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Short Sea Shipping (SSS) has been an effective business model in Europe for approximately the past ten years.  The U.S. Department of Transportation’s Maritime Administration (MARAD) defines Short Sea Shipping “as commercial waterborne transportation that does not transit an ocean.  It is an alternative form of commercial transportation that utilizes inland and coastal waterways to move commercial freight from major domestic ports to its destination” (http://intramarad.dot.gov/internetsite/Programs/sssbroc.htm; December 4, 2003).  The challenge is to develop the appropriate commercially viable business model for SSS in the Western Hemisphere.    
A number of non-governmental organizations are identifying initiatives to understand the critical strategic issues associated with SSS, educate a wide audience of leading opinion makers and develop viable business models to implement SSS in the Western Hemisphere.  These organizations include the I-95 Corridor Coalition, The Coastwise Coalition and The Short Sea Shipping Cooperative Program (SCOOP).
Additionally, MARAD has dedicated substantial effort during approximately the past two years to identify significant issues and educate key personnel in the transportation sector about SSS.  The government agency hosted its second annual Short Sea Shipping Conference during November 4 to 6, 2003 in Sarasota, Florida to advance the discussion by interested transportation and maritime executives, governmental officials and foreign dignitaries to develop a deeper understanding of the issues.  The Conference included two international signing ceremonies, approximately ten paper presentation sessions, and breakout sessions.  
One breakout session, “Obstacles and Solution Strategies for Effective Short Sea Shipping (SSS) in the Western Hemisphere,” fostered an intense discussion about the viability of SSS.  The objective of the session was to identify and propose specific solutions to the major obstacles impeding SSS implementation and growth along coastal routes, between coastal ports, along navigable rivers and across the Great Lakes.  Participants represented consulting groups; engineering/design firms; federal, state and local government agencies; port authorities; shippers; shipyards; terminal operators; and vessel operators.  Their candid remarks contributed greatly to the discussion that took place.  Three obstacles were identified and discussed during the session:

· Obstacle #1:  A Lack of Awareness.  The session participants suggested that three equally important and critical activities will build awareness.  Increased coordination and prioritization are needed among local, state and provincial authorities in Canada, Mexico and the United States.  A greater understanding of the complementary interests and relationships among the various transportation nodes is needed.  Further, increased knowledge about the costs of SSS is needed.  Participants recommended that increased education and outreach to governmental leaders, organized labor and the general public was essential as well as increased participation in shipper organizations to make SSS’s beneficial aspects known.  Advocacy, R&D, outreach materials and research study cost categories were identified.  
· Obstacle #2:  The Need for Competitive Shoreside and Port Capital Costs.  Four equally weighted solutions were recommended to overcome this obstacle:  1) identification of SSS costs and assessment of these costs in relation to other transportation modes; 2) reduction of both operational costs and the Harbor Maintenance Tax (HMT) burden; 3) public and/or private investment for shoreside infrastructure; and 4) extension of loan guarantees.  The expected benefit would be to reduce costs to make SSS competitive with alternative transportation modes.  R&D and tax policy cost categories were identified.

· Obstacle #3:  Increased Public Funding Needed to Complement Private Investment.  A series of four equally important recommendations were offered: 1) gain initial support for vessel construction; 2) secure funding for start-up costs; 3) receive funding for inland waterway and landside improvements; and 4) use existing HMT infrastructure fund balances to support SSS initiatives.  Expected benefits include public transportation improvements, highway congestion relief, environmental and health and welfare benefits and the growth in the SSS industry with a commensurate increase in employment.  Vessel, start-up, facility and infrastructure cost categories were identified.
The next stage is in the hands of the advocates.  A strategic plan and budget should be developed specifying milestones for accomplishments and the responsible maritime professional or organization to make SSS in the Western Hemisphere a reality. 
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