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First Glimpse at October’s TEU Numbers      

Up or down? 

In a November 8 press release, the National Retail 
Federation and Global Port Tracker projected that inbound 
container loads in October would total 2.19 million TEUs, 
down 1.2% from a year ago. “That year-over-year decline 
would be the first since July 2020, after which unusually 
high import volumes began to arrive when stores closed 
by the pandemic reopened and retailers worked to meet 
pent-up consumer demand and to stock up for the 
holidays,” observed the NRF’s release. 

A more positive tone was sounded in an email posted on 
November 18 by box counter John D. McCown, whose 
eponymous McCown Report claimed that October saw 
inbound loaded TEU traffic at the nation’s ten largest 
container ports increase by 1.2% over a year earlier. 

To be sure, the Global Port Tracker takes into account 
three Florida ports (Miami, Port Everglades, and 
Jacksonville) not covered by the McCown Report. That 
in itself could make for a world of difference, but the 
discrepancy’s more immediate cause appears to be that 
the McCown Report expected 81,955 loaded inbound 
TEUs to show up at the Port of Oakland in October when 
in fact the port itself is laying claim to discharging only 
69,295 laden TEUs. 

How closely the October results released by the ports 
and these two forecasters remains to be seen. Here at 

the West Coast Trade Report, we eschew speculating 
about statistics. As we take pains to remind our readers, 
the TEU tallies cited in this newsletter are not derived 
from proprietary algorithms or from information obtained 
from undisclosed sources but instead represent the 
actual TEU counts reported by the North American 
seaports we survey. These ports typically take anywhere 
from a few days to a few weeks to report their monthly 
container trade statistics. Because West Coast ports are 
usually usually more nimble in compiling and releasing 
their monthly TEU counts than are ports elsewhere in 
the country, these “First Glimpse” figures may give a 
misleading indication of the latest trends. Still, we feel 
that the TEU counts we post more or less represent the 
official record.

So what are we seeing so far? A year-over-year dip in 
import containers or an upward nudge? 

What we do know is that the Ports of Long Beach and 
Los Angeles have reported a combined 6.2% decline 
in inbound loads from a year earlier, while the Port of 
Oakland sustained a 20.3% drop in inbound loads. Further 
up the Pacific Coast, the Northwest Seaport Alliance 
Ports of Seattle and Tacoma recorded a 7.2% year-
over-year gain in laden imports. Over the border, Prince 
Rupert’s containerized import volume was down 14.0% 
from a year earlier. Elsewhere, Houston enjoyed a 12.0% 
increase, while along the Atlantic Seaboard inbound loads 
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were up 12.5% at Virginia, 11.6% at Charleston, 11.4% at 
Port Everglades, and 11.2% at Savannah. 

Honors for being the first U.S. port to post its October 
figures once again go to the Port of Boston, which saw 
negative growth in both directions of trade. Import loads 
at the New England gateway were down by 47.8% from 
last October and by 59.7% from October 2019. Export 
loads similarly slumped by 50.2% from a year earlier and 
by 49.9% from two years ago. Overall container traffic 
(loads + empties) declined to 11,846 TEUs, off 47.0% from 
last year and 61.3% from October 2019. 

The first major port to post its October numbers was Long 
Beach, which handled an oddly round 385,000 inbound 
loads and a more ragged 122,214 outbound loads. 
However, outbound loads were up 6.6% year-over-year but 
down 7.2% from two Octobers ago. Total traffic amounted 
to 789,716 TEUs, 2.1% below the 806,603 total TEUs the 
port handled a year earlier but up 14.7% from October 
of pre-pandemic 2019. YTD, Long Beach has handled 
7,884,565 TEUs (loads + empties), a 21.0% gain over last 
year and 23.8% more than it had moved in October 2019.  

Next door, the Port of Los Angeles took a more leisurely 
approach to releasing its container statistics for October 
but at length posted a sharp 7.8% drop in inbound loads 
from a year ago. As at Long Beach, the declines were 
not because there were fewer containers waiting to be 
discharged, it was that there was less and less room 
available to accommodate them. A better guide to the 
port’s performance is that inbound loads this October were 
19.0% higher than in the last arguably normal October in 
2019. On the other hand, exports of cargo-bearing boxes 
continued to shrink at the port, with outbound loads down 
31.7% from a year earlier and by 30.0% from October 
2019, when 42,081 more loaded TEUs left the port than 
during this October. Empty outbound container traffic in 
October was up by 2.9% year-over-year but up by 47.6% 
over October 2019. YTD, total TEU traffic at the Port of LA 
amounted to 9,079,561 TEUs, up 22.0% over this point last 
year and by 15.5% over two Octobers ago.  

October at the Port of Oakland saw 30.3% fewer inbound 
loads than in October 2020 and 12% fewer than in 
the preceding October. Outbound loads from the San 
Francisco Bay Area port were down 35.2% year-over-
year and 35.5% from October 2019. Year-to-date, total 

container traffic through the port, including empties, 
amounted to 2,088,021 TEUs, up 1.6% from the same 
point last year but off 1.0% from the same period in 2019.

Also among the early reporters, the Port of Virginia 
continued to show impressive growth numbers in October, 
with import loads up 12.5% year-over-year and up 19.4% 
over the previous October. Virginia was among the 
minority of U.S. ports that showed gains in their outbound 
trades. Export loads from the port grew by 6.0% over last 
October and by 2.5% over the October before that. This 
October proved to be the port’s busiest month ever, with 
318,482 TEUs crossing the docks. That volume of loads + 
empties was 16.1% over a year earlier and 19.3% ahead of 
October 2019. 

Charleston likewise posted big gains, with import loads up 
11.6% over last October and up 13.1% over October 2019. 

Savannah, with 259,314 loaded import TEUs recorded an 
11.2% year-over-year gain in import loads in October, with 
inbound loads also up 30.0% from October 2019. Export 
loads, though, slipped by 3.6% from last year and by 11.8% 
from October 2019. Total YTD container traffic through 
the Georgia port totaled 4,652,464 TEUs, 23.4% ahead of 
last October and 20.1% over the previous October. 

In Florida, Port Everglades reports inbound loads in 
October totaled 29,940 TEUs, up 11.4% year-over-year. 
Loaded export traffic (37,646 TEUs) was up 18.8%. Total 
container moves so far this year amounted to 882,897 
TEUs, up 15.0% from last year and 3.1% from this point in 
2019.  

