must be viewed holistically,”
Basilotto explains. “Ports with the best
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intermodal access are the most likely to
experience economic growth.”

For the Port of Freeport, business is
going bananas, literally. The port lured
fruit processing giant Dole’s banana busi-
ness because Freeport offers a central lo-
cation to ship bananas through the nation’s
heartland.

Freeport is one of the deepest ports in
Texas, boasting a 45-foot channel, and it
comprises a combination of public and
private wharves. Ships on a par with the
size of those entering Houston’s port, on
the order of 800 to 900 feet long, call on
the private wharves at Freeport, says port
director A.J. “Pete” Reixach JIr. Crude oil
tankers call on Arco-Seaway; condensate
ships head to the Phillips and Dow docks;

and ammonia ships call on BASF. The
public dock handles ships that are, on
average, about 600 feet long.

The Port of Freeport, officially known
as the Brazos River Harbor Navigation
District, was created by legislature in the
1920s. It is a political subdivision of the
state of Texas and, as such, has the power
to tax and call bond elections. In that way
it is similar to the Port of Houston.

An economic impact study done by an
outside firm found that Freeport, although
a small port, generates about $20 million
to $25 million annually in customs du-
ties. The port accounts for about 25 mil-
lion tons of cargo per year passing through
both public and private docks and the port
directly employs 2,100 people.

MAP COURTESY OF TEXAS PARKS AND WILDLIFE DEPARTMENT




By far the most dynamic change in
marine commerce over the past 30 years
has been in the area of containerized
cargo. Shipping cargo in a big metal box
seems like an obviously simple idea, but
it is a relatively new concept in the cen-
turies-old business of marine commerce.

A gentleman by the name of Malcoim
McLean owned, among other things, a
trucking company and a tanker ship called
the Ideal X. One day in 1956 he decided
to strap some of his loaded trailers to the
top of the /deal X and send it from New
Jersey to Houston. That was the begin-
ning of a steamship company that would
later become Sea-Land, the nation’s larg-
est steamship company and one that spe-
cializes in container cargo.

By the end of 1956, McLean’s com-
pany developed specialized cargo con-
tainers and by 1957 had built its first ship
dedicated solely to carrying those contain-
ers. Today, the average container is 8 feet
wide, 8.5 feet high and either 20 or 40
feet long. Container ships are rated by the
number of 20-foot containers, or twenty-
foot equivalent units (TEUs), they can
carry. A 20-foot container is one TEU
while a 40-foot container counts as two
TEUs.

It is amazing that the simple expedi-
ent of placing cargo in containers has
revolutionized marine commerce, but it
has. Charlie Jenkins, container operations
manager for the Port of Houston’s
Barbours Cut, Bayport and Galveston
container terminals, likes to describe that
impact in a lesson he refers to as “Con-
tainers 101.”

PHOTO COURTESY PORT OF HOUSTON AUTHORITY
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automobiles at the Port of Houston. RO/ROs are one of several types of
specialized ships that make marine commerce possible.

Jenkins’ example assumes a worst-case
scenario, where there is no railroad ac-
cess to a manufacturing plant. It also as-
sumes that the factory manufactures an
item that is easily stacked on pallets, like
cases of soft drinks. Jenkins’ example also
assumes that this scenario includes 18
pallets of soft drinks because liquids are
considered a heavy cargo and the stan-
dard container will accommodate 18 pal-
lets of a heavy cargo.

Years ago, 18 pallets of soda came out
of the factory and were put in a ware-
house. Each pallet was handled individu-
ally by a forklift, requiring what Jenkins
terms “18 labor units.”

“When you handle a pallet with cargo
you have the potential to damage that
cargo and everyone sees what the cargo
is, so you have the potential for theft, de-
pending on the desirability of the prod-
uct,” says Jenkins.

Now, assume someone overseas wants
to buy 18 pallets of soft drinks. A truck is
dispatched to the warehouse, where the
forklift repeats the same 18 cargo moves
required to get the soft drinks into the
warehouse. When the truck arrives at the
railroad yard, it takes 18 more labor units
to get the soft drinks into the warehouse
there, and then another 18 labor units to
get the sodas on the train headed for a port.
Still another 18 labor units put the sodas
in a warehouse at the port and 18 more
forklift moves get the sodas from the
warehouse onto a ship. Once aboard the
ship, the pallets must be secured individu-
ally and they cannot be stacked very high
because the weight of one pallet will crush

another. When the ship reaches its desti-
nation, the whole process was repeated
in reverse until the soft drinks reach the
customer.

Today the soda company loads those
18 pallets into a container. “That container
is now the warehouse, so those 18 pallets
will be picked up at one time and trans-
ported,” Jenkins says. “Assuming it is
properly braced, the cargo won’t be dam-
aged because it is inside of a steel box.
The box absorbs the damage. A limited
number of people know what is in the
container, so there is less theft if it is a
desirable product. And every time you
pick up the container you are moving 18
pallets at the same time. Moving one con-
tainer or moving one pallet takes about
the same amount of time, plus the con-
tainers can be stacked so ships can carry
more cargo. Containers provide an
economy of scale for the motor on the
ship. The same motor now moves more
cargo than it did before containerization.”

Use of containers has helped the glo-
bal economy, Jenkins contends, because
the cost of shipping something interna-
tionally is now a small fraction of the to-
tal cost of the product, thus allowing for
more competition among manufacturers.

Of all the vast variety of cargo that
passes between continents aboard con-
tainer ships, the most commonly shipped
substance is air. That is because most con-
tainers are not completely filled with
cargo and the ships usually carry many
empty containers that the steamship com-
pany is moving from one terminal to an-
other. The latter situation is readily ap-
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parent on shipping routes that include Asia
and Japan, notes Jenkins. The U.S. trade
imbalance with those markets means
more empty containers leave the U.S. than
arrive.

Most of the containers moving through
Houston are either coming from or going
to northern Europe, so the amount of im-
ports and exports are fairly balanced.

Modern containerships are impressive.
Their silhouettes are dominated by tall
superstructures containing the bridges and
by mountains of containers stacked in
front, and sometimes behind, the super-
structures. Container ships rarely carry
their maximum number of TEUs but when
they are what Jenkins refers to as “cubed
out,” they are spectacular pictures of taut
symmetry.

Container ships have evolved im-
mensely since the 1950s, going through
several growth spurts termed “genera-
tions” by the industry. The first genera-
tion ships handled 1,000 or so TEUs and
the second generation handled about
2,000 TEUs. For many years there was
an unwritten rule in the shipping business
that vessels could not be more than about
110 feet wide because otherwise they
would not fit through the Panama Canal.
By the end of the 1980s many shipping
companies were part of vast transporta-
tion networks that allowed them to send
goods from one coast to another by rail,
truck or air quicker and less expensively
than sending them by ship through the
canal. The result was a class of vessels
called “Post Panmax” that are 130 feet
wide or wider. There are container ships
roaming the ocean today that are capable
of carrying 6,600 TEUs. These megaships
are more than 1,100 feet long and 140 feet
wide, but most likely future ships will be
even bigger.

The shipping industry has done stud-
ies that show vessels capable of carrying
8,000 TEUs may be feasible. There are
no ports on the Texas coast that can handle
the largest container ships. They draft
about 45 feet of water fully loaded and
require channels that are at least 50 feet
deep. Only the ports of Freeport and Cor-
pus Christi are anywhere near that deep
at 45 feet each. The Houston Ship Chan-
nel is 40 feet deep but it will be dredged
to 45 feet by the year 2005. The channel
will be widened from 400 to 600 feet at
the same time, giving ships more room to
pass. As it is now, large ships can barely
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pass in the landlocked part of the channel
that extends to nearly downtown Hous-
ton. The close quarters forces port pilots
to execute an odd maneuver officially
known as the Suez maneuver, but more
commonly called the “Texas Chicken.”

When two large objects like ships pass
close to each other at slow speeds, they
create a low pressure area between them
that draws the objects together. In order
to defy physics, approaching ships head
straight at each other at increasing speeds,
building up mounds of foaming water in
front of them. At the last second, the pi-
lots steer right, trapping the built up wa-
ter between them like a cushion, allow-
ing them to pass without colliding.

While most goods are shipped in ei-
ther 20 foot or 40 foot long containers,
there are a number of container variations.
Some, like the “high cube” container are
as tall as 9.5 feet while others types are
only 4 feet three inches tall. There are also
very specialized containers, like those that
carry chemical tanks. Chemicals and other
liquids make up a very small percentage
of container cargo but they pose a prob-
lem. How do you stack round tanks on
top of each other or on top of regular con-
tainers?

The answer is sticking the round peg,
as it were, into a square hole. In this case,
the tanks are surrounded by square metal
skeletons. The industry has even come up
with a specialized container to ship F-18
fighter jets to buyers across the Atlantic
Ocean. The planes go from Houston to
Rotterdam in The Netherlands in contain-
ers that are 10 feet wide, 12 feet high and
40 feet long. “Every part of the plane,
except the pilot and fuel, fits in that con-
tainer,” Jenkins says.

“Anything you can imagine gets
shipped in containers,” Jenkins continues.
“We ship a lot of resin, paper products,
cotton and Budweiser beer. We ship a lot
of household goods, military tanks and
parts to amusement park rides like roller
coasters.”

