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TEUs by Month: Discharged vs. Loaded
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Hauling air in a heavy box is not very
practical and is certainly not a profitable
business model. However, more and more
companies in the transportation industry are
doing just that! The resources expended to
reposition the growing numbers of empty
containers is becoming an issue of great con-
cern in the cargo transportation industry.

The number of empty containers strand-
ed in the U.S. has increased five-fold in the
past twelve months. The reason for the in-
crease is not a secret: it is the result of eco-
nomic pressures that have reduced the
buying power of many Asian currencies
thereby inhibiting their ability to buy Amer-
ican exports and making Asian products
cheaper to American consumers. The re-
duced number of export containers and in-
creased number of import containers
corresponds with the wide gap between the
number of containers discharged and the
number of containers loaded. The dimen-
sions of the imbalance between discharged
and loaded containers and its economic im-
pact on the transportation industry is not
readily apparent to the American consumer.

PMA Container Data
The chart at the top of this page shows,

by month from January 1992 through June
1998, the total of all discharged and all
loaded containers on the West Coast. The
upper graph shows the monthly difference
between discharged and loaded. The differ-
ence between discharged and loaded has,
for the last four months, been over 100,000
and in June the number exceeded 150,000
twenty-foot equivalent unit containers
(TEUs). 

It is interesting to note that during 1995
and early 1996, discharged and loaded con-
tainers were nearly in balance, and for sev-
eral months loaded container TEUs actually
exceeded discharged TEUs. This period
corresponded closely to a period when the
Japanese yen and other Asian currencies
were very strong against the dollar. By the
end of calendar year 1996, the Asian cur-
rencies had began to slip, and the number of
discharged containers again exceeded the
number loaded. As Asian currencies con-
tinued to drop against the dollar in recent
months, containers discharged in U.S. West
coast ports have surged.

The charts on the next page show the
number of container TEUs discharged and
the number of container TEUs loaded at the
major West Coast container ports. In the up-
per portion of each chart is a graph showing
the monthly difference between discharged
and loaded containers. 

The charts illustrate the extent of the dif-
ferences between the ports in the mix of dis-
charged and loaded containers. Los
Angeles and Long Beach both handle far
more inbound containers than outbound
whereas Oakland moves far more outbound
containers than inbound. Seattle and Taco-
ma generally have a close balance between
discharged and loaded containers. The one
common characteristic of four out of the

five ports in the last 12 months is that the
percent of discharged containers is increas-
ing. Tacoma, the exception, has actually ex-
perienced a decline in discharged
containers.

PIERS Container Data
The Atlantic and Gulf ports are also ex-

periencing a  reduction in the percentage of
export containers even as the total number
of container TEUs increases. The Atlantic
and Gulf ports are not significantly affected
by Asian container movements, but these
changes are the result of trade imbalances
with South American and European trading
partners.

The table below compares the two
coastal areas for the first six months of 1997

The Container Crisis: Empties Stranded in the US!

PIERS Container Data
January to June: 1997 1998 Pct Chg

TEUs Pct of Total TEUs Pct of Total ‘97 to ‘98
West Coast
Imports 1,948,811 55.77% 2,314,255 62.57% 18.75%
Exports 1,545,583 44.23% 1,384,177 37.43% -10.44%
Total 3,494,394 3,698,432 5.84%
Atlantic & Gulf
Imports 1,612,424 45.92% 1,850,486 48.45% 14.76%
Exports 1,898,668 54.08% 1,969,212 51.55% 3.72%
Total 3,511,092 3,819,698 8.79%
U.S. Total
Imports 3,561,235 50.84% 4,164,741 55.40% 16.95%
Exports 3,444,251 49.16% 3,353,389 44.60% -2.64%
Total 7,005,486 7,518,130 7.32%
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and 1998, and  illustrates clearly that the brunt of
the import/export imbalance is being borne by
the West Coast. The near balance between im-
ported and exported Atlantic and Gulf contain-
ers means that very few empties from the West
Coast can be utilized in the Atlantic and Gulf
trades. 