Down on the Gulf Coast, Houston saw its inbound loads 
grow by 12.0% over last October and by 36.9% over 
the same month in 2019. However, Houston’s traffic in 
outbound loads slipped by 2.3% from a year earlier and by 
13.2% from two Octobers ago. Total container movements 
through the Texas port this October amounted to 328,486 
TEUs, 10.9% more than a year earlier and 27.0% above the 
port’s October 2019 volume.

The numbers from the Northwest Seaport Alliance Ports 
of Seattle and Tacoma showed a 7.2% year-over-year 
gain in import loads, which also represented a 12.2% 
improvement over October 2019. Outbound loads, 
meanwhile, were similarly down 9.8% from a year earlier 
and 26.9% from two years earlier. Total international 

First Glimpse at October’s TEU Numbers  Continued
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container traffic through the two ports in the year to date 
(2,488,237 TEUs) was up 8.7% from the first ten months of 
last year but down by 4.5% from the same period in 2019.

Up in British Columbia, Vancouver saw its trade in 
inbound loads (172,170 TEUs) slide by 10.9% from a year 
earlier but rise by 26.4% from October 2019. Export traffic 
at Vancouver (69,185 TEUs) dropped by 23.1% from a 
year earlier and by 20.8% from October 2019. The total 
number of TEUs processed at the port YTD amounted 
to 3,185,381, up 12.5% and 11.0%, respectively over the 

two previous years. Further north, the Port of Prince 
Rupert continued to struggle in October, with import loads 
(57,891 TEUs) down 14.0% year-over-year but up a slender 
0.4% from October 2019. On the other hand, export loads 
(16,565 TEUs) were up 8.1% from the year before and by 
19.0% from October 2019. Total container traffic at the 
Canadian port in October (110,130 TEUs) dropped by 9.0% 
from a year earlier but was 8.4% higher than in October 
2019. YTD, Prince Rupert has handled a total of 884,729 
TEUs, down 5.4% from last year and down 2.8% from this 
juncture in 2019. 

First Glimpse at October’s TEU Numbers  Continued

First, some housekeeping notes. We have been obliged to 
suspend our efforts to include TEU data from the Ports of 
Manzanillo and Lazaro Cardenas because of timeliness and 
transparency issues. 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic’s ongoing impact on 
global trade, we will continue to offer Exhibits 1-3 with 
columns comparing the container numbers for the latest 
month for which complete statistics are available with the 
same month in the two preceding calendar years. We also 
compare the numbers on a YTD basis. 

According to the National Retail Federation (NRF), the 
U.S. ports covered by Global Port Tracker handled 2.14 
million Twenty-Foot Equivalent Units in September. 
That was down 5.9% from the preceding month but up 
1.4% year-over-year. May of this year (2.33 million TEUs) 
remains the busiest month on record for containerized 
imports.  

As our Exhibit 1 shows, 2,207,700 inbound loads 
entered the U.S. ports we track, with U.S. West Coast 
ports handling 1,059,361 TEUs in September, down 
3.9% (-42,760 TEUs) from the previous year while up 
7.7% (+75,756 TEUs) from the September before that. 
At the same time, the U.S. East Coast ports we monitor 
collectively reported handling 1,004,162 inbound loads, 
a 5.7% (+54,355 TEUs) gain over last September as well 
as an 18.3% (+155,454 TEUs) increase over September 
2019. On the Gulf Coast, Houston’s gain in import loads 

easily compensated for a sharp drop in inbound loads 
through New Orleans. The same was not true, however, in 
British Columbia where an uptick in laden import TEUs at 
Vancouver was not able to balance off a plunge in import 
containers at Prince Rupert. 

As for the containerized export trade, the proliferation of 
red ink in Exhibit 2 testifies that traffic up and down the 
Pacific Coast has been not robust. Only the two smaller 
California ports – the Port of Hueneme and the Port of 
San Diego – recorded year-over-year increases. Outbound 
loads from the two San Pedro Bay ports were down 
23.2% (-56,452 TEUs) from a year earlier and down 26.4% 
(-67,483 TEUs) from two Septembers ago. Outbound 
loads at Oakland (-13,471 TEUs), the NWSA ports (-9,770 
TEUs), Vancouver (-21,644 TEUs), and Prince Rupert 
(-1,678 TEUs) all declined from a year earlier. Collectively, 
USWC ports handled 310,795 loaded outbound TEUs in 
September. Through the first nine months of this year, 
USWC ports sent 3,232,872 laden TEUs abroad, 301,538 
fewer loaded TEUs than they had last year at this point 
and 592,170 fewer TEUS than in the first three quarters of 
2019. 

East Coast ports fared somewhat better with container 
exports, shipping 478,075 laden TEUs in September, just 
99 TEUs more than they had a year earlier. Year to date, 
USEC ports handled 4,734,109 export loads, a 7.2% gain 
over 2020 but 1.3% off 2019 levels. 

Detailing the September 2021 TEU Numbers      
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Exhibit 1 September 2021 - Inbound Loaded TEUs at Selected Ports

Sep 2021 Sep 2020 % 
Change

Sep 2019 % 
Change

Sep 2021 
YTD

Sep 2020 
YTD

% 
Change

Sep 2019
YTD

% 
Change

Los Angeles  468,059  471,795 -0.8%  402,320 16.3%  4,257,305  3,394,744 25.4%  3,579,938 18.9%

Long Beach  370,230  405,618 -8.7%  354,919 4.3%  3,475,766  2,807,183 23.8%  2,804,859 23.9%

San Pedro Bay 
Totals  838,289  877,413 -4.5%  757,239 10.7%  7,733,071  6,201,927 24.7%  6,384,797 21.1%

Oakland  81,789  93,914 -12.9%  84,906 -3.7%  819,025  740,960 10.5%  737,980 11.0%

NWSA  122,798  122,543 0.2%  131,451 -6.6%  1,101,728  899,629 22.5%  1,058,982 104.0%

Port of Hueneme  10,210  3,197 219.4%  3,117 227.6%  71,764  34,582 107.5%  44,902 59.8%