Sea-Land even shipped out the
Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey
Circus from its terminal in south Florida.

The overriding idea is to pick a con-
tainer that holds the most cargo without
going over the container’s weight limit.
The average 20-foot container can hold
about 53,000 pounds while a 40-foot con-
tainer can hold about 67,000 pounds.

“There are two ways you can fill up a

container,” says Jenkins, continuing his
dissertation on containerization. “You can
weight it out and fill up the rest of the
space with air, or you can cube it out by
taking up all of the space without weight-
ing it out. For instance, a shipment of
Ping-Pong balls will cube out or fill a con-
tainer without the container being too
heavy. So the goal is to add more cubic
volume to the container. The reason you
use a ‘high cube’ container is because ei-
ther the product is tall or you want more
product in the box. If you are shipping
lead bars, you will fill up only a small
portion of a standard container, so you
want to use a smaller container because it
is less expensive to ship.”

Containers bound for the U.S. are
rarely filled to the weight limit, mainly
because federal law prohibits traffic that
heavy going across bridges, Jenkins adds.
One reason rail is a popular shipping
method is because shippers can load more
weight on rails than they can on trucks.
There are also some ports that do not have
cranes powerful enough to lift fully loaded
containers.

One thing all cargo containers have in
common is the holes at every corner of
the box. The holes allow cranes to grip
the containers and they provide a place
for the locking mechanisms that hold the
containers together.

Houston’s container facility is 300
acres of organized chaos choreographed
in steel precision. There are 33 steamship
lines doing business at Barbours Cut, the
primary container facility in Houston right
now. The Port of Houston owns all of the
land, although it leases a portion to Sea-
Land, which runs its own container ter-
minal there. The Port of Houston and Sea-
Land terminals service about 2,000 trucks
per day and 1 million TEUs each year.

Freeport lays claim to being the sec-
ond largest container terminal in Texas,
moving 50,000 to 60,000 TEUS through
the port annually. Reixach said his con-
tainer business grows 5 percent to 7 per-
cent each year and has so much potential
for growth that the port is concentrating
its resources and efforts on the container
industry.

“We adopted a strategic master plan
in 1993 or 1994 that called for conver-
sion of Freeport to more of a container
port,” says Reixach. “At that time we were
kind of a small sleepy little port that con-
centrated on bagged and palletized car-
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goes, which over the years had been dry-
ing up because everything was going into
containers. We felt that we needed to not
only develop that part of our business but
also find niches that would not necessar-
ily compete with the likes of Houston and
New Orleans. We did go after the banana
business, which is containerized.”

Freeport also does a bit of business
with Barbours Cut, sending loads of con-
tainers by barge to Houston to “catch the
mother ships,” as Reixach puts it, headed
across the Atlantic.

The master plan allowed Port of
Freeport officials to buy a mobile con-
tainer crane, renovate the docks to be
more user friendly for the container in-
dustry, build a container yard and buy a
new container handler. The port is in the
process of building another dock to ac-
commodate more ships. Since adopting
the master plan, Reixach estimates the
port has spent $15 million to $17 million
to transform the port into a multi-purpose
port focusing on containerization.

The City of Texas City wants to get
into the container business and city lead-
ers have visions of a megaport in their
backyard. The most defining criteria for
amegaport is one with a 50-foot channel,
although one with a 45-foot channel might
qualify. Typically, megaports handle large
volumes of container cargo. Doug
Hoover, chief of staff for the city of Texas
City, says city officials view a new port
as an economic development engine that
will bring jobs and industry to Texas City.

Texas City already has permission to
dredge a 50-foot channel — permission
granted by Congress in 1986 — and is
pursing the so-called Texas Gulf Coast
Megaport under the auspices of the Texas
City Foreign Trade Zone Corporation, a
city-owned corporation.

The Port of Texas City as it exists now
is a private port owned by the Union Pa-
cific and Southern Pacific railroad com-
panies. The port’s sole purpose is to serve
the city’s petrochemical companies. City
fathers have long thought about expand-
ing the existing port to include public
docks.

In the 1960s they bought Snake Island,
now called Shoal Point, with the inten-
tion of someday using the land for port
facilities. At the time, the island com-
prised about 375 acres of dredged mate-
rial located immediately across the Texas
City Channel from the private port. Since
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then, addition of dredged material has in-
creased the island’s size to about 1,000
acres, which Texas City is now trying to
buy.

“That’s the beauty of the island. It can
continue to grow in years to come,” says
Hoover. In the 1980s, the city went to
Congress to get permission for 50-foot
channel to accommodate larger tankers
being designed at the time. Texas City
received congressional permission but the
channel did not materialize because the
trend of building large tankers ended. Talk
of expanding the port died after that until
anew city administration revived the idea
in the mid-1990s.

Growth in the container market, Shoal
Point’s location and access to intermodal
transportation — the railroads and trucks
that are necessary to get cargo to and from
ships — makes the island an ideal loca-
tion for a container port, Hoover believes.

“Our forefathers conceived the idea of
using that island to expand heavy indus-
try. It was never conceived as a container
port, but that really makes more sense and
we like the idea,” he adds.

The city hired a consulting firm to
complete a feasibility study for the
project. Among the study’s findings was
that since the city already has authoriza-
tion for a 50-foot deep channel, it would
be an ideal location for a container termi-
nal that would accommodate the new gen-
eration of large container ships that re-
quire a 50-foot channel.

Hoover touts other selling points about
the Shoal Island site, such as its advan-
tage of being in an industrial zone, so there
will be no adverse impact on residential
subdivisions; an abundance of undevel-
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oped landside property for development
of satellite industries; it is much closer to
the Gulf than Houston’s facilities; there
is access to one major interstate and three
state highways; and there is access to two
major railroad lines.

The project will cost about $300 mil-
lion, which includes the cost of building
a bridge from Shoal Point to the main-
land. If the project goes according to plan,
Galveston County residents will not have
to bear the cost of dredging the channel
or building the port. Texas City is seek-
ing a private investor for the project,
which Hoover said is an emerging trend
in the port business.

PHOTOS COURTESY TEXAS DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION
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A crane aptly named “Big Arthur” off/ads
oilfield equipment at the Port of Port Arthur.




A mobile container crane (left) sets a container on the back of a
*mule,” a specialized engine designed to move containers within
a container terminal.

Containers are far as the eye can see (below) await transport out

“As terminal opera-
tor, we operate on be-
half of the steamship
lines that we repre-
sent,” says Jeff Davis,

of the Port of Houston’s Barbours Cut container terminal.

“People are waking up to the realiza-
tion of why are we asking citizens to fund
these things when the entrepreneurs
should be taking the risk?” Hoover says.
Port operations would be managed by the
investor and Texas City would reap the
benefits of increased tax revenues and
increased money spent in the city by new
businesses and their employees. “We’re
not asking the taxpayers to take the risk.
We’re asking private enterprise to do that.
These are businessmen who are not go-
ing to make the investment unless they
think it is worth it.”

Hoover says Texas City has already
talked with several interested investors.
Once an investor is found, Hoover be-
lieves the new port could be seven to 10
years from completion.

At the gate to the Port of Houston’s
container terminal, the port authority con-
trols cargo movement through the gates
and port employees operate large mobile
cranes that snatch containers off of incom-
ing trucks or place them on outbound
trucks. The port leases the giant wharf
cranes — those used to load containers
on ships —to stevedores. Stevedores are
the people that the shipping companies
hire to get cargo on and off of ships. The
stevedores pay upwards of $500 per hour
to use the cranes, which is a cost they pass
on to the shipping companies.

assistant operations
manager at the
Barbours Cut container
terminal. “For in-
stance, we could be re-
ceiving a container
from the Hapag-Lloyd
steamship company.
We receive it on behalf
of Hapag-Lloyd. Itis in
our care and custody
and we are responsible
for its well being while
itis in our possession.”

Shipping compa-
nies drive the comput-
erized tracking system
that makes sure con-
tainers end up on the
right ship or on the
right truck. The pro-
cess by which containers come and go is
a logistical marvel.

“A maker of widgets comes to Hapag-
Lloyd and says he has 500 boxes of wid-
gets that he wants to ship to North Eu-
rope,” begins Davis as he launches into
an example of how containers move
through the Port of Houston. “Hapag-
Lloyd says, ‘Okay, we’ll put it in a 40-
foot container and your booking number
is ABC-1. We’ll send you the containers
and you get your trucker to bring it to the
Port of Houston.” Hapag-Lloyd then en-
ters the booking information on our com-
puter system. The trucker brings the con-
tainers to the Port of Houston and when
he checks in with us he says that he has a
Hapag-Lloyd container going to North
Europe on booking number ABC-1. When
we bring the containers in, we verify that
all of the information is correct.”

If the booking information is correct,
port employees note the day and time the
shipment arrived, weigh the container and
send the trucker to a specific site, or pad,
to offload the container. Containers are
grouped together by size, weight, their
port of destination and by the particular
ship that will pick them up. For instance,
all of the containers bound for Rotterdam
on a Hapag-Lloyd ship are kept together
so they can be transferred to the ship
quickly. Weight is extremely important in

the container business because it deter-
mines how a ship is loaded. Heavy con-
tainers must be loaded first and as low in
the ship as possible to give the vessel sta-
bility at sea.

