
In the last 25 years the maritime traffic industry has changed 
tremendously. The exponential increase of cargo traffic between 
the various continents has motivated shipping lines to build 
vessels with ever larger dimensions. The Panama Canal and its 
locks were designed for vessels with maximum dimensions of 
294.1 meters (965 feet) long, 32.3 meters (106 feet) wide with 
a maximum draught of 12.40 meters (39.5 feet), the so-called 
Panamax vessels. Vessels that surpass these dimensions, the 
so-called post-Panamax vessels, cannot actually transit the Canal.

As a result of the increased number of post-Panamax vessels 
and the growing demand for Canal transits (according to market 
studies a gradual increase of 40 percent in demand for Canal 
transits of up to 19,600 a year by 2025 is expected), the operator 
of the Canal, the Autoridad del Canal de Panamá (ACP), decided 
to give priority to increasing the Canal’s capacity as well as 
making it possible for post-Panamax vessels to transit the Canal. 

Despite the ongoing financial and economic crisis in Europe 
and the US, dredging works for widening and deepening the 
Panama Canal continue full speed ahead. These improvements 
will bring the Canal up to the requirements of the present-day 
post-Panamax fleets. Simultaneously it will put demands on ports 
that are not yet up to post-Panamax requirements. 

Far-reaching impacts in the US 
The post-Panamax era has inherent impacts on ports and harbors 
worldwide. In most of Europe and the Far East, the major ports 
have already been dredged and prepared for post-Panamax 
shipping vessels. The same cannot be said of the US. 

Although the larger West Coast US ports can handle post-
Panamax vessels, the bottleneck is the most active “all water 
routes” to and from the East Coast and Gulf Coast of the US 
to Asia. The ports on those routes are feeling the most pressure 
to expand. These East Coast and Gulf Coast ports tend to be 
insufficiently deep to receive the newest post-Panamax ships and 
such ships must be light-loaded to access these ports, a time-
consuming and costly exercise.  

Recent presentations and discussions at the National Dredging 
Meeting in Washington, DC in late May 2012 indicate an acute 
awareness of the insufficient depths at many US ports. The 
Harbor Maintenance Trust Fund, which is a major source of 
federal funding for port maintenance and expansion in the US, 
has been a political hot potato. Fortunately, the urgency to release 
these funds is now gaining momentum. 

The National Dredging Meeting was followed with the release 
of the US Army Corps of Engineers report to Congress, US 
Port and Inland Waterways Modernization: Preparing for Post-
Panamax Vessels at the end of June. The report addresses the 
critical need to modernize US ports and inland waterways to 
accommodate post-Panamax vessels. According to Maj. Gen. 
Michael J. Walsh, USACE deputy commanding general for Civil 
Works and Emergency Operations: “Post-Panamax vessels today 
make up 16 percent of the world’s container fleet, but account for 

45 percent of the fleet’s capacity. Those numbers are projected to 
grow significantly over the next 20 years”.

In br ief , the report (http://www.iwr.usace.army.mil/
portandwaterways/) observes that world trade and US trade are 
expected to continue to grow, with imports growing more than 
fourfold and exports expected to grow more than sevenfold 
over the next 30 years. Although some post-Panamax size vessels 
currently call at US ports, by 2030 post-Panamax vessels will 
account for 62 percent of the capacity of the world's container 
fleet.  These vessels will call in increasing numbers at US ports 
that can accommodate them – but most ports along the Eastern 
and Gulf coasts cannot accommodate post-Panamax vessels. These 
ports are prime targets for investments in expansion and dredging. 

In addition, the report notes, the potential transportation cost 
saving of using post-Panamax size vessels to ship US agricultural 
products to Asia through the Panama Canal may lead to an 
increase in grain traffic on the Mississippi River for export at 
Gulf ports. According to the report, the current Mississippi River 
capacity is adequate to meet potential demand— if the waterways 
serving the agricultural export market are maintained. 

The primary challenge with the current process to deliver 
navigation improvements is to ensure adequate and timely 
funding to take advantage of potential opportunities. USACE 
estimates that total investment opportunities could be in the 
range of $3 to 5 billion. This will, of course, have a significant 
impact on the US dredging industry, as funds are freed up to 
implement these improvements. 

As of January 2012, ports from Miami to New York are 
considering renovations including dredging, blasting and bridge-
raising – on the East Coast only Norfolk, Virginia is completely 
ready for these larger ships. That represents a huge amount 
of dredging. If the proposed legislation is passed, US ports 
in the fiscal year 2013 would get $1 billion for maintenance 
dredging, the largest annual federal award for navigation work 
in recent years. This represents the second challenge: will US 
dredging companies have the capacity to actually implement the 
necessary improvements?