Port of San 
Diego  6,275  5,054 24.2%  6,902 -9.1%  60,745  56,147 8.2%  53,679 13.2%

USWC Totals  1,059,361  1,102,121 -3.9%  983,615 7.7%  9,786,333  7,933,245 23.4%  8,280,340 18.2%

Boston  4,960  13,208 -62.4%  11,608 -57.3%  74,900  102,870 -27.2%  115,567 -35.2%

NYNJ  379,190  374,649 1.2%  315,866 20.0%  3,414,031  2,776,346 23.0%  2,841,441 20.2%

Maryland  41,993  46,057 -8.8%  45,026 -6.7%  385,374  379,426 1.6%  399,732 -3.6%

Virginia  152,197  121,115 25.7%  114,643 32.8%  1,232,110  936,774 31.5%  1,035,121 19.0%

South Carolina  98,208  90,399 8.6%  90,111 9.0%  941,340  749,502 25.6%  806,448 16.7%

Georgia  233,275  212,517 9.8%  183,466 27.1%  2,066,587  1,614,177 28.0%  1,673,186 23.5%

Jaxport  25,017  27,736 -9.8%  27,309 -8.4%  242,021  231,473 4.6%  267,100 -9.4%

Port Everglades  27,136  24,835 9.3%  25,594 6.0%  268,856  217,964 23.3%  239,790 12.1%

Miami  42,186  39,291 7.4%  35,085 20.2%  414,621  304,045 36.4%  362,202 14.5%

USEC Totals  1,004,162  949,807 5.7%  848,708 18.3%  9,039,840  7,312,577 23.6%  7,740,587 16.8%

New Orleans  8,790  12,565 -30.0%  11,225 -21.7%  95,441  103,678 -7.9%  104,065 -8.3%

Houston  135,387  121,508 11.4%  106,270 27.4%  1,181,821  910,279 29.8%  932,437 26.7%

USGC Totals  144,177  134,073 7.5%  117,495 22.7%  1,277,262  1,013,957 26.0%  1,036,502 23.2%

Vancouver  164,750  156,189 5.5%  156,289 5.4%  1,467,411  1,274,463 15.1%  1,308,784 12.1%

Prince Rupert  46,430  60,601 -23.4%  63,970 -27.4%  398,185  465,556 -14.5%  501,079 -20.5%

BC Totals  211,180  216,790 -2.6%  220,259 -4.1%  1,865,596  1,740,019 7.2%  1,809,863 3.1%

US/BC Totals  2,418,880  2,402,791 0.7%  2,170,077 11.5%  21,969,031  17,999,798 22.1%  18,867,292 16.4%

US Total  2,207,700  2,186,001 1.0%  1,949,818 13.2%  20,103,435  16,259,779 23.6%  17,057,429 17.9%

USWC/BC  1,270,541  1,318,911 -3.7%  1,203,874 5.5%  11,651,929  9,673,264 20.5%  10,090,203 15.5%

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

Sep 2021 Sep 2020 % Change Sep 2019 % 
Change

Sep 2021 
YTD

Sep 2020 
YTD

% Change Sep 2019 
YTD

% 
Change

Los Angeles  75,714  130,397 -41.9%  130,769 -41.2%  932,280  1,136,290 -18.0%  1,347,073 -30.8%

Long Beach  110,787  112,556 -1.6%  123,215 -10.1%  1,091,963  1,111,553 -1.8%  1,092,069 -0.10%

San Pedro Bay 
Totals  186,501  242,953 -23.2%  253,984 -26.4%  2,024,243  2,247,843 -9.9%  2,439,142 -17.0%

Oakland  62,203  75,674 -17.8%  72,058 -13.7%  661,157  685,771 -3.6%  687,203 -3.8%

NWSA  57,169  66,939 -14.6%  82,148 30.4%  522,767  589,744 -11.4%  684,558 -23.6%

Port of Hueneme  4,376  799 447.7%  779 461.7%  20,310  8,642 135.0%  11,196 81.4%

Port of San Diego  546  230 137.4%  706 -22.7%  4,395  2,410 20.5%  2,943 49.3%

USWC Totals  310,795  386,595 -19.6%  409,675 -24.1%  3,232,872  3,534,410 -8.5%  3,825,042 -15.5%

Boston  3,292  8,053 -59.1%  6,892 -52.2%  52,473  57,577 -8.9%  61,729 -15.0%

NYNJ  99,893  114,690 -12.9%  116,231 -14.1%  1,014,189  980,109 3.5%  1,103,001 -8.1%

Maryland  19,227  17,214 11.7%  20,320 -5.4%  188,553  159,882 17.9%  174,712 7.9%

Virginia  80,697  75,526 6.8%  71,561 12.8%  788,209  685,277 15.0%  727,021 8.4%

South Carolina  61,705  60,245 2.4%  61,494 0.3%  622,596  574,033 8.5%  622,277 0.1%

Georgia  108,900  105,229 3.5%  107,972 0.9%  1,082,018  1,078,592 0.3%  1,111,952 -2.7%

Jaxport  46,113  46,324 -0.5%  37,470 23.1%  438,466  372,990 17.6%  369,848 18.6%

Port Everglades  31,102  27,685 12.3%  35,404 -12.2%  287,141  245,840 16.8%  317,605 -9.6%

Miami  27,146  23,010 18.0%  33,964 -20.1%  260,464  263,010 -1.0%  308,151 -15.5%

USEC Totals  478,075  477,976 100.0%  491,308 -2.7%  4,734,109  4,417,310 7.2%  4,796,296 -1.3%

New Orleans  14,934  21,959 -32.0%  25,049 -40.4%  191,756  209,325 -8.4%  225,249 -14.9%

Houston  69,765  92,415 -24.5%  102,309 -31.8%  788,980  924,065 -14.6%  946,017 -16.6%

USGC Totals  84,699  114,374 -25.9%  127,358 -33.5%  980,736  1,133,390 -13.5%  1,171,266 -16.3%

Vancouver  67,798  89,442 -24.2%  90,304 -24.9%  704,458  782,883 -10.0%  856,013 -17.7%

Prince Rupert  12,009  13,687 -12.3%  13,370 -10.2%  118,923  146,609 -18.9%  145,559 -18.3%

BC Totals  79,807  103,129 -22.6%  103,674 -23.0%  823,381  929,492 -11.4%  1,001,572 -17.8%

