
Port Manatee is one of Florida’s largest 
and fastest growing seaports handling a 
variety of bulk, breakbulk, containerised 
and heavylift project cargos. Located 
on South Tampa Bay, Port Manatee is 
regarded as the closest US deepwater 
port to the expanding Panama Canal and 
offers superior intermodal connectivity, 
competitive rates and a prime location.

In 2013 Port  Manatee s igned a 
memorandum of understanding with the 
Pasha Group for the development and 
marketing of a full service roll-on/roll-off 
terminal and vehicle processing facility. 
The partnership with Pasha became 
possible due  to the ports location, closest 
Florida port to the major car export 
ports in Mexico, and the ability to have 

operations up and running within 30 
days. Originally the Manatee County Port 
Authority decided on the construction 
of multi-use intermodal terminal. The 
development into an auto terminal came 
later, and it didn’t happen overnight.

Planning for the new dredging and 
berth construction that would become 
the terminal began in the late 1990s. The 

Port Manatee 
car terminal 
development

George Isiminger, Senior Director of planning, 
engineering and environmental affairs, Port Manatee
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Port Manatee has room to grow. Nearly 5,000 acres of surrounding green space ripe for development.
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concept involved bigger channel turn 
wideners to allow larger vessels to make 
the turn into the port’s access channel, a 
new bigger turning basin to allow larger 
ships to turn around before approaching 
or after departing a berth, as well as a new 
south channel with two new berths.

None of the construction could proceed 
without permits – state Environmental 
Resource Permits (ERP) from Florida 
Department of Environmental Protection 
(FDEP) and federal Individual Permits 
from the US Army Corps of Engineers 
(USACE). The USACE process involves 
input from multiple federal agencies and 
other interested parties. Both processes 
involve public comments before approval. 
In order to obtain the permits, the project 
was first required to be designed to avoid 
and minimise impacts to the environment 
as much as possible. Unavoidable impacts 
required mitigation and had to meet 
certain criteria.

During this process Port Manatee 
designed the 174,000 square foot 

Warehouse 11 at the request of its tenant 
Gearbulk. At this time the warehouse 
was mainly used by Gearbulk to store 
lumber. Due to the economic decline the 
demand for lumber used in new home 
construction was reduced and Gearbulk 
stopped using the facility.

Environmental mitigation
It was necessary to achieve mitigation 
success before the dredging could begin. 
The two main parts of the mitigation 
were the restoration of a spoil island and 
seagrass mitigation. During the initial 
construction of the port in the late 1960s 
an island was created out of dredged 
material. The spoil island mitigation 
restored coastal shorebird ground-nesting 
habitat on the old overgrown island. A 
large area was cleared and is kept clear for 
the annual nesting season. 

The seagrass mitigation involved 
transplanting all of the seagrasses from 
the future dredging areas to new areas 
prior to dredging. The new areas were 

included in a ‘pole-and-troll’ motorised 
vessel exclusion zone for protection 
against prop-scarring. Some of the areas 
were prepared by grading in advance. 
Seagrass was planted and monitored over 
time. The dredging impacted 5.33 acres of 
seagrass habitat and the port documented 
over 20 acres of increased habitat for the 
success determination. 

The mitigation was truly an award-
winning programme. The spoil island 
restoration was recognised by the local 
Regional Planning Council with its top 
environmental award, while the seagrass 
mitigation programme was recognised 
by the US Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) with its Gulf of Mexico 
programme, Gulf Guardian Award.

Project readiness
Permitting and mitigation accomplished, 
funding and construction became the next 
challenge. Prospective port business is 
often on a short fuse; it depends on how 
fast a facility can be made available. Not 

Planned 52-acre containerized cargo and vehicle-handling facility.
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wanting to miss short-fuse opportunities, 
Port Manatee endeavoured to have designs 
and permits for projects consistent with its 
growth plans on the shelf and at the ready. 
To this end, the port commissioned final 
design and preparation of construction 
plans and specifications for the 1,548 
linear feet (LF) Berths 12 and 14 already 
permitted, and final design and permitting 
of an adjacent container-capable multi-
modal terminal. The terminal design 
was accomplished in consultation with 
Maersk’s APM Terminals division. The 
approach involved a 29-acre first phase 
that could be easily permitted and a 
21-acre second phase expansion that would 
involve wetland impacts and require a 
longer permitting timeframe. If the project 
became a rush, the second phase could be 
permitted while the first phase was under 
construction.

The port also tries to prearrange 
grant funding allocations. The State 
of F lor ida assists with funding of 
capital improvements to public seaports 
through a grant program administered 
by the Florida Seaport Transportation 
and Economic Development Council 
(FSTED) comprised of the ports and the 
Florida Department of Transportation 
(FDOT). The assistance comes with local 
match requirements.