The truck then drives to the specified
pad and waits for a large gantry crane to
pick up the container and place it on the
pad. The gantry cranes roam the terminal
like huge rubber-tired praying mantis’
looking for a meal. Crane operators, who
work for the Port of Houston, spend their
days just looking for trucks to load and
unload. Often, a truck dropping off a con-
tainer will also pick up another container.

The container of widgets sits on the
pad until, literally, its ship comes in. The
steamship company, in this case Hapag-
Lloyd, and the stevedores decide how best
to load and unload the ship.

“Labor is the biggest cost when it
comes to loading and unloading cargo, so
the steamship companies want to load the
ship in a way that is least labor intensive,”
Davis explains. “We try to stack contain-
ers in a way that will get them to the ship
in the best order.”

Continuing with Davis’ example, when
it’s time for the widgets to leave the port,
a gantry crane places the container on a
specially designed truck, called a “mule,”
that takes the container to the ship. A
wharf crane snatches the container off of
the mule and places it on the ship. The
whole process works in reverse with in-
coming containers.

With so many public and private enti-
ties involved, the container logistics pro-
cess at Barbours Cut seems like a recipe
for disaster because both public and pri-
vate entities handle the same containers
and they depend on a complex communi-
cations process to make sure that cargo
moves efficiently through the port.

However, it is the symbiotic relation-
ship, as Jenkins characterizes it, that
makes the process work. The Port of
Houston, steamship companies and ste-
vedores realize that they rely on each other
to make a profit, which is a mighty pow-
erful incentive to work together because
“their mistakes cost us money and our
mistakes cost them money,” Jenkins says.

Container logistics also rely heavily on
the port’s aging computer system — one
that the port bought when Barbours Cut
opened in 1976 and whose software has
its roots in the 1960s. Jenkins freely ac-
knowledges that the computer system is
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ship docking in Houston may load and
unload 1,000 to 2,000 containers before
it leaves the dock. Back in 1950s, ships
may have moved 200 to 300 pallets of
cargo and that was considered a big job.

Steamship lines make regular service
calls at deepwater ports. Most of the ships
arriving in Houston are travel established
routes between the U.S. and northern
Europe. Ships on those routes generally
take about a month to make a full tour.
Enough ships are on the route that the six
berths at Barbour’s Cut are busy every
day. Because of its banana business,
Freeport receives many ships from the
tropics and the port sends rice-laden ships

The variety of cargo that passes through Texas ports is mind boggling.
Almost any commodity imaginable spends some time on a ship before
it gets to consumers. Crude oil and petrochemicals are the most

old but he says the software is
continually updated so it keeps
pace with the demands of busi-
ness, for now. The Port of Hous-
ton is on the verge of spending
several million dollars to install
a new system, one that will ba-
sically operate like the current
system only it will be “more ef-
ficient and user friendly,” says
Jenkins.

Given the complex logistics
process, the question begs to be
asked: How was it done before
computers?

“Very slowly,” laughs Davis.

“We like to joke about using stone tab-
lets and chisels,” adds Jenkins. If the com-
puter system goes down, the port switches
to a manual system that is “very time con-
suming and slow,” he says. “It is very la-
bor intensive and there are more chances
for human error.”

In truth, containerization grew up with
computers. Although use of containers
began in the late 1950s, containerization
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did not experience explosive growth un-
til the late 1970s and early 1980s, which
coincided with rapid growth in the com-
puter industry.

Before computers entered the picture,
ports kept track of cargo manually using
paper and pencil. That may seem a diffi-
cult job by today’s standards of cargo
volume but it worked given the amount
of cargo carried 40 years ago. As Sea-
Land’s Matt Hoag points out, a container

to Asia.

Regardless of where the ships dock
they share a common thread — they do
not make money while they are in port.
They make their money at sea because
steamship companies are paid to get cargo
from one place to another. One of the
ways ports market themselves is by their
ability to get ships in and out of the port
quickly. At Barbours Cut, workers aver-
age loading and unloading about 30 con-
tainers per hour per wharf crane. Two
cranes usually service one ship, so a job
requiring moving 900 containers takes
about 15 hours. The service is first-come,
first-served.

Providing quick service is one
part of what Jenkins calls “the
package,” or the combination of
facilities, services and costs that
attract business.

“When a steamship line is
looking at its options of where it
can dock ships to move cargo,
they are looking at the package.
First, ports have to have the fa-
cilities needed to handle the busi-
ness— dock space, adequate
cranes and general infrastructure
to move the cargo. If you don’t
have that, you don’t have the tools
in your box and you can’t work
it,” Jenkins explains.

“Then you look at the component costs
— port costs, stevedoring cost, inland
transportation cost for truck and rail, and
the vessel cost. If I'm a steamship com-
pany and I'm sending stuff to Dallas, I
might look at the ports of Houston and
New Orleans. Both are equipped to do the
job so I’'m interested in which is least ex-
pensive. That doesn’t depend on cheap-
est component. It depends on overall

TOP LEFT BY ROBERT R. STICKNEY; LOWER PHOTOS COURTESY PORT OF HOUSTON AUTHORITY



package. The port could be most expen-
sive in the world and get all of the busi-
ness it wants if the overall package cost
is the lowest, and vice versa.”

The Port of Houston tries to keep its
costs as low as possible while also indi-
rectly affecting the other component costs.
For instance, the port indirectly controls
stevedoring costs by the speed at which it
can get containers to the wharf cranes,
which are operated by stevedores. The
quicker the containers get to the cranes,
the less time it takes to load a ship. Since
the stevedores rent the wharf cranes from
the Port of Houston on an hourly basis,
quick loading means the stevedores pay
less in crane rental, which is a savings they
pass on to the steamship companies. The
port also indirectly affects trucking costs
by cutting the amount of time the trucks
stay in the terminal.

“We spend nickels to make others dol-
lars because that will increase volume at
the port. The port makes back its nickels
through greater business,” asserts Jenkins.
“We are a governmental agency, but we
have to make an operating return. We have
to justify the use of every dollar. We run

Ships travel
deepwater
channels, like the
one through
Aransas Pass on
the Corpus
Christi Ship
Channel, to
deliver their cargo
at specialized
docks, such as
the bulk materials
handling plant at
the Port of
Houston.
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very much like a private business. We
make a profit, but we rely on the tax base
for building facilities like Bayport. Once
we build it and use that money, the op-
erations there will have to pay back the
money to the port. It’s not a black hole
where the taxpayers put in money, and we
get a huge advantage because we don’t
have to pay it back like a loan.”

Instead, taxpayers get their money
back through the economic opportunities

that Bayport will provide over its life. The
Port of Houston estimates that Bayport
will create more than 28,000 new jobs.

The prospect of jobs and money at
Bayport don’t impress people living
around the facility. About 2,500 people,
most opposed to the project, showed up
at a meeting on the terminal in August of
this year, sending the message that the
Port of Houston faces rough seas on the
way to making Bayport a reality.
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It’s not always
smooth sailing

Being a port often comes with bag-
gage, usually of the political kind. All
ports, or at least those that want to remain
open and competitive, must deal with the
environmentally charged issues of dredg-
ing and exotic species traveling in ballast
water. Then there are proposed federal fees
on cargo that could send business stream-
ing from U.S. ports to Mexico and Canada.

The Port of Houston faces another po-
litical hurdle in the form of the proposed
Bayport container terminal. Barbours Cut
has experienced very quick growth. Be-
tween 1995 and 1997, the terminal had
an annual growth of 17.4 percent in the
number of containers it handled. The re-
sult was that the Port of Houston is now
operating at near its maximum capacity
of about 1 million TEUs per year. That
meant the port had to look for another
place to put a container terminal and Port
officials picked Bayport, located about 5
miles from Barbours Cut and already
home to a liquid cargo handling dock.

Estimates are that Bayport will handle
2 million containers per year by the time
it is fully built out in about 20 years. Port
officials plan to build Bayport in phases
as business increases. “We won’t go out
and build a $1.2 billion facility and have
it sit empty where it doesn’t make any
money,” says Jenkins. “Our goal is to
build facilities just in time for user de-
mand so we don’t run off business be-
cause we can’t handle it but also so the
facility is not sitting idle and being an
expense with no revenue coming from it.”

Knowing that Bayport would take
some time to come online, the Port of
Houston leased Galveston’s container ter-
minal and last fall got three steamship
lines to call on the Galveston terminal.
This year 60,000 TEUs will go through
Galveston.

While Bayport may be good for the
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bottom line, it is not sitting well with resi-
dents of the area. The most common com-
plaints aired at public meetings are that
the new terminal is unnecessary, creates
air, water and noise pollution, and will
further increase traffic in the area because
of the increased number of trucks that will
call on the new terminal.

Jenkins believes the public outcry
stems from residents fearful of “the in-
dustry that Bayport brings with it that cre-
ates jobs and makes our economy stron-
ger. Everybody wants the golf courses but
not the trucks carrying the boxes.”

Kornegay characterizes the flap over
Bayport as a “not-in-my-backyard” issue.
“There are four petrochemical plants and
a fifth planned for the industrial area sur-
rounding Bayport. Yet I heard one of the
citizens say he would rather have them
build a chemical plant than a container
terminal. I think that is emotion and not
logic talking.”