US/Canada 
Total  953,376  1,082,074 -11.9%  1,132,015 -2.7%  9,771,098  10,014,602 -2.4%  10,794,176 -9.5%

US Total  873,569  978,945 -10.8%  1,028,341 -15.1%  8,947,717  9,085,110 -1.5%  9,792,604 -8.6%

USWC/BC  390,602  489,724 -20.2%  513,349 -23.9%  4,056,253  4,463,902 -9.1%  4,826,614 -16.0%

Source Individual Ports
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Detailing the September 2021 TEU Numbers  Continued

Sep 2021 Sep 2020 % Change% Change Sep 2019 % Change

Los Angeles  8,176,917  6,463,735 26.5%  7,091,777 15.3%

Long Beach  7,094,849  5,707,305 24.3%  5,678,362 24.9%

San Pedro Bay 
Ports  15,271,766  12,171,040 25.5%  12,770,139 19.6%

NYNJ  6,659,082  5,382,422 23.7%  5,620,381 18.5%

Georgia  4,148,117  3,305,832 25.5%  3,446,998 20.3%

Vancouver  2,858,235  2,471,114 15.7%  2,596,151 10.1%

NWSA  2,803,355  2,419,741 15.9%  2,353,551 19.1%

Virginia  2,588,066  1,998,931 29.5%  2,219,103 16.6%

Houston  2,507,000  2,165,581 15.8%  2,232,036 12.3%

South Carolina  2,019,611  1,677,128 20.4%  1,846,017 9.4%

Oakland  1,916,165  1,838,475 4.2%  1,904,260 0.6%

Montreal  1,286,831  1,159,196 11.0%  1,305,179 -1.5%

JaxPort  1,053,944  941,922 11.9%  1,001,024 5.3%

Miami  947,062  763,610 24.0%  845,801 12.0%

Port Everglades  788,339  683,591 15.3%  771,541 102.2%

Maryland  779,323  764,213 2.0%  818,707 -4.8%

Prince Rupert  773,443  814,551 -5.0%  896,459 -13.7%

Philadelphia  555,161  483,378 14.9%  461,631 20.3%

New Orleans  378,660  429,509 -11.8%  482,423 -21.5%

Boston  152,436  201,636 -24.4%  224,487 -32.1%

Hueneme  160,166  127,144 26.0%  90,596 76.8%

Port of San Diego  118,538  112,111 5.7%  107,576 10.2%

Portland, Oregon  71,435  58,066 23.0%  26 

US/Canada Total  47,836,735  39,969,191 19.7%  41,994,086 13.9%

US Mainland Only  42,918,226  35,524,330 20.8%  37,196,297 15.4%

Source Individual Ports

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

Exhibit 3 shows that the U.S. mainland 
ports we monitor handled 42,918,226 
total TEUs (loaded + empty) this year 
through September. That was up 20.8% 
(+ 7,393,297 TEUs) over the same 
period last year. It was also up 15.4% 
(+5,721,919 TEUs) over the first three 
quarters of 2019. 

For What It’s Worth
The declared value of containerized 
imports entering U.S. mainland ports in 
this year’s third quarter totaled $243.37 
billion. Nominally, this was up 16.7% from 
the same period last year and up 15.5% 
from the $210.77 billion in containerized 
imports reported in the third quarter 
of 2019. The two San Pedro Bay ports 
together handled imports valued at 
$82.61 billion, up 6.3% from $77.72 billion 
the year before and up 10.9% from the 
$74.49 billion they had handled in the 
third quarter of pre-pandemic 2019.

Given the fall-off in outbound loaded 
TEUs from pre-pandemic levels, the 
declared value of containerized exports 
remained almost unchanged in nominal 
terms. This year’s third quarter $67.46 
billion in containerized exports was 
slightly below the $67.66 billion reported 
in the same nine months of 2019.    

Weights and Values
Following along with different ways of 
gauging containerized trade, we offer 
here two alternative measures – the 
declared weight and value of the goods 
loaded into those TEUs. The percentages 
in the following exhibits are derived from 
data compiled by the U.S. Commerce 
Department that are normally published 
with a five-week time-lag. 

Exhibit 4 shows how the three major 
USWC gateways have been faring with 
respect to their respective shares of 
containerized imports discharged at 
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mainland U.S. seaports in September. Although the five 
major USWC maritime gateways clearly dominate the 
movement of containers through ports in the states 
of California, Oregon, and Washington, smaller USWC 
ports have boosted the major ports’ combined share of 
containerized import tonnage through mainland U.S. 
ports by 1.5-2.0%. In September, the total USWC share 
of containerized import tonnage through mainland ports 
was 37.7%, 1.9% higher than the 35.8% share jointly held 
by the USWC Big Five.

The Port of Hueneme and the Port of San Diego are 
important ports-of-entry for refrigerated containers laden 
with fresh fruit imports from Central and South America. 
And Oregon’s Port of Portland is gradually re-building its 
international container trade, with the number of total 
TEUs handled in September (7,364 TEUs) up from just 
six two years ago. The Port of Everett (Washington) also 
handles several thousand containers a year, many of them 
on behalf of a local aircraft manufacturer.  

The maritime industry has an affinity for measuring trade 
in TEUs, but economists generally refer using currency 
values. So it’s worth noting that the Port of Los Angeles, 
America’s busiest port overall, ranked just sixth in 
terms of the dollar value of its containerized exports in 
September. Its $1.81 billion in containerized exports put 
it behind Houston ($2.44 billion), PNYNJ ($2.32 billion), 
Virginia ($2.14 billion), Long Beach ($1.91 billion), and 
Savannah ($1.82 billion). Two Septembers ago, Los 
Angeles ranked second behind only Houston as the 
nation’s top port in terms of the value of containerized 
exports.  

Exhibit 5 displays the shares of U.S. container trade 
involving the Far East handled by the five major USWC 
ports. Collectively, these five ports handled 56.9% of all 
containerized import tonnage that entered U.S. mainland 
ports from the Far East in September. That was down 
from last September, when the same five ports received 
58.2% of all containerized import tonnage, but it was 
up from the 56.1% share in the pre-pandemic month of 
September 2019. 

