Port

project
‘made a
priority

Charleston deepening
could be done year
earlier than estimated

By David Slade
The Post and Cotriet

South Carolina officials have
been calling on Washington 1o
make the proposed deepening
of the Charleaton Harbor a pri-
ority, and on Wednesday the
White House responded with
good news.

Charleston is among five
ports whose infrastructure pro-
jectswillbe expedited, the Oba-
ma administration said, and
that means the Port of Charles-
ton could be deepened nearly a
year earlier than the Army
Corps of Engineers estimated
just last week.

“The overarching messageis
mat thisisa priority projectand
it needs to move fast,” said Jim.
Newsome, president and CEO
of the State Ports Authority. “On
the heels of last week's news,
this is very good news."

The corps in Charleston said
July 11 that studies of the harbor
deepening plan could he fin-
ished by the summer of 2016,
and the dredging could poten-
tially be completed in 2020, four
years ahead of previous esti-
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On Wednesday, the White
House pledged that all federal
reviews of the plan will be
completed by September 2015
— 10 months earlier than the
revised timeline the corps just
announced.

The Obama administra-
tion’s announcement caught
Tocal corps and State Ports Au-
thority officials by surprise,
but Newsome said any reduc-
tion in the timeline for deepen-
ing the port is good news, and
Gov. Nikki Haley called it a
huge leap forward for the
state.

«Phis is a buge win for
Charleston and for all of South
Carolina,” Haley said.

«Back in February, i
stressed to the president how
important deepening Charles-
ton’s port was and how frus-
trating the Army Corps’ time-
table was, and I'm thrilled fo
see the administration has
sped up our project.”

Port executives and elected
officials had asked the White
House to take action, after the
corps initially said it could
take eight years just 10 study
the proposed deepening work.

The new deadline, cem-
bined with projectsshr;ortening
measures announced earfier
bythe corps,meanstheharbor
could potentially be deppened
by 2019, five years garlier than
once estimated.

The plan 1o dredge the har-
bor to 50 feet or more is aimed
at accommodating larger con-
tainer ships, which will beable
to reach Southeast ports via
the Panama Canal starting in
2015, after the cansl is wid-
ened and deepened, Other U.S.
poris are rushing to deepen
waterways and raise bridges.

Charleston’s nearest rival,
the Portof Savannah, is on the
president’s list of initial pro-
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jects fo expedite, as are Jack-
sonville, Miarni and the Portof
New York and New Jersey.

The administration’s move
follows an executive order
Obama issued in March,
launching the streamlining
initiative.

The White House has also
announced the creation of a
multi-agency Navigation Task
Force that “will develop a fed-
eral strategy and coordinated
decision-making principles
that focus on the economic re-
turn of investments into ¢oast-
al ports and related infra-
structurete support the move-
ment of commerce throughout
the nation.”

U.S. Sen. Lindsey Graham,
R-S.C., has been pushing fora
national mechanism for prio-
ritizing port projects, and in-
troduced legislation calling
for the corps to rank the ports
for funding. The Corps will be
part of the new Navigation
Task Force.

No details were announced,
as to how the corps will finish
the harbor study earlier than
planned.

“With new guidance from
the White House, we’ll certain-
ly do what’s asked of us,” said
Jean McBride of the corps'
Charleston district office.

BarbaraMelvin, director of
governmental relations at the
SPA, said Wednesday's an-
nouncement suggests an addi-
tional federal commitment 10
getting the Charleston Harbor
deepened, and that'sa positive
sign for federal funding.

In South Carolina, the Gen-
eral Assembly set aside a
million fund for the project
just in case the federal gov-
ernment balks at providing a
federal share,

“iWe've gone from looking
for $150,000 to get the study
started to'wecan't wait' injust
two vears,” Melvin said.