When the number of discharged containers
exceeds the number of loaded containers, the
difference represents the number of containers
that must be returned empty to an overseas trad-
ing partner to be refilled. Conversely, when the
number of containers loaded exceeds the num-
ber of containers discharged, the difference rep-
resents containers that must be returned empty
from our overseas trading partners. 

In a perfect world, of course, there would al-
ways be cargo to fill every container when and
where it is emptied. Unfortunately, foreign trade
never seems to be in balance, neither in volume
nor in value.

In the first six months of 1998, the number of
discharged containers exceeded the number of
loaded containers by 698,672 TEUs, an all-time
high (811,352 TEUs using PIERS data). If this
trend continues for the rest of 1998, excess dis-
charged containers will approach 1.5 million
container TEUs. 

500 vessels loaded with empties
To put the current foreign container trade im-

balance on the West Coast in perspective, con-
sider that it would require over 235 ships with a
capacity of 3,000 TEUs each to move the num-
ber of empty container TEUs that have been
generated since the beginning of the year back to
our Asian trading partners. 

If the current upward trend continues, by the
end of the year the equivalent of over 500 con-
tainer vessels will have been required to move
all of the excess empty containers back to Asia. 

Many of these nearly 1,500,000 empty con-
tainer TEUs will have to be brought back to West
Coast ports after having been delivered with car-
go overland to locations east of the Mississippi
River. This means that thousands of train cars
will be dedicated to carrying empty containers
as well as many thousands of trucks, creating a
significant logistics challenge for the trans-
portation industry and adding tens of millions of
dollars to transportation costs. 

The economic impact on the transportation
carriers from moving so much “air in heavy box-
es” is mind numbing. The system cannot afford
to absorb this added expense without shippers
expecting to see at least a partial offset of these
costs through higher rates.

NOTE: The terms export and import are used when discussing for-
eign trade in general and the terms discharged and loaded are used
when discussing PMA West Coast data. The distinction is that PMA
data includes not only import (discharged) and export (loaded) con-
tainers, but also, containers bound to and from Alaska and Hawaii.
Coastwise containers have been excluded for the purposes of this
study.

TEUs: Discharged vs. Loaded - Major West Coast Ports
By Month: January 1992 to June 1998
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In the Tonnage graphs above, bars represent monthly totals, and the lines show 12-month moving averages.
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Monthly Tonnage by Reporting Category:
Discharged vs.  Loaded

Actual Tons Reported by Month

"Weighted" Tonnage: % Discharged vs.  % Loaded
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Major Container Ports:
Percent of Coast Total TEUs
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Los Angeles TEUs: % of Coast
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Oakland TEUs: % of Coast
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Seattle TEUs: % of Coast
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Tacoma TEUs: % of Coast
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2,869 0.7 9.3 12.2 34.5 1,441,790 1.4 117.2 0 
242,217 61.0 23.6 9.8 25.8 56,105,439 52.6 106.8 85,675 

6,394 1.6 14.4 6.5 34.7 1,270,147 1.2 129.6 0 
251,481 63.3 23.2 9.8 26.1 58,817,376 55.1 107.4 85,675 

46,233 11.6 26.6 7.9 15.9 10,041,564 9.4 100.6 118,868 
2,294 0.6 12.2 7.6 7.9 533,387 0.5 64.6 0 
1,466 0.4 23.4 6.6 12.4 488,692 0.5 98.0 0 

375 0.1 12.6 10.7 5.2 287,151 0.3 81.9 13,891 
50,368 12.7 25.8 7.8 15.3 11,350,794 10.6 97.4 132,759 

1,901 0.5 10.6 8.2 1.2 1,386,346 1.3 72.5 14,550 
26 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 3,506 0.0 117.1 0 

118 0.0 0.4 0.4 2.5 21,158 0.0 113.7 0 
19,893 5.0 14.8 7.3 3.1 8,591,728 8.1 98.7 16,445 

6,340 1.6 15.1 6.5 13.2 2,385,074 2.2 77.7 0 
7,645 1.9 9.2 8.1 5.2 4,179,506 3.9 70.7 38,925 