Who Cares Who’s #1, Who’s #5?  
Once again, there was no question that the nation’s 
busiest port in September was the Port of Los Angeles 
with a total of 903,865 empty and loaded TEUs crossing 

Detailing the September 2021 TEU Numbers  Continued

Sep 2021 Aug 2021 Sep 2020

Shares of U.S. Mainland Ports Containerized Import Tonnage

LA/LB 28.8% 26.6% 29.7%

Oakland 2.8% 4.1% 3.9%

NWSA 4.2% 4.6% 4.5%

Shares of U.S. Mainland Ports Containerized Import Value

LA/LB 35.4% 33.4% 37.5%

Oakland 2.5% 3.0% 3.6%

NWSA 5.5% 6.0% 5.9%

Shares of U.S. Mainland Containerized Export Tonnage

LA/LB 19.2% 19.6% 22.3%

Oakland 6.2% 6.8% 6.9%

NWSA 6.9% 6.5% 7.1%

Shares of U.S. Mainland Conatainerized Export Value

LA/LB 17.3% 17.4% 20.4%

Oakland 6.2% 6.9% 7.3%

NWSA 4.1% 4.0% 4.0%

Source: U.S. Commerce Department.

Exhibit 4 Major USWC Ports Shares of U.S. 
Mainland Ports Worldwide Container 
Trade, September 2021

its docks that month. The neighboring Port of Long 
Beach was the next busiest port with 748,472 total TEUs. 
Together, the San Pedro Bay gateway managed to move 
1,652,337 TEUs in September. In third came the Port of 
New York/New Jersey (PNYNJ) with 724,418 total TEUs. 
Fourth place went to Savannah with 472,062 total TEUs. 
The Northwest Seaport Alliance Ports of Tacoma and 
Seattle ranked fifth among the U.S. ports we track with a 
total of 330,517 total TEUs in September.

Not surprisingly, the Port of Los Angeles was also the 
nation’s busiest port year-to-date, with 8,176,917 total 
TEUs through September. Second was Long Beach with 
7,094,849 TEUs, while PNYNJ placed third with 6,659,082 
TEUs. Fourth-place Savannah handled 4,148,117 total 
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TEUs through the first nine months of this year, while the 
NWSA ports (2,803,355 TEUs) topped Virginia (2,588,066 
TEUs) and Houston (2,507,000 TEUs) for fifth place. 
(Elsewhere on the continent, Vancouver had handled 
2,858,235 total TEUs through the first three quarters of 
this year.)

Counting loaded boxes only, Los Angeles remained 
in the lead with 543,773 loaded TEUs in the month of 
September. Neighboring Long Beach came next with 
481,017 loaded TEUs in September, followed by the Port 
of New York/New Jersey with 479,083 loaded TEUs. 
Savannah ran well behind with 342,176 loaded TEUs 
followed by Houston with 205,152 total loads.  

In the category of inbound loads in September, Los 
Angeles (468,059 TEUs) topped PNYNJ (379,190 TEUs) 
and Long Beach (370,230 TEUs). Inbound loads at fourth 
place Savannah meanwhile totaled 233,275 TEUs, while 
fifth place Houston handled 135,387 inbound loaded 
TEUs.  

Once again, export loads were again a different story. 
The Port of Long Beach led all mainland U.S. ports with 
110,787 loaded export TEUs in September, followed 
closely by Savannah with 108,900 TEUs. PNYNJ came 
next with 99,893 TEUs, topping Virginia (80,697 TEUs). 
Los Angeles (75,714 TEUs) claimed fifth place, with 
Houston trailing behind with 69,765 export loads.

Mixed Nuts
Exporters of California’ tree nuts posted widely different 
September numbers. 

Almond foreign shipments (163,520,784 pounds in 
September) were off by 17.2% from a year earlier, with 
major declines in sales to Europe (-26.0%) and the Asia-
Pacific market (-11.1%). On the other hand, exports to 
the economic powerhouses of Northeast Asia edged up 
1.4% over September 2020.  Despite the overall decline, 
this was the second largest September for exports, but 
33,867,101 fewer pounds than the record set last year. 

Walnuts and pistachio exports were a very different story. 

Walnut exports worldwide in September (11,899,000 
pounds) were up 43.3% year-over-year and 69.5% over 
September 2019. 28.6% of all walnut shipments in 
September went to foreign markets. 

Remarkably, pistachios overtook walnuts as the state’s 
second biggest tree nut export. Pistachio exports in 
September (61,189,996 pounds) were 171.6% over a year 
earlier and 139.1% over September 2019. It was the best 
September by far for pistachio exports. Fully 76.6% of the 
pistachio crop was shipped abroad in September.

Detailing the September 2021 TEU Numbers  Continued

Exhibit 5 Major USWC Ports Shares of U.S. 
Mainland Ports Containerized Trade with 
East Asia, September 2021

Sep 2021 Aug 2021 Sep 2020

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

LA/LB 47.2% 44.9% 47.6%

Oakland 3.3% 3.9% 4.3%

NWSA 6.4% 7.4% 6.3%

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

LA/LB 52.2% 49.7% 53.8%

Oakland 2.9% 3.3% 4.3%

NWSA 7.8% 8.9% 8.1%

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

LA/LB 34.1% 33.8% 35.2%

Oakland 9.1% 10.1% 8.9%

NWSA 11.9% 11.1% 10.5%

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

LA/LB 37.0% 35.5% 39.1%

Oakland 11.0% 12.8% 11.6%

NWSA 8.6% 8.6% 7.6%

Source: U.S. Commerce Department.
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Finally, a few numbers about the numbers of 
empties
We have in recent months seen the emergence of 
a steadily growing army of experts on supply chain 
issues. The national (i.e., New York-based) and even 
the international media have developed a keen interest 
in what’s been going awry in the goods movement 
business, especially at America’s West Coast seaports. 
As a result, editors have taken to dispatching reporters 
to ferret out the facts. Apparently, posing alongside a 
stack of shipping containers is sufficient to establish 
one’s authority these days. As a result, the Ports of Long 
Beach and Los Angeles are now attracting nearly as much 
worldwide media attention as Britney Spears.  