At some ports, action is already underway. For instance, the 
Port of Houston, Texas, is overseeing $3 billion in updates to its 
berths and cranes and other facilities, partially as a reaction to the 
completion of the Canal’s 2014 deadline for expansion. According 
to port executives, the port had a record 8,073 ships call in 
2011 and expects to see bigger and more frequent dockings of 
container ships in the near future. And in Baltimore, Maryland 
in late June, four Super Post-Panamax cranes were delivered to 
the Seagirt Marine Terminal, where they are scheduled to begin 
operation in September at the terminal’s new 50 foot deep berth.

In addition, other legislation has recently been introduced in 
the US Congress, the “DREDGE Act of 2012” - Dredging for 
Restoration and Economic Development for Global Exports. This 
bill would authorize the USACE to dredge the Mississippi River 
to 50 ft so that larger vessels transiting the expanded Panama 
Canal can access the river. At present more than 1,800 cargo 
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vessels with a draft of 40 feet or more transit the Mississippi River 
annually and the five ports on the lower Mississippi River move 
more than 400 million tons of cargo annually. 

Globally speaking
By contrast, in Europe and Asia dredging and port-expansion 
activities have already taken place. These ports are well equipped 
for the post-Panamax era, although to keep pace with growing 
seagoing traffic, maintenance and improvements will always be 
necessary. European ports such as Rotterdam, Hamburg and 
Le Havre, to name just a few, are already receiving the post-
Panamax vessels. The Port of Hamburg's Eurogate Container 
Terminal, for instance, covers 140 hectares and contains over 
two thousand meters of quays with alongside depth of 16.7 
meters and 18 post-Panamax quayside gantry cranes. And that is 
only one terminal.

At Far Eastern ports in China, Singapore and elsewhere, the 
same is true. Still the anticipated increase in shipping traffic is 
causing these harbors to also re-examine and expand.  For 
instance, the Port of Melbourne Expansion Project has recently 
secured $400 million for its expansion project to enhance Webb 
Dock's import and export auto trade, raising the total amount for 
the re-development of the Port of Melbourne to $1.6 billion. The 
re-development of Melbourne Port includes the construction 
of a new container terminal at Webb Dock and infrastructural 
upgrades at Swanson Dock to increase the capacity of the port's 
existing container terminals.

Shanghai is aiming to increase container port traffic by 4 
percent by 2015 from last year’s level. The city expects annual 
container turnover to reach 33 million TEU by 2015, up from 
last year’s 31.74 million TEU. Officials also indicate that one of 
the city’s efforts in the period through to 2015 is to enhance the 
capacity of inland waterways connecting Shanghai’s ports and 
neighboring areas in the Yangtze River Delta region to reduce 
the use of already congested road traffic. About 42 percent of 
Shanghai's port cargo is now shipped via waterways rather than 
by road or rail. The port aims to raise that to 45 percent by 2015.

Turning to South America, in 2008 the Brazilian government 
published its study for the Brazil Port Dredging Program and 
identified 34 major public ports. Focusing on seven specific 
harbor groups, maintenance dredging of access channels, turning 
basins and berths for these seven areas, was estimated to cost 
$15,300,000. Expansion and deepening, however, require a far 
greater investment and estimates are in the range of S$91,500,000 
to dredge the Port of Rio Grande to a maritime access to 55 feet; 
S$78,300,000 to dredge the Port of Santos and $49,000,000  to 
dredge the  Port of São Francisco do Sul to 42 feet. 

Dredging prognosis
The commitment to dredging and deepening harbors worldwide 
is clear. Harbors such as Antwerp, Hamburg, Le Havre, Busan 
in Korea and Shanghai, Hong Kong and Yantian in China are 
already near or more than 50 feet deep but will have to continue 
to dredge to maintain their depths. Other ports, primarily in the 
US, are playing catch-up. 

Given that the new Panama Canal will have a 60-foot depth 
and will handle ships drafting up to 50 feet and that the Suez 
Canal has a depth of up to 76 feet and can handle ships drafting 
up to 66 feet, one can only assume that the need for dredging 
deeper harbors will continue. As the opening date for the new 
Panama locks in 2014 – coincidentally a century after the canal 
was first opened – draws closer, more and more investments in 
dredging and port expansion seem to be forthcoming.
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Ships waiting in the Hudson River, New York. In the background the Bayonne 
Bridge which is the entrance to the Ports of Elizabeth and Newark. 

Ships waiting at Colón, Panama, the Caribbean/Atlantic entrance to the 
Panama Canal. 
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