35,924 9.0 13.4 7.3 5.2 16,567,318 15.5 84.5 69,920 

1,688 0.4 6.7 6.7 0.7 173,768 0.2 57.5 134,003 
284 0.1 8.2 7.3 0.0 114,547 0.1 73.3 52,696 

18 0.0 0.0 2.0 0.0 0 0.0 - 0 
972 0.2 14.9 15.5 23.5 78,026 0.1 148.1 0 

23,637 5.9 22.8 9.2 4.0 9,591,554 9.0 84.7 0 
30,699 7.7 26.6 7.9 8.1 9,235,905 8.7 83.7 60,477 

1,323 0.3 5.3 8.0 3.4 242,370 0.2 106.5 6,823 
260 0.1 10.5 20.9 0.5 162,259 0.2 92.9 0 
689 0.2 11.1 10.5 4.1 369,640 0.3 63.3 0 

59,570 15.0 23.5 8.6 6.3 19,968,069 18.7 83.7 253,999 
397,343 100.0 22.7 9.1 19.8 106,703,557 100.0 97.1 542,353 

+8.5 0.8 -0.1 +3.8 -7.5%

0.1 3.2 11.7 0.6 1.5 1.3 
63.4 7.8 35.2 53.9 24.1 51.0 

0.1 < 0.1 10.2 8.0 - 1.1 
63.6 11.0 57.1 62.5 25.5 53.4 

12.9 < 0.1 7.6 7.2 1.8 9.5 
< 0.1 - - 2.1 2.3 0.6 

- 0.3 - 1.9 1.3 0.4 
- 1.2 - 2.0 0.6 0.2 

12.9 1.5 7.6 13.2 6.0 10.8 

< 0.1 8.8 - 0.9 5.6 1.5 
- 0.3 - - - < 0.1
- 1.8 - < 0.1 - < 0.1

2.5 4.4 16.7 3.9 21.7 8.2 
< 0.1 0.9 3.4 3.9 7.9 2.3 

- 29.6 - 6.2 14.7 4.1 
2.5 45.7 20.1 14.8 49.9 16.1 

< 0.1 15.2 - 0.8 - 0.2 
- 1.9 - - 0.3 0.1 
- - - - - -

0.1 2.1 < 0.1 0.1 - 0.1 
9.2 16.5 11.0 3.5 10.3 9.4 

11.8 0.4 4.2 3.3 5.1 9.2 
< 0.1 5.7 - 0.3 0.7 0.2 

- - - - 0.6 0.1 
- - - 1.6 1.4 0.4 

21.0 41.8 15.2 9.5 18.5 19.8 
100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
5.2% -34.2% 6.2% 5.7% -9.8% 0.7%

REGISTRATION STATS (For 52 Payroll Weeks)
(At 8/5/98) (Ending 8/1/98) Hours Paid:

Class Number Annual Wkly Out of Other Cas- Inac-
ILWU LOCAL/PORT AREA TOTAL “B” Working Hrs Pd PGP Port Local uals tives
Longshoremen NO. NO. NO. HRS $ % % % %

Southern California
29 San Diego
13 Los Angeles/Long Beach
46 Port Hueneme

Southern California Total
Northern California
10 San Francisco Bay Area
54 Stockton
18 Sacramento
14 Eureka

Northern California Total
Oregon
12 North Bend/Coos Bay
53 Newport
50 Astoria

8 Portland
4 Vancouver, WA

21 Longview, WA
Oregon Total
Washington
24 Aberdeen
27 Port Angeles
51 Port Gamble
47 Olympia
23 Tacoma
19 Seattle
32 Everett
25 Anacortes

7 Bellingham
Washington Total
Total/Average

% Change from Update of 8/97
Clerks

29 San Diego
46 Port Hueneme
63 Los Angeles/Long Beach
14 Eureka
34 SF Bay Area & Delta
40 Portland
23 Tacoma
52 Seattle

Total/Average

Foremen/Walking Bosses
29 San Diego
46 Port Hueneme
94 Los Angeles/Long Beach
91 Northern Calif. Area
92 Portland
98 Seattle