Having lately minted container connoisseurs commenting 
on ports clogged with containers is not unlike having 
amateur otolaryngologists talk about nasal mucus. 
Diagnoses and prescriptions tend to vary widely, usually 
depending on one’s predispositions or allergies. Among 
the maritime cognoscenti, where you stand often depends 
on where you sit along the supply chain. Everyone favors 
“connecting the dots” in what everyone acknowledges is a 
very complex set of moving pieces for moving goods from 
there to here. 

Some public officials and trucking industry leaders have 
taken to blaming shipping lines for stranding thousands 
of empty containers at or near the nation’s ports. Yet it’s a 
claim that seems strikingly at odds with what agricultural 
shippers up and down the West Coast have been alleging. 
According to exporters of farm produce, shipping 
lines (“foreign-owned” is the customary dog-whistle 
increasingly being used to describe the ocean carriers) 
have been scooping up virtually every empty container 
and shipping them back to Asia before exporters of 
patriotically Grown in the USA agricultural commodities 
can get their hands on them. 

It’s a peculiar notion that shipping lines are doing little to 
address the accumulation of empty containers, especially 
in Southern California. At a November 16 Port of Los 
Angeles press conference with U.S. Transportation 
Secretary Pete Buttigieg, the port’s executive director 
Gene Seroka reported that shipping lines had already 
dispatched six additional sweeper ships to pick up 17,500 
empty TEUs and that three more were due to arrive to 
clear away another 2500 boxes. Still, he estimated that 

there remained some 65,000 empties at the terminals at 
his ports.

Mr. Seroka noted that many of those empty TEUs have 
been arriving from regions of the country that do not 
normally recycle containers through San Pedro Bay. That 
adds to the challenge the ocean carriers face, but it would 
be simply incorrect to argue that the shipping lines have 
been slow to rid the ports of empties. Consider the ports’ 
September and October container statistics. While we 
acknowledge that a container discharged in one month 
might not be turned around and exported later that same 
month, a look at the balance of box traffic in the two most 
recent months for which data are available should help 
better inform public discourse over empties. 

In September, 853,292 TEUs (loaded + empties) arrived 
at the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach. That was 
down 5.4% from the 893,425 inbound TEUs the two ports 
had handled a year earlier. But outbound empties were 
meanwhile up by 9.6% to 594,545 TEUs from 542,618 
TEUs the year before. Looking a year further back to the 
more salubrious year of 2019, this September’s inbound 
traffic was up by 10.2% from two Septembers ago, while 
the number of outbound empties leaving the two ports 
jumped by 33.5%.

In October, inbound traffic through San Pedro Bay 
amounted to 865,843 TEUs, down 6.7% from a year earlier, 
but outbound empties edged up by 0.8% to 606,052 TEUs 
from 600,968 TEUs last October. Comparing this October 
with the pre-pandemic October of 2019, the two ports saw 
inbound TEUs increase by 11.8% over October 2019, while 
outbound TEU traffic was up 22.2%. 

There’s one more statistic that might be worth introducing 
into the empty container debate. 

In October 2019, the San Pedro Bay ports handled a 
total of 1,458,614 TEUs of which 51.1% were inbound. 
A year later, reflecting the sudden import surge that 
began late that summer, inbound traffic’s share of all 
container moves at the two ports leapt to 54.8%. But by 
this October, outbound empties represented 51.2% of 
the 1,692,360 total TEUs the ports handled that month. 
So, despite the steady wave of containerized imports 
that have continued to inundate the ports and the 
nation’s supply chains, the inbound/outbound balance of 
container traffic at the San Pedro Bay ports had returned 

Detailing the September 2021 TEU Numbers  Continued
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In TEUs
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Detailing the September 2021 TEU Numbers  Continued

Exhibit 6 Recent History of Empty TEUs Exports from San Pedro Bay
Source: Ports of Long Beach and Los Angeles
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Exhibit 7 Empty TEU Exports from Major USWC Ports: 2020-2021YTD
Source: Individual Ports 
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Detailing the September 2021 TEU Numbers  Continued

to a ratio more characteristic of normal times because of 
the faster growth in outbound loads.    

Hard statistical data are unlikely to make anyone happy, 
but maybe a couple of graphs will help illuminate the 
controversy over the whereabouts of all those empty 
containers. 

Exhibit 6 deals specifically with the situation at the 
nation’s largest port complex. It clearly reveals a huge 

upswing in the number of outbound empties from the 
Ports of Long Beach and Los Angeles. Exhibit 7 displays 
the rise of empty TEUs from the major U.S. West Coast 
seaports since January of last year. Exhibit 8 compares 
the volume of loaded versus empty TEUs that have 
been leaving the five major U.S. West Coast ports since 
January of last year. 

This column is about climate change, agriculture, and 
West Coast seaports, but it starts at around 40,000 feet 
above sea level on a flight from Copenhagen to San 
Francisco earlier this month. As one does on eleven-hour 
flights, I tend to glance periodically at the flight monitor to 
check our location. And so it was that about eight hours 
into the flight I noticed we were flying over Saskatoon, 
the largest metropolis in the sparsely populated Canadian 
Province of Saskatchewan. 

Realizing we were so close to Saskatchewan caused 
me to chuckle as I began wondering how the citrus 
orchards down there were faring as another winter freeze 
descended on a land that is north of North Dakota but 
contains more than 40% of Canada’s cultivated farmland. 

Citrus on the prairie? What are you talking about, 
O’Connell?

Well, you see, some seven or eight years ago, I got 
a phone call from a gentleman who asked if I could 
possibly be so kind to put him in touch with executives 
in California’s fruit processing industry. Yes, I replied, 
but first who are you? Turns out he was one of those 
excessively polite Canadians who in this case worked for 
Saskatchewan’s agricultural ministry. 

“We’ve been studying some remarkable projections about 
global warming [as climate change was known back 
then] and we think we may have to change our cropping 
patterns within a few decades.” 

You’re not the only ones, I thought. Worrying about 
climate change was then fast emerging as a growth 
industry. 

But talk about advance planning. Saskatchewan is a 
place that puts the winter into winter wheat and now 
they’re thinking citrus. So, after arriving home from SFO, I 
checked to see whether their cropping patterns up north 
of the border had begun to shift.

Well, according to the province’s agricultural statistics, 
it’s not yet growing oranges or lemons or limes, at least 
in any commercial quantities. Nor are there any traces 
of cherries or grapes or even tree nuts. With warming 
temperatures, the local growing season there may be 
getting a shade longer, but Saskatchewan farming is still 
mostly about wheat, canola, barley, dairy products, and 
pulse crops like lentils and chickpeas. 