At the same time, Texas City offi-
cials are trying to make their dream of
a megaport become a reality. Basilotto
believes the Texas City location offers
good highway and rail access and is
closer to the Gulf of Mexico. “A
megaport at Texas City is not out of the
question. However, the Port of
Houston’s experience with container
handling, its proximity to Houston and
its tax base give it an inherent advan-
tage.”

Doug Hoover, chief of staff for the city
of Texas City, believes the issue is one of
power and control. Even before he be-
came Texas City’s mayor, Charles Doyle
envisioned all of the Galveston Bay ports
working together to form a regional port
system, says Hoover. Doyle began his
quest after taking office in 1994 but found
Houston to be cool to the concept.

“Their definition of regionalization is

a little different from ours,” Hoover
says. “Their definition is one of con-
trol and ownership, not just coopera-
tion. They did make an offer to acquire
and merge the facilities in Texas City
and Galveston. Our concern was that
the Port of Houston would acquire our
property but put it in their land inven-
tory and let it sit for years. Our objec-
tive is to use the site for economic de-
velopment purposes and put it to use
today, not 20 or 25 years from
now.”The ports of Houston, Galveston
and Texsas Cityh held meedtings about
three years ago, Kornegay remembers,
but there was no talk of developing a
regional port system. Instead, Texas
City was interested in developing a
joint mrketing program with the other
two ports, an idea Kornegay declined.

“They wanted me to go out and do
their marketing for them,” he says. “It’s
tough for me to market for what at the
time I considered to be my competi-
tors.”

Since that time, the ports of Hous-
ton and Galveston hav e made great
strides in terms of cooperative ventures.
Houston is leasing all of Galveston’s
container facilities and marketing the
facility, and the two ports are talking
about merging to form a regional port.

Kornegay has faced questions from
Bayport area residents about why the Port
of Houston will not consider establish-
ing a new container terminal at Texas City.
He answers by pointing out tht if he could
build on a dredged material disposal site,
then Spillman Island would be his first
choice. Spillman Island is located
immediatedly north of Barbours Cut. Its
location makes it a far superior choice to
even Bayport.

“Money aside, and you can never put
money aside, but money aside, Spillman



out of the nation’s ports.

Island is a great location. The location is
wondrful,” Kornegay says. “The problem
is that it is a dredged material disposal
site and I can’t afforde to build on it.”

Port of Houston engineers estimate that
it costs about $250,000 an acre to build
on what Kornegay calls “virgin land” like
that at Bayport. The cost to build on a
dredged materuial disposal site skyrock-
ets to $850,00exas an acre because of
extra ground preparation work needed to
make the site stable.
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Dredging of ship channels is an important, although environenta//y controversial, part of keeping marine commerce moving in and

“That is a substantial difference when
you talk about building a 300-acre or
larger container terminal,” Kornegay says.

Texas City’s Shoal Island site could
pose the same problems as Spillman Is-
land because it, too, is built of dredged
material, Kornegay said, adding that he
had not seen soil reports on Shoal Island
at that time. He also said that Shoal Is-
land, like Bayport and Spillman Island,
has environmentally sensitive wetlands to
worry about.

Texas City is still open to working
with the Port of Houston to build a
megaport, but it has to be on Texas
City’s terms, cautions Hoover. The city
will go forward with the project regard-
less of what Houston does. “QOur con-
sultants tell us that there is room for
two container terminals on the Gulf
coast, each having its niche. Our niche
is accommodating the larger ships and
Houston can continue to have the
smaller ships come in.”
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Small business

Sure, most people know about the
deepwater ports of Houston, Galveston,
Corpus Christi, Brownsville and the like,
but more than half of the state’s ports
listed by the Texas Port Association are
shallow draft ports, which can mean just
as much economically to small commu-
nities as their larger cousins mean to the
state’s big cities.

There are ports like Anahuac, Liberty,
Bay City and Sweeney.

The Port of Sweeney?

That one leaves Sweeney City Admin-
istrator Tim Moss scratching his head.

“There is not a Port of Sweeney,” says
Moss, who is listed as the port adminis-
trator but who is not sure how his city
ended up on the list. “We’re 20 miles from
the water. I wish we did have one, but
we’ve never had a port.”

If Sweeney is a tale of what never was,
then the Jackson County Navigation Dis-
trict is a tale of what could be. The dis-
trict comprises a stretch of the Lavaca
River, called Red Bluff Channel, from
about Lolita to Lavaca Bay. At one time
the channel supported barge traffic car-
rying oyster shells destined to be part of
road building materials, a practice now
outlawed in Texas.

“We’re just sitting back in limbo,”
says William Stroman, the navigation
district’s general manager. “We have no
port but we’ve kept the district active
for the simple reason that we feel one
of these days someone will come into
the area and take advantage of navi-
gable waters that tie into the Gulf In-
tracoastal Waterway. That means you
can ship out of here all the way to the
Great Lakes and Florida.”

The district has some money saved
from the days when it used to levy a tax.
Stroman describes the idle tax dollars as
seed money in case some future thinking
company sees the benefits Red Bluff
Channel offers. The seed money will al-
low the navigation district to pursue gov-
ernment funds to build a port.

PHOTO COURTESY TEXAS DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION

The ports of Anahuac and Liberty find
themselves in a similar situation to the
Jackson County Navigation District. The
Port of Liberty used to handle fertilizer
and steel for industries there. Liberty also
handled some molten sulfur from a now
extinct sulfur mine that was located just
north of the city, recalls George Wilcox,
who as general manager of the Jefferson-
Liberty Counties Navigation District
oversees both ports.

Today, traffic through both ports is lim-
ited to pleasure craft, says Wilcox. Com-
merce may one day return to one or both.
The navigation district is now negotiat-
ing with a company that disposes of salt-
water from gas and oil wells to use the
old sulfur company docks. That’s not to
say that Wilcox and the navigation dis-
trict have not been busy.

The district is the primary supplier of
irrigation water to rice farmers in Cham-~
bers County. It also supplies raw water to
the city of Anahuac and it supplies water
to a special utility district that has a water
treatment plant that produces drinking
water.

Wilcox is proud to say that the navi-
gation district has established a water-
borne education district. The navigation
district has purchased two U.S. Coast
Guard surplus buoy tenders that are be-
ing modified to make them floating class-
rooms for area school children.

The Port of Bay City is a little mis-
leading because it is not in Bay City. The
port is located on the Colorado River
about 15 miles above the Colorado River
locks. Its principle user is the Celanese
Chemical Corp., whose plant is adjacent
to the port. The company uses the port as
a turning basin for its barges, which trans-
port materials and products between the
plant and the Port of Houston, says Harold
Martin, port director.

The port and its 15 miles of barge chan-
nel were built in the 1960s, primarily to
lure Celanese Chemical Corp. to the area,
notes Martin.



The Future

Will there ever be a time when ports
are not needed?

“No way,” answers Kornegay quickly,
almost before the question is finished. He
echoes the feelings of ports throughout
the country. While ports will be around
for many years to come, the way in which
they deal with marine commerce will
change because change is inevitable.

“In my 25 years with the Port of Hous-
ton Authority, the port has changed dra-
matically,” Kornegay says. We handle so
much more cargo in a lot fewer facilities
than we used to because of containeriza-
tion. When I came here, every dock was
full of cargo every day. Now we have
some docks that may not be full every day
despite the fact that we are handling more
cargo.”

He admits that his crystal ball gets a
bit fuzzy looking more than five years into
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the future, but it is a sure bet that contain-
erization will continue to be the most dy-
namic segment of the marine shipping
industry.

“We are beginning to put stuff in con-
tainers that 10 years ago people would
have never dreamed that it would be eco-
nomical to do, such as cotton and auto-
mobiles,” says Kornegay enthusiastically.
“I see containerization continuing in that
direction. More and more and more cargo
will be containerized. But I don’t think
we will ever see everything being con-
tainerized. There is too much cargo that
just doesn’t fit.”

Steel pipes, plates and coils, chemicals,
grains and oil are best shipped the way
they are now, in bulk carriers.

Ports will also become even more busi-
ness like, foresees Freeport’s Reixach.

“I personally think that just as indus-

try has seen the benefits of downsizing
and rationalizing services and mergers
and things like that, the public port in-
dustry will see the same benefits as we
enter into this new century,” predicts
Reixach.

Many of the 140 or so deepwater ports,
at least the ones along the Atlantic and
Gulf coasts, will join together to form re-
gional ports. Many medium and small
ports that have created niches for them-
selves will align themselves with larger
ports for the purposes of sharing equip-
ment, marketing strategies and informa-
tion, Reixach believes. In Texas, Reixach
foresees the ports at Houston, Galveston,
Freeport and perhaps one other joining to
form a regional port.

Aside from the cost savings, a driving
force behind regionalization is that fed-
eral funds earmarked for maintenance
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dredging of ports are drying up. More and
more ports are vying for fewer dollars.
“The smaller ports, the less productive
ports are going to be competing with the
more productive ports and it will be a
tough fight when they go to Washington
to ask for maintenance dollars for dredg-
ing to keep their channels open. Many of
those small ports will be forced to close.”