Total/Average

55 21 54 1,975 4 11.0 3.3 31.2 1.0 
3,471 852 3,432 2,184 < 1 0.2 2.3 10.9 0.6 

83 12 81 2,052 3 8.7 5.6 38.1 0.4 
3,609 885 3,567 2,178 < 1 0.5 2.4 11.9 0.6 

987 188 938 1,665 < 1 2.3 1.9 3.8 1.1 
55 19 54 1,499 72 4.1 7.1 17.4 0.3 
25 6 25 1,462 152 7.8 18.4 18.9 0.0 
31 0 31 829 373 40.8 2.2 4.4 0.0 

1,098 213 1,048 1,627 19 3.1 2.7 5.1 1.0 

95 19 93 1,319 138 29.4 6.2 2.7 1.1 
8 0 8 499 479 71.5 37.6 1.4 3.1 

50 0 50 490 491 78.3 0.0 2.2 1.6 
470 75 462 1,734 14 3.4 9.1 2.6 1.3 
152 46 151 1,694 12 12.2 10.9 4.8 2.3 
197 22 194 1,808 23 13.8 3.5 4.1 0.9 
972 162 958 1,627 56 10.6 8.0 3.3 1.4 

71 0 71 1,367 172 25.2 7.4 4.3 0.5 
56 0 56 769 479 68.6 3.4 1.3 0.0 
13 0 12 429 668 83.6 4.5 0.0 0.0 
30 8 30 1,251 128 3.9 19.2 21.8 0.0 

475 87 471 1,741 < 1 0.9 6.1 9.7 0.1 
586 146 575 1,793 < 1 2.0 5.4 8.0 0.5 

55 0 53 1,268 180 11.6 15.5 5.4 0.1 
13 0 13 1,022 230 27.3 6.3 0.3 0.0 
37 5 37 1,097 184 24.8 9.3 5.1 0.0 

1,336 246 1,318 1,635 54 5.1 6.4 8.6 0.3 
7,015 1,506 6,891 1,914 21 2.8 3.7 9.6 0.7 

+4.8 +10.7 +0.6 +3.9 +31.3 +0.1 -0.7 -1.1 -0.1

5 0 5 2,114 2 19.9 32.1 10.4 0.0 
12 0 12 2,272 - 2.8 33.4 9.5 0.0 

958 2 944 2,535 < 1 0.1 9.7 12.4 0.6 
3 0 3 *** *** 19.8 35.2 0.0 0.0 

271 9 264 2,337 3 3.0 7.8 1.8 0.8 
95 0 92 2,438 1 33.3 8.4 1.3 2.6 
71 0 71 2,566 - 0.1 36.9 2.0 0.6 

181 0 180 2,513 < 1 13.7 11.3 2.5 0.9 
1,596 11 1,571 2,488 1 4.1 11.5 8.6 0.7 

2 0 2 *** *** 0.2 69.7 1.3 2.0 
5 - 5 2,232 14 0.2 41.3 0.4 0.0 

346 - 340 3,508 < 1 0.1 5.5 0.0 1.0 
73 - 72 2,476 27 0.4 12.0 0.0 2.6 
48 - 47 2,525 13 10.7 12.5 0.0 4.3 
97 - 97 2,600 6 9.8 11.9 0.0 0.3 

571 563 3,123 6 2.3 8.7 0.0 1.3 

* Longshore and Clerk hours only. *** “Annual Hrs Pd” and “Wkly PGP” for groups of less than five individuals are not shown, but
the data are included in category averages.

PORT HOURS (Year-to-date) TONNAGE BY PORT AREA (For12 months-to-date & YTD)
Hours Paid at % of Category Coast Total (12 Months-to-Date) % of 1998 YTD

P/R Wks 1-32, ‘98 Occ Codes Exp. Cont’r Lmbr Autos Other Bulk 1998 YTD Coast ‘98 as a Cstwise
Avg. Wkly % Cst Clk Frm Rates* RU’s Logs Trucks Gen’l Cargo TOTAL (Jan-Jun) Total % of ‘97 Loaded

HRS % % % % % % % % % % TONS % % TONS

Containerized Lumber & Logs Autos & Trucks General Cargo Bulk Cargo
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