Growers of specialty crops in California, Oregon, and 
Washington need not fret about competition from 
Saskatchewan…at least not yet. 

To be sure, Canadian climate scientists are continuing 
to predict warmer winters, longer growing seasons, and 
beneficially higher yields for the province’s farmers. 
But, for reasons evident in the North American Drought 
Monitor shown here, they are also concerned about water 
supplies. 

Jock O’Connell’s Commentary: 
The Orange Groves of Saskatoon
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According to an article I managed to track down in 
Saskatoon’s local newspaper, a warmer climate without 
adequate moisture in the soil can involve a nasty tradeoff: 
“Moisture is a transformative element driving the physics, 
chemistry and biology of healthy soil. Water brings 
life. Without it, you’re looking at a pile of lifeless, and 
increasingly useless, dirt.”

Which gets us back to our side of the 49th parallel, where 
much of the West is enduring drought conditions ranging 
from merely Severe to downright Exceptional. Among the 
areas most affected are the major agricultural regions 
of central Washington and Oregon along with almost the 
entire state of California. 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture ranks states 
according to the productive prowess of their growers and 
ranchers based on their total farm receipts. Collectively, 
in 2020, U.S. farms took in $357.16 billion. Washington 
State’s $9.89 billion in farm receipts put it in eleventh 
place nationally, just behind North Carolina but ahead 
of Missouri. With $5.06 billion in farm receipts, Oregon 
ranked 26th between Kentucky and Mississippi. Now 
here’s something that always surprises a few folks, but 

America’s leading agricultural state is not Iowa or Kansas 
or Nebraska or any of the other amber waves of grain 
states in the nation’s midsection. It is California, whose 
$49.08 billion in farm receipts last year was roughly 
double second-place Iowa’s $25.70 billion.      

The problem is that much of that revenue is earned 
by growers in drought-ridden regions in the West, and 
nowhere is this more evident than in California’s vast 
Central Valley, whose default condition is basically that 
of an arid desert. That, of course, was long before an 
intricate network of dams, reservoirs, aqueducts, and 
pumping stations brought water to the valley’s farms 
and turned the region into the most valuable piece of 
agricultural real estate on the planet. Unfortunately, 
most of that infrastructure for capturing and distributing 
water dates back to the middle of the 20th century, when 
California’s population was less than half what it is now 
and when climate conditions were far less frenetic.

Dwindling water resources are not the sole problem 
challenging farms, orchards, and dairies in the western 
states. The Central Valley’s population is California’s 
fastest growing. Between now and mid-century, Fresno 
County’s population is expected to grow by 20.0%, to 
1,226,158 from 1,021,649. Kern County should grow in 
population by 31.1% to 1,207,086 from 920,651. The 
number of residents in San Joaquin County should 
increase by 24.9% to 968,662 from 775,350, while 
neighboring Stanislaus County is anticipated to have 
18.9% more residents (668,224) by mid-century. Having 
more residents not only implies more demand for water 
but a greater need for housing in a state that still feels 
uncomfortable about density. And because those who 
value land by the acre are at a distinct disadvantage vis 
a vis those who price it at the square-foot, Central Valley 
growers have every reason to fear their neighbors. 

Still, as UCLA climate scientist Daniel Swain has observed, 
it’s the extreme variability in weather that poses the 
greater immediate danger to agriculture. “We are seeing 
the driest of dries, the wettest of wets, and the hottest of 
hots,” he told a Public Policy Institute of California video 
conference on November 15. As if Mother Nature wanted 
to underscore his point, just three weeks earlier parts of 
drought-stricken Northern California received the most 
rainfall ever recorded in a single day, enough to prompt 
the National Weather Service to issue flood warnings. 

Exhibit A North American Drought Map 
October 31, 2021

Commentary Continued



West Coast Trade Report

November 2021         Page 13

The unprecedented variability in climate also shreds 
longstanding water management policies. For example, 
California Department of Water Resources chief Karla 
Nemeth concedes that her agency’s forecasting models 
for managing the state’s water supply have been upended 
by climate change. Not only was last winter’s snow fall in 
the Sierras less than forecast, the portion of the snowpack 
that eventually finds its way into the state’s reservoirs 
was much less than predicted. In more normal times, her 
department estimates that 60% of the spring and summer 
runoff will wind up in reservoirs. But this year, that “runoff 
efficiency rate” was nearer to 20%. More of the runoff had 
seeped into depleted aquifers or had simply evaporated 
due to higher-than-normal temperatures in the spring. 
Circumstances are no longer normal.

So what does this have to do with the ports? Well, 
consider that California’s most lucrative non-dairy farm 
product is the almond, over two-thirds of which are 
exported. And, since only about five percent of all almond 
exports go to Canada and Mexico, the rest are typically 
shipped abroad in oceanborne containers. Similarly, a third 
of Washington State’s apple crop is normally exported 
each year as are a quarter of its cherry harvest and up to 
90% of its wheat. Just over 40% of Oregon’s farm produce 
likewise go to foreign markets. 

To get a firmer understanding of what agriculture in the 
Pacific Coast states means for West Coast ports, let’s look 
at the one agricultural export that is largely grown in the 
West – Edible Fruits and Nuts or EF&N, for short. 

Last year, $9.32 billion in EF&N exports left U.S. ports for 
foreign markets. $8.20 billion (88.0%) of these shipments 
were containerized. In tonnage terms, 90.9% of 2020 
maritime exports of EF&N traveled in containers. 

The top six ports handling U.S. exports of EF&N are not 
unexpectedly all on the U.S. West Coast. Leading the 
way was the Port of Oakland, which alone has accounted 
for 56.9% of all EF&N export tonnage from U.S. ports in 
the first three quarters of 2021. The Port of Los Angeles 
and Long Beach combined to handle 24.6% of the trade, 
followed by the Northwest Seaport Alliance Ports of 
Tacoma and Seattle with a 10.7% share. Next – and 
ahead of both Houston and Savannah – was the Port of 
Hueneme with a 1.7% share of the trade. 

