Shippers hopping mad over ports
By Peter Johnson Herald staff Shipping operators in Buenos Aires yesterday vented their complaints about government indifference to the needs of the country’s vital export gateways and warned of a serious breakdown in the capital’s port as world demand expands. In a catalogue of woes that ranged from claiming that Development Minister Julio De Vido "is not interested" in Argentina’s ports, to a warning that nearly 50 percent of Montevideo’s container traffic has been taken away from Buenos Aires, the Centro de Navegación yesterday said it was deeply concerned about the future.

Argentina’s ports, the shipping chamber said, are "near to collapse." 

Chamber chairman Rodolfo García Piñeiro (photo) said, however, that "in fact, we are just about repeating our complaints of one year ago, which were ignored."

The targets for complaint were not just the ministries involved, but the fact that there is no person in political authority to address. De Vido indifferent, Transport Secretary Jaime evasive, and Under-Secretary for Ports Ricardo Luján too new in the job and without any political clout, according to chamber chiefs.

Added to that, City Mayor Jorge Telerman has gone on record that he would like to move the port of Buenos Aires, a mega plan without funding, which has effectively thwarted investment in the nation’s main maritime gateway.

The ports affected are not just Buenos Aires.

Ushuaia, for example, is a major tourist destination which has seen its cruise liner dockings double in a short time to 369 ships scheduled for this year, "and yet nothing has been done to modernize the port."

“And our complaints usually meet with a furious letter or phone call of rebuke on grounds that we are offending the national government,”García Piñeiro said, during the meeting al midday yesterday al the Centro de Navegación offices on Florida.

Patrick Campbell, Centro board secretary and head of Multimar, said the city still lacks a passenger terminal, in spite of being a leading cruise destination in South America.

With most cruise ships docking alongside containerships, passenger have no disembarkation facilities and usually have to wend their way through stacks of containers.

Addes woes on this front were the recent hike in toll fees on the Hidrovía waterway, and docking fees for the ships themselves.

Campbell point out that “these fees have been raised about 50 percent inthe last week and the feeling abroad is that Argentina is overstepping the mark as it raises fees every year”.

Crew chances are also a perennial issue, although it has got worse.

“Crew change fees in the port are now more expensive than Ezeiza international aiport”,Piñeiro added.

Campbell said that agents have advised shipping companies to try and keep their activity to a minimum in Buenos Aires and change their crew elsewhere.

Also nearing crisis point is the lack of dredging in the access channel to the port, “especially as the shipping companies have already announced larger ships for next year”.

Campbell, and the other executives from the shipping chamber emphasized the need to deeped and widen the channel as well as the roads, where the ships pause to pick up or discharge the pilot.

Part of the fear of shipping companies is that the inertia in Buenos Aires will soon start pushig freight and investments elsewhere, especially as Montevideo is pushing ahead rapidly with a port and infraestructure modernization programme and already handles a considerable volume of Argentine freigth.

All those present complained about the lack of a macro view in the government of Argentina’s foreingn trade that leads to a situation where “the measures that are eventually taken are only stop-gap measures.”

“the basic problem is the lack of executive capacity in the government,” the shipping executive concluded.
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