Business declines at port Banana imports increase, but vehicle shipments slump

Harbor official reports first revenue drop in 13 years
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Some 25,000 more tons of bananas than expected are coming into the Port of Hueneme this year, but vehicle imports will be down nearly 100,000 units from projections, the harbor's board was told Thursday.

In a report outlining the Oxnard Harbor District's first revenue decline in more than a decade, officials blamed the vehicle business downturn primarily on Mazda Motors of America's decision to move its operation to San Diego late last year.

Slumping sales of some of the other 11 import brands shipped into the port were also cited, along with the opening of Korea automaker Hyundai's first U.S. assembly plant, which reduced reliance on shipping.

The increase in banana business at the port was the result of Westlake Village-based Dole Food Co. Inc.'s surprise decision to move some of its operations from San Diego.

Port officials expect to handle 1.33 million metric tons of cargo when the district's fiscal year ends June 30, down from 1.36 million last year, said Anthony Taormina, executive director. Revenue should be down about $300,000 from the $11.2 million he had projected.

Board President Michael Plisky said it will be the first revenue decline in his 13 years with the district.

At the end of the third quarter, the port's auto business was down 13.1 percent. Other vehicles, including farm equipment, road-building machines and heavy-construction vehicles, were down 19 percent. However, there were increases in bananas, 12.6 percent, other fresh fruit, 9 percent, and other cargo, 2 percent.

Some 62,000 fewer cars and trucks than last year had come through the port through the end of the third quarter, officials said. They expect the year's total to be down about 100,000 from what they had projected. Last year, about 290,000 vehicles came through the port.

'We've got several deals'

Mazda's decision to relocate surprised port officials, Plisky said, because the Japanese manufacturer has been shipping cars through the port for nearly 30 years. It was the port's first import-vehicle customer.

Mazda decided not to renew its five-year lease on land and facilities at Naval Base Ventura County.

The lost business could be recovered fairly quickly, Plisky and board member Ray Fosse said, because at least two other car manufacturers are looking into using Hueneme, the only deep-water commercial shipping port between Los Angeles and San Francisco.

Neither would identify the automakers that are negotiating with vehicle-processing companies that would handle the shipments.

Port officials are not directly involved in the talks. If the negotiations are successful, Plisky said, the new shipments could begin arriving before the end of the year.

"We've got several deals going. We've got a couple that are real hot," Plisky said. "If they go well, we're going to more than recover."

Dole's decision to move its bananas packed on pallets from San Diego will boost that tonnage from about 599,000 metric tons last year to more than 625,000 tons this year, said Taormina. It will solidify the Port of Hueneme's position as the country's No. 2 banana importer, behind Wilmington, Del., which handles about 1.5 million metric tons of the fruit annually.

Sunkist Growers Inc. moved its lemon-exporting business from Hueneme to Los Angeles late last year, but the increase in bananas makes up for most of that loss. It beats last year's total and forecasts for this year at the port.

Almost back on track'

A lot of the imported-vehicle downturn results from softer-than-expected sales, Taormina said. Some have also moved production to the United States in recent years.

"A lot of the Toyotas and Hondas that are selling are Toyotas and Hondas that are being made in the United States," he said. "Hyundai is now moving its Sonatas and Santa Fe cars and trucks from Alabama by rail as opposed to moving them here by ship."

Plisky said he was surprised by this year's business decline, but said nonstop growth is not sustainable. He described the downturn as minor.

"We've suffered a couple of setbacks, but the good thing is we've practically fully recovered," he said. "We're almost back on track, and that's good. We're a lot more resilient than one might think."