Two issues are the most pressing for
the future in Kornegay’s mind. One,
steamship companies continue to build
larger and larger container ships — ships
that can fit in only the larger and deeper
ports. As it stands right now, the Port of
Houston cannot handle the larger ships,
those carrying 6,000 TEUs or more, be-
cause those ships require a 50-foot chan-
nel. Even when the Houston Ship Chan-
nel dredging project is completed,
Houston’s channel will be 45 feet.

“The steamship lines build ships as big
as they want to build them regardless of
how many ports can handle them. Then
they expect the ports to make the improve-
ments to fit the ships,” says a frustrated
Kornegay. “This is the only industry I
know that works that way. Can you imag-
ine a car manufacturer building a car big-
ger than the roads and then saying to the
government, ‘Why don’t you fix the
roads?’ It’s just illogical.”

It would seem an easy thing for the
ports across the nation to link arms and
refuse to make the expansions, thus giv-
ing the larger ships no place to load and
unload cargo. A steamship company
that cannot get its cargo on shore will
not stay in business long. The process
should be easy because ports are ex-
empt from federal anti-trust laws. In
theory, ports across the nation have the
power and ability to set port prices na-
tionwide but “we can’t even link arms
and agree on fixed prices, so I don’t
think there is any hope of us linking
arms against the steamship lines.”

The other issue is dredging, a contro-
versial topic not limited to ports. Ports
must not only dredge to keep their chan-
nels open, but they will have to widen and

deepen channels, as Houston is doing
now, to remain competitive. Any dredg-
ing project, particularly those that call for
new dredging, bring loud protests from
environmentalists concerned that the
dredging will destroy marine habitats and
increase salinity along the channel, pos-
sibly killing the life there as well.

“We must learn to dredge in a way
where it is not an environmental issue,”
Kornegay believes. “Right now, people
look at us and say that we are dredging
up all of this bad material when in fact
the laws and rules we had for years al-
lowed people to put that bad material
there. Now it is our problem because
we have to move it out of the way. The
ports, on the other hand, have to be
more flexible and learn to use the non-
contaminated material in beneficial
ways like we did.”

The Port of Houston’s example of how
to use dredged materials sits on Atkinson
Island, which is situated next to the Hous-
ton Ship Channel in Tabbs Bay between
Baytown and LaPorte. There, volunteers
used dredged material to fill up a 200-acre
site that had been underwater. Under the
watchful eye of Eddie Seidensticker, a
plant ecologist and range management
specialist who is also coastal plant spe-
cialist for the U.S. National Resources
Conservation Service, workers planted
the newly formed wetland with marsh
grasses. The constructed wetland has blos-
somed and offers a promising solution for
what to do with the 30 million to 35 mil-
lion cubic yards of material that results
each year from dredging of federally au-
thorized navigation channels in Texas.
The dredging project planned for the
Houston Ship is expected to create enough
dredged material to build 25 to 30 cells
of 175 to 250 acres each.

Kornegay is also concerned about the
harbor use fee that is proposed by the fed-
eral government on imports to the U.S.
He fears it will send business to Cana-
dian and Mexican ports.

In about 1986, the federal government
passed a harbor maintenance tax. Until

that time, dredging of ports had been paid
for by the federal government out of the
country’s general treasury. The harbor
maintenance tax was assessed on both
imports and exports at a level that was
expected to pay for 40 percent of the
maintenance dredging done on U.S. ports
annually. Government number crunchers
hit the 40 percent mark right on the head,
collecting revenues that were almost ex-
actly 40 percent of the country’s dredg-
ing expenditures. But four years later, the
government tripled the tax and collected
120 percent of the money it needed to pay
for dredging. To this day, Kornegay says
he has not heard any justification for in-
creasing the tax.

Opponents of the tax challenged it in
court on the grounds that the U.S. Con-
stitution prohibits taxes on exports, a point
that the U.S. Supreme Court upheld. Af-
ter that decision, the federal government
decided it needed another means to recoup
dredging dollars. For reasons still un-
known to Kornegay, the government de-
cided it needed to replace the harbor main-
tenance tax revenue dollar for dollar,
meaning the government again wants to
collect 120 percent of the money it needs
to dredge U.S. ports.

Kornegay remains optimistic about the
harbor use fee, saying he believes the fee
will ultimately be defeated.

Putting on his fortuneteller’s hat,
Kornegay foresees continued, if not over-
looked, prosperity for the country’s ports
and for marine commerce in general. Ask
average citizens how imports and exports,
especially imports, affect their lives and
they will be strapped for answers until
someone points out that their cars, clothes,
toothpaste and much of their food is
brought by ships to the U.S. from the rest
of the world, Kornegay contends.

“I think American ports are in great
shape today and their future is bright,” he
says. “I think every person in the United
States reaps the benefits of having great
ports here. Unfortunately, the ports work
so well that people don’t understand how
well they really work.”
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Rayburn returns
to his roots with
Sea Grant Program

COLLEGE STATION — Twenty-one
years ago, when Texas Sea Grant was still |
in its early years, Ralph Rayburn worked
for the program as a county agent. To-
day, he returns to the program to help lead
it into the next century.

Rayburn took over as Texas Sea
Grant’s associate director for outreach on
Sept. 1. In this position, he will serve as
head of Texas Sea Grant’s Marine Advi-
sory Service (MAS), which includes six
marine agents, who are stationed in
coastal counties, and seven marine specialists.

Rayburn said he looks forward to not only re-
turning to the program but also to working along-
side some of his mentors, many of whom are still
with the program. He said he hopes to use some of
his experiences working at the state level to draw
attention to the program.

“The good that the Sea Grant staff and research-
ers are doing in service to the state has often gone
unheralded,” he said. “One of my objectives is to
bring that into the focus of the state and The Texas
A&M University System.”

Throughout his career, Rayburn said, he has main-
tained close ties to user-groups along the coast. He
also has a developed a background working with
state legislators in Austin and the U.S. Congress on
marine issues. Rayburn said his new position will
give him the chance to take advantage of this back-
ground and help the Texas Sea Grant College Pro-
gram.

“] saw the opportunity to take the experiences
I've had and the contacts I’ ve made to help the people
in the program meet some of the goals they’ve set
for it,” he said.

Texas Sea Grant director Robert Stickney said

Rayburn brings to his new job the expe-
rience, knowledge and ideas needed to
effectively lead MAS into the 21st cen-
| tury. As head of MAS, he will not only
 direct the agents and specialists who
work in the trenches but also make per-
sonal contacts with Texas Sea Grant’s

constituents, who share a common inter-
| est in and involvement with the marine
resources of the state.

“I am convinced that Ralph Rayburn
will provide dynamic leadership for
MAS and, with the vision he will bring to the office,
will help us expand our ability to deliver our prod-
ucts — information and education — to the public,”
Stickney said. “This is truly an exciting opportunity
and I look forward to having Ralph on the team.”

Rayburn moved to Texas Sea Grant from the
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department where, for the
past eight years, he served as the director of inter-
governmental affairs. In this role, he acted as the
agency’s liaison with the Texas Legislature, U.S.
Congress and other federal and state agencies. He
has also served as director of coastal fisheries for
the agency and was responsible for implementing
the state’s shrimp management and artificial reef
programs.

Rayburn spent 12 years as executive director of
the Texas Shrimp Association where he represented
the association at the state and national levels and
helped resolve the dispute between conservationists
and shrimpers over sea turtles.

He holds a bachelor’s degree in zoology as well
as a master’s degree in biological oceanography —
both from Texas A &M. After graduating from Texas
A&M in 1969, he served in the U.S. Army.
—DMark Evans

Gulf conference
proceedings now
available
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COLLEGE STATION - Bringing together edu-
cators, scientists, policymakers and interested citi-
zens, the Sharing Our Gulf conference offered valu-
able insights into the issues currently facing the Gulf
of Mexico. These insignts have been assembled into
a conference proceedings now available from Texas
Sea Grant.

The three-day conference had an ambitious
agenda. It covered a wide range of issues, including
pollution and hypoxia, beach trash, marine educa-
tion, sea turtles and the fisheries. Papers from these
presentations are included in this book.

This proceedings was assembled not only as a
record of the conference but also as a valuable re-
source to anyone interested in the Gulf of Mexico
and the problems it faces. With this book, readers
will come to understand some of the issues facing
the gulf as well as some of the solutions offered by
scientists.

“Sharing Our Gulf: A Challenge for Us All” is
available for $20 from Texas Sea Grant. Books can
be ordered from the program at: 1716 Briarcrest,
Suite 603; Bryan, Texas, 77802. For more
information, call (409) 845-3767.



0’Connell uses
recirculating
system for bait

COLLEGE STATION - Every fisherman knows
what it feels like to finally reach that favorite fish-
ing hole and pull out that rod and reel only to find a
bag full of dead bait.

A Texas Sea Grant marine agent has found a so-
lution to this age-old problem. Working with bait
dealers along the coast, Calhoun County marine
agent John O’Connell is using recirculating systems
and oxygen to enhance water quality and bait sur-
vival.

O’Connell said he often hears complaints from
bait dealers on the coast about losing as much as 50
to 80 percent of their bait overnight. This loss is of-
ten caused by a lack of oxygen in the water of bait
tanks. By injecting oxygen into the water, he said,
dealers can keep their bait alive longer.