Berth 12 funding and 
construction
A f t e r  p r e p a r i n g  t h e  p l a n s  a n d 
specifications for constructing 1,584 LF 
of Berths 12 and 14, the port received a 
grant toward the construction of 1,000 
LF of berth. 

Faced with a looming grant deadline, 
the port constructed the north 1,000 LF 
of Berth 12 in the year 2000, just before 
the grant expired and before funds were 
available for dredging the berth area. 
With just 20 feet of water at the north 
end, the first user of the berth was 
Gulfstream Natural Gas for barge import 
of pipe joints. These pipe joints were to 
be coated with concrete at Port Manatee 
and exported for construction of its 
natural gas pipeline across the Gulf from 
the Mobile, Alabama area through Port 
Manatee into Florida. The pipeline made 
its first landfall on the aforementioned 
spoil island and was drilled 80 feet deep 
where it crosses under Berth 12 to enter 
the port. For the right to make landfall on 
the spoil island, Gulfstream constructed 
the spoil island mitigation for the port 
after the installation of the pipeline.

Manatee Harbour federal project
The federal government works with 
local sponsors to construct and maintain 

navigation projects that are beneficial to 
the nation, such as Port Manatee.  The 
US Army Corps of Engineers is the 
federal partner. Port Manatee serves as 
the local sponsor. The federal portion 
of the project is the access channels and 
turning basin; the local portion is the ship 
berthing areas. The cost of construction 
dredging of the federal areas is shared 
between the parties and Port Manatee 
bears the cost of construction of the local 
areas. For maintenance dredging, the 
Army Corps of Engineers is responsible 
for the cost in the federal channel areas 
and the port is responsible in the local 
berthing areas. The channel turn wideners 
and turning basin were dredged in 2004. 
The south channel was considered but 
not yet approved for inclusion in the 
federal project.

In 2009, Port Manatee performed 
market studies in conjunction with its 
2009 Master Plan update reconfirming 
that trade opportunities would increase. 
Some of the advantages cited as reasons 
to believe that trade opportunities would 
increase were the port ’s proximity to 
the expanding Panama Canal, the port’s 
position as the closest port on Tampa 
Bay to the Gulf of Mexico, and the port’s 
rail system connection to the CSXT 
Railroad and easy access to Interstate 75. 
The findings further supported moving 
ahead with expanding facilities to remain 
competitive.

South channel funding and 
dredging
The next piece of the puzzle was the 
dredging of the new 40 feet deep south 
channel to and along Berth 12 and 
beyond. This area would later become 
Berth 14 upon extension of the Berth 
12 dock. Still not approved for inclusion 
in the federal project, the dredging 
was undertaken by the port with state 
funding assistance through the FSTED 
programme. Dredging of the south 
channel required dredging of 1.1 million 
cubic yards of material, much of it in 
uplands, to a depth of 40 feet. The 
dredging was performed with a hydraulic 
cutter suction dredge with the material 
pumped 2.6 miles to an upland confined 
disposal facility. Clarified water was 
returned to the dredge area. The dredging 
was completed in 2011.

Berth 14 and multi-modal 
terminal funding and 
construction
The port ’s success at obtaining grant 
funding for  capita l  improvements 
continued with the acquis it ion of 
FSTED funding for construction of 

Berth 14, as well as FSTED and TIGER 
federal stimulus for 10 acres of the 
planned 29-acre terminal construction 
in the uplands adjacent to the dock. The 
terminal plans were pulled off the shelf 
and modified to cover just the 10 acres 
that were funded. 

Combined with the plans for the 
remainder of the originally designed 
1,584 LF dock, the bid, as a base bid, 
for the dock extension and an alternative 
for the terminal were awarded as one 
construction contract.

 After construction of the new laydown 
area and extension of Berth 12, Port 
Manatee and the Pasha Group partnered 
to develop and market the new area as a 
full-service, multipurpose roll-on/roll-
off terminal. Additionally the agreement 
between the port and Pasha called for 
a joint marketing of the 174,000 sq ft 
Warehouse 11 as a vehicle processing 
facility. Port Manatee welcomed the first 
ship to dock on the new Berth 14 on 
January 16th 2014, and is expecting the 
first automobile shipment by the end of 
the year.

About the author

George Isiminger is responsible for 
design and oversight of construction 
a t  Po r t  M a n a t e e , s e c u r i n g 
environmental permits and ensuring 
compliance with local, state and 
federal environmental requirements..

About the port

Port  Manatee, the c losest  US 
deepwater seaport to the expanding 
Panama Canal, is located near the 
entrance to Tampa Bay and serves 
bulk, breakbulk, container, heavylift, 
project and general cargo customers. 
The port generates more than 
US$2.3 billion in annual economic 
income for the local community, 
whilst supporting more than 24,000 
regional jobs, without the benefit of 
ad-valorem taxes..

Enquiries

Manatee County Port Authority
300 Tampa Bay Way
Palmetto
FL 34221

Email: gisiminger@portmanatee.com
www.portmanatee.com
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