As Exhibit A reveals, exports of EF&N have been a much 
bigger business at the Port of Oakland. EF&N exports 
from the Port of Oakland last year amounted to 1,484,827 
metric tons with a value of $5.73 billion. 

More critically, while containerized exports of EF&N 
represented just 2.3% of all containerized export tonnage 
at the two Southern California ports last year, and 7.7% of 
all containerized export tonnage from the two Northwest 
Seaport Alliance ports, they did account for 15.9% of 
Oakland’s containerized export tonnage in 2020. And 
where containerized exports of EF&N through the first 
three quarters of this year were up 2.3% over the same 
period last year at Los Angeles/Long Beach and down 
24.9% at the NWSA ports, the year-over-year increase at 
Oakland was a robust 11.5%.

Commentary Continued
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The Port of Oakland’s advantage as a gateway for farm 
exports stems principally from its proximity to an arc of 
hyper-productive agricultural enterprises that begins in the 
wine-soaked Counties of Sonoma and Napa before spilling 
over into the Sacramento and San Joaquin Valleys before 
curving back to encompass the Monterey Bay area. 

But nature seems bent on threatening that advantage 
by unleashing a persistent pattern of droughts that have 
soaked up precious groundwater, higher temperatures 
that have abused unpicked produce, wildfires that blot out 
sunlight and taint unharvested fruit, and weather as erratic 
and unreliable as my uncle Victor’s ’59 Chevy Impala.The 

port’s export business certainly appears to be the most 
vulnerable of all the major USWC ports to having West 
Coast agriculture disrupted by climate change. 

For now, though, I hope you all enjoyed a fine celebration 
of Thanksgiving last Thursday, content in the knowledge 
that the fresh fruits and nuts you consumed still largely 
come from this side of the border and not – at least yet – 
from the fabled groves of Saskatoon.  

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

Commentary Continued

Every election has a theme. The one that just completed 
this month in Washington State appears to be a theme of 
change. At the Port of Seattle, we will welcome two new 
commissioners. In Seattle, we have a new Mayor, new 
City Council member, and a new City Attorney. In fact, the 
City Attorney-Elect, Ann Davison, is the first Republican 
to be elected city-wide since 1987. And while it is easier 
to gauge voter sentiment and messaging in city elections 
– particularly for Mayor, the results across the board 
resulted in change. 

Of course, bucking the “change” trend is Tacoma. The 
Port of Tacoma Commission will be unchanged, as all 
incumbents will return and the Mayor won with a wide 
margin. 

The two new commissioners at the Port of Seattle are 
Hamdi Mohamed and Toshiko Hasegawa. Ms. Mohamed 
recently worked for Congresswoman Pramila Jayapal 
and Toshiko Hasegawa is the Executive Director of the 
Washington State Commission on Asian Pacific American 
Affairs. Her father is also long-time State Senator 
Bob Hasegawa. While they may be new to the port 
commission, they both have lots of political experience 
and connections that can be beneficial to the port. 

The interesting dynamic will be in policy discussions 
between the two commissions at the NW Seaport 

Alliance. There are lots of differences in culture and 
philosophy between the two cities of Tacoma and Seattle. 
There has been a natural competition between the two 
cities over the last 100 years for railroads, museums, 
stadiums, and containers.

It also should be noted that Mohamed and Hasegawa 
are replacing two Commissioners, Stephanie Bowman 
and Peter Steinbrueck, who have each contributed much 
to the maritime community. Commissioner Bowman 
was instrumental in creating the NW Seaport Alliance. 
Commissioner Steinbrueck has been a leader on the 
environment and the preservation of maritime industrial 
lands in support of good paying family wage jobs. We 
should all thank them for their service.

So change is coming. Will it be what the voters asked for? 
We’ll have to wait and see.

The Votes Have All Been Counted – Voters Want Change
By Jordan Royer, PMSA Vice President, External Affairs

Photo courtesy of the Northwest Seaport Alliance
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A working group of maritime leaders introduced a plan 
to reduce the number of idling vessels sitting outside the 
Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach while improving 
maritime safety and air quality.

The pandemic-related increase in cargo volumes have 
created major impacts throughout the supply chain.  Full 
warehouses, truck driver shortages, and lack of critical 
equipment like chassis to move cargo have caused cargo 
to back up on marine terminals.  Terminals are filled with 
containers dwelling over seven days [See graphic below] so 
there is no room for new arriving vessels to unload causing 
vessels to idle outside of the ports.  The number of vessels 
idling has been growing dramatically. Last week the ports 
reached a new record – not a good one – of 83 container 
vessels at anchor and drifting. 

Previously, container vessels were rushing into port to 
cross the twenty nautical mile mark to be placed on 
a master queuing list that tracks the order of vessels 
coming into the ports. This system has been in existence 
for decades and worked as a fair way to manage labor 
assignments to load and unload ships, but was causing 
vessels to race across the Pacific in order to get in line and 
sit for a week or more.  The community and government 
agencies expressed their concerns about maritime safety 
and additional emissions from vessels idling outside the 
harbor.

The Pacific Maritime Association (PMA), the Southern 
California Marine Exchange, and the Pacific Merchant 
Shipping Association (PMSA), and their individual member 
companies, came together to develop a more efficient 
practice.  Effective November 16th, vessels can be placed 
on the master queuing list upon leaving their last port of 
departure prior to arriving at the Ports of Los Angeles and 
Long Beach. This process will allow vessels to slow their 
speed and delay their arrival on the West Coast closer 
to their anticipated berthing time.  The goal is to reduce 
vessels at anchor that will improve vessel safety before 
the onset of winter weather and also reduce both fuel 
consumption and emissions. Additionally, if vessels arrive 
more than 72 hours before their berthing time, the vessel 
master is requested to voluntarily stay outside of a safety 
and air quality area, ranging from 50-150 miles depending 
on the direction of travel. 

This new strategy is not going to clear the vessels at 
anchor overnight, but it is expected have an impact over the 
next several weeks.  I’m proud of the industry leaders who 
worked very hard to quickly develop a fair and transparent 
system though collaboration.  

Maritime Leaders Introduce a Plan for Safety and Air Quality
By Jessica Alvarenga, PMSA Manager of Government Affairs 

Interested in membership in PMSA? 
Contact Laura Germany for details at: lgermany@pmsaship.com or 510-987-5000.
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