“You can maintain oxygen levels well above air
saturation,” he said. “That’s going to increase their
bait survival and the amount of bait they can carry.”

This translates to a big savings for dealers, he
said. For example, if a dealer maintains a stock of
100 quarts of bait in a tank and sells it for $12/quart,
the merchant can lose $600 in potential revenue over-
night if 50 percent of his bait dies.

O’Connell also recommends a recirculating
system for bait dealers who have problems with
silt or varying salinity levels in water used in bait
tanks. Typically, dealers draw the water for their
bait tanks from a local waterway, such as a bay
or marina. This can create problems, especially
in times of heavy rainfall, which can dilute salt-
water.

A recirculating system circulates the same water
throughout the tank over and over. Filters used on
the system remove waste and silt. These systems give
dealers better control over water quality, O’ Connell
said.

“One of the advantages is that the bait dealer is
going to have better control over some environmen-
tal factors that he may not have had control over in
the past,” he said.

Recirculating systems also help save water, he
said, which is especially critical for inland bait deal-
ers who sometimes depend on well or city water. By
circulating the same water over and over for a few
weeks, bait dealers use less water to maintain their
tanks.

—DMark Evans

NOAA Offers
improved access
to Gulf of Mexico
satellite images

Those who track ocean features now have near
real-time, high-resolution data from the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s polar-
orbiting environmental satellites.

NOAA’s CoastWatch program, which maps the
coastal oceans daily, relocated a satellite antenna and
installed enhanced hardware and software to ensure
unobstructed near real-time access to high-resolu-
tion images of sea-surface temperatures. Images
available from this location in Miami will cover the
eastern tropical Pacific Ocean, northern South
America and Central America, and the entire Gulf
of Mexico and Caribbean.

The installation of the hardware and software was
done by the SeaSpace Corporation of San Diego
under contract with NOAA. “Daily sea surface tem-
perature products will be available from the
CoastWatch Caribbean Regional Node Web site
within hours of acquisition,” said Kent Hughes,
manager of the CoastWatch program in Suitland, Md.
“This information is used by a variety of people -
meteorologists, fisheries scientists, environmental
managers, and commercial and recreational fisher-
men. The improvements we’ve made means that they

can routinely use these products to accurately de-
tect and track ocean features.”

The satellite data also are used by various NOAA
agencies to support severe weather forecasting, fish-
eries research and management, and regional ocean
and coastal science projects. Imagery will also be pro-
duced in coastal areas both before and after hurricane
passage to assist in evaluating the impact of hurricanes
atlandfall. Future use could include studying wild fires,
volcanoes and volcanic ash clouds.

The antenna and software were installed at
NOAA’s Atlantic Oceanographic and Meteorologi-
cal Laboratory (AOML.) in Miami, where scientists
are studying hurricanes, ocean current and tempera-
ture structures, ocean/atmosphere chemical ex-
changes, and the coastal ocean. CoastWatch data will
be used to supplement data collected by research ships
and aircraft, volunteer observing ships, radar, acous-
tics, drifting buoys, and other types of instrumenta-
tion as well as numerical and statistical models.

NOAA’s mission is to describe and predict
changes in the Earth’s environment and to conserve
and manage wisely the nation’s coastal and marine
Tesources.
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Ten miles east of Corpus Christi a
skinny, wind-swept island has become
embroiled in a debate over the future of
the local economy, the protection of the
island’s environment and whether people
should develop on barrier islands.

North Padre Island separates the shal-
low Laguna Madre from the Gulf of
Mexico. It’s home to salty breezes, tall
grasses and lots of sand. Rattlesnakes,
coyotes, jackrabbits and seabirds make
their homes on this barrier island. But like
many barrier islands, North Padre Island
is also home to a growing human popula-
tion — 8,000 people at last count.

It is this human population, along with
that of neighboring Corpus Christi, that
has made the island the center of atten-
tion in recent months. Local county and
federal officials have proposed reopening
Packery Channel, a pass that separated
Mustang and North Padre Islands until the
opening of nearby Aransas Pass caused it
to fill in with sand in the 1920s. But the
project has met with opposition. In June,
Nueces County residents voted down
funding for the project in a bond election.

If the channel is reopened, proponents
say the project will pump more than $750
million into the local economy over the
next 18 years and create 3,500 jobs.
Meanwhile, critics of the project charge
the channel is ill-conceived, poorly de-
signed, a public safety hazard and will not
have nearly the economic impact that
some people predict.

Reopening Packery Channel
The $30 million project calls for the
reopening of the 3.5-mile pass from the
Gulf Intracoastal Waterway at the Laguna
Madre to the Gulf of Mexico. The chan-
nel would be dredged to a depth of seven
to 11 feet, depending on the location, and
1,400-foot long jetties would be built to
help keep the pass from again filling with
sand. The project also allows for the con-
struction of beach and picnic pavilions,
bathhouses, concessions facilities, a pub-
lic boat launch and marina, boardwalks
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and nature trails on the Gulf of Mexico
end of the channel.

In 1996, the Nueces County Commis-
sioners Court hired Corpus Christi’s
Naismith Engineering to plan the project.
The company found the reopening of
Packery Channel would not only pump
money and jobs into the local economy
but also promote economic development
in the county.

The firm found that part of this devel-
opment would come by providing ameni-
ties —bathhouses, parking, concessions, etc
— to people visiting the county’s beaches
on North Padre Island. Currently, Corpus
Christi ranks second behind San Antonio
as the state’s top tourist destination.

Nueces County Judge Richard
Borchard says that since the oil and gas
industry bottomed out in the 1980s, Cor-
pus Christi has had to diversify its
economy and bring in new money. Court-
ing tourists is one of the ways the county
has tried to diversify the local economy,
he says. By opening the Texas State
Aquarium and acquiring the USS Lexing-
ton, the county and city hope to draw more
tourists to the area.

“We're trying to provide amenities for
the people who come here,” he says. “The
number one tourist attraction to our area
is the beaches, so we must provide some-
thing for tourists and also for the people
who live here.”

Although critics say the reopening of
Packery Channel will only benefit people
living on the island, Borchard says that’s
simply not true. Without growth, he says,
a community becomes stagnant, and ev-
erybody pays.

“What benefits one community ben-
efits all,” he says. “If one part of the com-
munity goes down, it hurts the entire com-
munity. If we have an increase in value,
and we bring in infrastructure that brings
in tourism and construction, that creates
jobs and increases the value of property.
Therefore, it benefits the other part of the
community by not increasing taxes.”

In June, Nueces County voters rejected

E

a $38.5 million bond package — $10.5
million designated to fund the county’s
share of the Packery project — that would
have funded not only the reopening of a
boat pass at Packery Channel but also the
raising of the John F. Kennedy Causeway,
which connects the island to the mainland,
and a 200-acre county fairground in
Robstown.

Borchard says the commissioners are
still trying to figure out exactly what the
voters were against —the tax increase, the
packaging of the three projects on one
ballot or the projects themselves.

“The public said it didn’t want to pass
bonds to finance these projects,” he says.
“We have to respect that. We’re trying to
find out what part of it the public did not
want.”

Opponents question project’s
design, environmental impact

Local Sierra Club representative Pat
Suter says the county used the raising of
the causeway, which is favored by many
people, to get people to approve funding
of two unpopular projects — reopening
Packery Channel and building the
Robstown fairground.

“By combining those three projects,
they thought they could coerce the public
to vote in favor,” says Suter, also a mem-
ber of Citizens Against Blackmail. “The
public obviously didn’t buy it.”

Suter says she can’t justify spending
all of that money on a project that would
benefit only those people who live adja-
cent to Packery Channel and who would
see their property values jump.

“The Padre Islanders seem to think that
the rest of Corpus Christi owes it to them
to raise the John F. Kennedy causeway
and to dig Packery Channel,” she says.
“The feeling against the Padre Islanders
out there is fairly strong in Corpus Christi
because most of those people have fairly
expensive homes on those canals (on Pa-
dre Island).”

With Packery Channel, she says, com-
munity leaders are trying to create a tax base
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on Padre Island, but it is wrong
for the county and the city to en-
courage development in an area
in which the city has a hard time
providing basic services such as
streets and sewers. The city sim-
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along the shoreline for Packery
to stay open with 1,400-foot jet-
ties, he says. Even if developers
built longer jetties, he says, they
would make the inlet
navigationally safe but it would

ply can’t keep up, she says.

Besides the way in which the
bond issue was handled, Suter
says she’s also opposed to the
Packery Channel project for en-
vironmental reasons. Washover
passes, such as Packery, are
channels that are open only dur-
ing times of extreme high wa-
ter. In the case of a hurricane,
they absorb the energy of the
storm surge by opening and providing an
outlet for the water. Reopening washover
passes lessens this ability, Suter says.

These passes also fill in because many
of Texas’ rivers have been dammed so the
flow of water along the coast is not
enough to keep passes open without
dredging, she says. Historically, Packery
Channel connected the Gulf of Mexico
to Corpus Christi Bay. However, as soon
as Aransas Pass was opened by dredging,
the pass slowly filled with sand because
Aransas Pass had sapped the energy of
the region’s coastal water flow.

While Suter opposes Packery Channel,
she says she would support opening a pass
at another location, such as nearby Fish
Pass or Yarborough Pass. These locations
would have less negative impact on the
environment and could even improve cir-
culation in the Laguna Madre, helping to
reduce its traditionally high salinity lev-
els, she says.

Dr. Richard Watson, a coastal geolo-
gist out of Port Aransas, has been an out-
spoken critic of the Packery Channel
project. In the 1970s, Watson spent three
years studying Mustang Island’s Fish
Pass, which filled in soon after it was
opened. Proponents of the Packery Chan-
nel project accuse Watson of being paid
by the city of Port Aransas to kill the
project, a charge Watson flatly denies.

DRAWING COURTESY OF NAISMITH ENGINEERING, IN C.

Laguna Madre

Packery Channel and beach part project area

“If building the pass would work, I
would be in favor of it, but with the short
jetties and no natural water flow to keep
it open, the maintenance costs would be
absurdly high,” he says.

Watson says project designers grossly
underestimated the jetty length and the
dredge maintenance costs needed to keep
the pass from filling with sand. Currently,
he says, Mansfield Pass has the shortest
jetties — 2,300 feet — on the Texas coast.
To keep the pass open, officials spend
$537,000 a year on dredging. The jetties
planned for Packery Channel] are 1,400
feet long, and dredging costs are estimated
at $400,000 a year.

The numbers don’t add up, Watson
says. Using shorter jetties than those at
Mansfield Pass, Packery Channel plan-
ners arrive at a much lower cost for keep-
ing the channel open. Mansfield Pass is a
better pass and has more water flow than
Packery, he says. This flow reduces dredg-
ing costs by helping flush out sand and
keep the pass open.

“With the shortest jetties of any naviga-
tion inlet on the Texas coast by 900 feet
and the shallowest channel, they were esti-
mating dredge maintenance costs of less
than half of that of any inlet along the Texas
coast,” he says. “You don’t have to do any
calculations to know that’s just nuts.”

Texas has too much sediment moving

still have horrendous mainte-
nance costs.

Watson says the most suc-
cessful passes open into big,
deep bays, have a straight, short
channel, long jetties and a river
running into the bay that forces
water to flow out the channel.
Packery meets none of these cri-
teria, he says.

Some people pushing the
project say the channel will improve sa-
linity levels in the Laguna Madre. How-
ever, because the channel empties into a
shallow portion of the Laguna, Watson
says its effects on water circulation and
salinity will be minimal and localized to
an area near the mouth of the channel.

The channel also may pose a safety haz-
ard to boaters who head out in the morn-
ing, when the water is calm, and return in
the afternoon when they may find waves
breaking in the channel’s entrance, mak-
ing it difficult to navigate safely, he says.

“The only real benefit to anybody is
to the owners of the land where they can
develop it east of the channel,” Watson
says. “I think the whole thing is so the
developers can get rich. Frankly, even if
they build it, it isn’t going to work and
they’re probably going to end up letting
it close because it’s going to cost an ab-
solute fortune to keep it open.”

Watson says Padre Island landowners
will still make a lot of money because they
will sell land on the promise of having a
good inlet.

“The developers may build big, fancy
hotels, counting on having the good inlet,
but they’re going to be surprised when they
turn out to have a very bad inlet or maybe
even none at all,” he says. “It’ll certainly
help sell land and raise the land prices out
there. It may also help raise taxes.”
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Dr. Paul Montagna, a researcher at
The University of Texas Marine Sci-
ence Institute in Port Aransas, says his-
tory shows that successful channels
look very different than the one pro-
posed at Packery.

“Ican’t help but feel the whole thing
is about development anyway,” he says.
“It has absolutely nothing to do with the
environment. It has to do with the use
of taxpayer dollars to subsidize devel-
opment. If there’s an ecological benefit,
I can’t imagine it being anything but
very localized in that area.”

Studies have shown that Aransas
Pass has tied up most of the energy in
the Corpus Christi Bay system, he
says. Any pass that is opened will re-
quire a lot of expensive maintenance
dredging to keep it open.

“The problem here is that in Texas
the tidal range is only two or three feet
on average,” he says. “We just don’t
push a lot of water in and out of passes
around here.”

Even with dredging to keep the pro-
posed pass open, Montagna says he
doesn’t believe the project will stimulate
so much development that the tax revenue
will pay for the project as some people
may hope.

“I was always astounded that someone
was able to predict so much economic
development a few miles away from an
existing pass,” he says. “That part just
doesn’t make sense to me. If that could
happen, why wouldn’t it have already
happened at Port Aransas. It’s not like
we’re completely inaccessible.”

Dr. John Tunnell, director of the Center
for Coastal Studies at Texas A&M Univer-
sity-Corpus Christi, says that while Packery
Channel may attract some new develop-
ment, the boat pass won’t have nearly the
impact that people are projecting.

“Idon’t think it’s the pie in the sky that
the people who are on the economic end
of things are proposing for it,” he says.

The western Gulf of Mexico is arough
place for boats, not at all like the calmer
waters around places such as Miami, he
says. He says he is also leery of the project
because plans call for it to accommodate
mainly small boats, such as those with
outboard motors.

“As long as this is a small channel in
Packery, I think it’s going to wind up be-
ing a chain around the neck of the people
because they’re going to have to dredge
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Proposed project components including Packery
Channel, beach parks, renourished beach and
habitat conservation areas.

itevery year or every three years, depend-
ing on who you talk to,” he says.

Tunnell says he doesn’t necessarily see
any adverse effects — positive or negative
— on the environment as a result of the
project. But, he says he disagrees with
using public money to fund a project that
will benefit just a few people.

“If the developers were willing to put
up the money for it, then I would say let
them do it,” he says.

Encouraging any development on bar-
rier islands is unwise because they are so
susceptible to storms and environmental
changes, he says. When storms do come
along and damage homes and property,
taxpayers are expected to help pay for that
damage. In effect, he says, people living
thousands of miles away from the coast,
such as in Ohio or Utah, pay for people
to live on the beach through federally
funded insurance plans.

“My philosophy comes from my sci-
entific standpoint of not developing these
barrier islands beyond what they are ca-
pable of sustaining,” Tunnell says. “They
are dynamic ecosystems, and you can’t
stabilize a dynamic ecosystem. We’ve
seen that with the erosion that has taken
place along the Texas coast.”

Supporters say project good
for community
John Michael, project engineer for

Naismith Engineering Inc., says

Packery Channel was designed with

Mother Nature in mind. They’re re-

opening a channel that was created by

nature and only closed after humans
intervened by constructing Aransas

Pass, he says.

“From an ecological standpoint,
we’re reestablishing a natural pattern
to the Laguna Madre and Corpus
Christi Bay system,” he says.

He counters criticism of the project
by saying the project was thoroughly
examined in a peer review conducted
by the Texas General Land Office. To
ensure the channel’s success, he says
his firm hired a leading coastal engi-
neer to determine the technical feasi-
bility of the project — jetty length,
width and orientation.

Michael admits the channel will
eventually fill with sand if not main-
tained. Every inlet on the Texas coast
eventually fills in if not dredged, he
says, except for those inlets with suf-

ficient flow of freshwater to the Gulf of
Mexico.

“It’s the nature of the beast,” he says.
“All inlets will silt in with sand if not
maintained. Packery Channel is no dif-
ferent.”

The one question that remains is how
much money Nueces County needs to set
aside annually to pay for maintenance
dredging of the channel, he says. Sand
from this dredging will be used to
renourish the beach in front of the Padre
Island seawall on the island’s Gulf side.

Contrary to claims made by some sup-
porters of the project, Michael says the
channel will have only minor effects on
the salinity in the Laguna Madre, but if
anything, these effects would be positive.

As far as safety concerns, he says any
navigational structure can be dangerous
just like any freeway can be dangerous.
The responsibility falls on the boat’s cap-
tain to keep track of weather conditions,
make sure they have safety devices
onboard and make the best decisions pos-
sible, he says. This responsibility is not
unique to people who would use Packery
Channel. It applies to boaters everywhere,
he says.

“Commercial and recreational fishing
comes with a lot of responsibilities and
those responsibilities fall on you as the
captain,” Michael says.

Naismith Engineering and the county



have worked hard to put to-
gether a plan that balances de-
velopment with the environ-
ment, he says. The county
needs to spur development or
it’s going to have problems, he
says. By opening Packery
Channel and creating recre-
ational amenities for the
county’s beaches, he says, the
county can better compete for
the tourist dollar.

Plans call for limiting de-
velopment to the south side of
the jetties protecting Packery
Channel. Land on the north
side would be set aside for
habitat protection and environ-
mental education programs.

“We worked on putting to-
gether a land that would set
aside habitat on public lands,”
Michael says. “We budgeted monies to
purchase private property so we could
increase the overall holding of land set
aside for habitat protection.”

However, on the south side of the jet-
ties, he says officials want to encourage
development at the highest dollar per
square foot, attracting resort hotels such
as Hyatt or Hilton rather than mid-range
chain motels. Michael says the area is
missing the convention- and tourism-re-
lated development seen in many coastal
communities.

Michael says he would like to see
Packery Channel built because it’s impor-
tant for the community. It will take Corpus
Christi to the next level, the level it needs
to be to compete in the tourism market. It
also will provide some first-class
beachfront, recreational amenities that the
city currently does not have, he says.

“Having said that, I don’t want to wake
up some day in 15 years and realize we
look like Houston-Galveston,” he says. I
grew up in Houston, and I don’t want that
for this town.”

John Trice, a member of the board of
directors of the Padre Island Business As-
sociation, says that even with the opening
of Packery Channel, North Padre Island
will never become a Miami Beach, oreven
a South Padre Island, because of the tight
controls and limited land available for de-
velopment. Eighty-two percent of the land
between the Padre Island National Seashore
and Port Aransas is either in state or fed-
eral trust and not available, he says.

Packery Channel

“We have a very limited amount of
space on Padre Island that can be devel-
oped,” he says. “With Packery Channel,
the quality of that development will be
much higher because the types of people
who will want to come here and develop
will be of a caliber that they will do a
much higher quality of development.”

The island is going to develop at some
point, he says. It’s inevitable. Texas has
only a limited amount of coastline avail-
able for development, he says, and some
of that coastline is at North Padre Island.
A reopened Packery Channel will attract
developers who have the money to build
a higher quality, more environmentally
sensitive development than would occur
otherwise, he says.

South Texas also needs to create jobs
and a tax base, he says. Packery Channel
can help with that.

One of the charges leveled against the
project by critics is that the land immedi-
ately adjacent to and near Packery Chan-
nel is owned by one corporation — Asset
Development Corp. — that has the most
to gain if the Packery Channel project
moves forward.

However, Trice says this is a blessing
and not a curse. Asset has the money to
do the project right and in a way that will
benefit the entire community and protect
the environment, he says.

“We are fortunate that a good portion
of the land out here is in the control of a
single entity because we can do master
planning and do things much better than

if you had 500 property owners,” Trice
says. “The blessing is we have a property
owner who is sensitive to the needs of the
community, environmentally sensitive
and has the capacity to control enough
land to do it properly.”

People have their priorities out of
whack, Trice says. Just because somebody
makes money does not make the person
“evil and bad.” That money goes back into
the community in the form of taxes and
jobs, he says.

Trice says he also does not see North
Padre taking money away from Port
Aransas as some people have said.
Packery Channel will open up new busi-
ness opportunities for Port Aransas mer-
chants by creating a new venue for them,
he says. If anything, Packery Channel will
provide people with more choices on how
to spend their vacations and will comple-
ment, not compete, with the offerings 15
miles away in Port Aransas.

“I think we all realize that the more
people we bring to this area the better
chance we all have in terms of economic
development,” he says.

Gene Knight, executive coordinator of
the Padre Isles Property Owners Associa-
tion on North Padre Island, says the open-
ing of Packery Channel would prove a
boon to people living on the island.

The channel sits on the east side of the
island, which is built around the beaches,
seasonal tourists and condominiums.
Most of the island’s homeowners live on
the west side of the island. Knight says
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the reopening of Packery Channel could
finally bring these services to islanders.

“There’s just not the momentum with-
out further development to cause the in-
frastructure to grow very rapidly,” he says.

The island has few stores or services
available, so homeowners must travel 15
miles to the mainland to shop for grocer-
ies, get the oil changed in their cars or take
their children to school. Most homeowners
are in favor of the project because of the
services it might bring, he says.

Ten years ago, Knight says, North Pa-
dre Island consisted mainly of winter Tex-
ans — people who flocked to the relative
warmth of the coast during the cold win-
ter months. Five years ago, the island
started to draw younger, working-class
families looking for a good place to raise
their children.

“These are exciting times for the is-
land whether Packery happens or not,” he
says. “The community has developed to
the point of becoming a stable entity.”

Knight says the proposed development
of Packery Channel would be good for
the island. It’s a good compromise. It’s
far less than developers would like, he
says, yet more than what environmental-
ists want.

“Perhaps, this is as good as we can do,
given that we have an expanding popula-
tion and people who want the ability to
go to the beach,” he says. “Perhaps hav-
ing a community that has well-defined
boundaries, that has public recreational
facilities on three sides of it and that has
people in a well-defined development is
just about as good of a compromise as we
can manage.”

Master planning a barrier
island

Dr. Jennifer Prouty, chair of the Nueces
County Beach Management Committee,
says reopening Packery Channel involves
a lot more than just digging a ditch. The
project will allow the county to put into
action a comprehensive master plan for
developing the area south of the channel,
controlling development in a unified man-
ner, she says.

“I’ve been in this community for 16
years, and I’ ve seen Padre Island develop
and develop and develop,” says Prouty, a
coastal geologist who also chairs the en-
vironmental science program at Texas
A&M University-Corpus Christi. “Some
of it has been developed in a master-
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planned manner but much of it is now
developing in a piecemeal manner, par-
ticularly on Mustang Island. There is no
master plan for Mustang or Padre Island.”

In master planning a community, some
areas of land are designated for develop-
ment while others may be set aside as
green space or as habitat for animals.
Master planning promotes development
in the safest manner to prevent risk to
property owners, she says.

Asset Development Corp. has the abil-
ity to create a comprehensive, coherent
community that has greenbelts, walking
trails, businesses and landscaping with a
unified style, Prouty says. Lots of indi-
vidual property owners developing their
lands separately would not be able to cre-
ate such a community, she says.

A master-planned community like the
one she suggests would be impossible to
carry out in many coastal areas because
of the lack of availability of large tracts
of land, such as those on Mustang and
North Padre Islands, she says.

Prouty says she understands the view
of environmentalists and her environmen-
tal science colleagues who oppose devel-
opment on barrier islands. In an ideal
world, she would like to see barrier is-
lands not developed. But, she says, the
reality is people have developed on this
barrier island.

“I think we’re now seeing individual
development as property owners have the
right to do,” she says. “We’re beyond pre-
venting development. We’re now into
managing the resource that we have.”

Like many people nowadays, Prouty
says she has her own vision for the future
of North Padre and Mustang Islands. And,
she says, it’s a real vision and not one
that’s a “pie in the sky.”

Prouty says she would like to see large
areas of the islands remaining protected
and pristine as wetlands and wildlife habi-
tat, so that some of the original functions
of the barrier island can be enjoyed by
visitors. In between these areas, she wants
high-quality development of resorts that
are built with a barrier island in mind and
protective of its fragile ecosystems.

“My vision and that of a lot of other
environmentalists is to try to conserve
some lands there and ensure we get visi-
tor amenities that link those properties,”
she says.

Even if the Packery Channel project
does not move forward, Prouty says no

one can stop the eventual development of
the island. With or without Packery, it’s
not a question of whether the island de-
velops, only how quickly, she says.

“A lot of people have stopped paying
attention to the island now that they think
the Packery Channel issue has been voted
down,” she says. “This is a pressing issue
and a hot area that is continuing to de-
velop. It’s the challenge of this commu-
nity to ensure the area develops in a way
they would like to see it develop.

Prouty encourages people to pay atten-
tion to what’s happening on the island and
to create their own visions for the future.

“Voting down Packery Channel has not
in any way stopped development on Pa-
dre and Mustang Islands,” she says. “Itis
continuing day in and day out.

“The moment to move is now. If we wait
any longer, it is going to be too late. Devel-
opment is continuing, and there’ll soon be
nothing left, Packery Channel or not.”

Channel faces uncertain future

Despite the rejection of the bond is-
sue, the Packery Channel project contin-
ues to move forward. In August, Presi-
dent Clinton signed a bill allowing the
federal government to spend $19.5 mil-
lion on the Packery Channel project if
Nueces County can come up with the re-
maining $10.5 million needed to fund the
project. This $10.5 million was rejected
by county voters in June. While the fed-
eral government has authorized spending
the money on the project, it still must ap-
propriate the money.

Meanwhile, the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers is conducting a feasibility study
of the reopening Packery Channel as a
federal environmental project. This study
is scheduled for completion this fall.

Because voters said they did not want
to pass bonds to finance the project,
Borchard says the county must now look
towards finding other sources of funding.
Until that happens or if it happens,
Borchard says he does not know what will
happen with the project.

But for Trice, the Packery Channel is-
sue has not been killed. Though, he says,
supporters of the project did take note of
the results of the bond election.

“For the Padre Island Business Asso-
ciation and a lot of people in this com-
munity, Packery Channel is not a dead is-
sue, but we have learned a lot from that
bond election,” he says.
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Replant ... repair ... reclaim

Texas Sea Grant has just what you need to keep your property in
shape — from a guide to planting (or re-planting) seagrasses in the
marshes to a repair kit for the Gulf of Mexico that every homeowner
should memorize to a humorous brochure on a serious subject for marina
operators and recreational boat owners.

And — looking ahead — remember to recycle your holiday tree. The
dunes need it.

A Guide to Planting Seagrasses in the
Gulf of Mexico. 28 pp. 6 color photo-
graphs, 6 illustrations. TAMU-SG-94-
601. Free.

Gulf of Mexico Repair Kit. 16 pp. 16
color illustrations. TAMU-SG-96-505.
Free.

Here's the Poop ... Don't Pollute. A
"Potti-Training" Manual for Boats. 2
color illustrations, 1 map. TAMU-SG-
98-502. Free.

All publications available from Texas
Sea Grant College Program, 1716
Briarcrest, Suite 603, Bryan, TX 77802.
Multiple copies of free publications are
available at unit cost. Call (409) 862-
3767 for details.
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