Limping auto market cuts revenue at Port of Hueneme
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More from Business

· U.S. auto sales hover near historic lows in February 

· All Virgin Megastores in U,S, to close by summer 

· Stocks 'potentially good deal,' Obama says 

Driven by a 33 percent drop in automobile imports, cargo traffic at the Port of Hueneme has slowed considerably over the past several months.

For the 2008-’09 fiscal year, Oxnard Harbor District Executive Director Anthony Taormina is projecting about 156,000 automobiles will be imported through the port, down from 229,599 the previous year.

The slowdown in business is tied to the economic recession, which has hit the automotive industry particularly hard. 

From July to February, 99,184 automobiles were imported, a 33 percent decline from the same period the previous year.

“That’s our cash cow,” Taormina said Tuesday. “That’s what hurts.”

The port’s July through February numbers show total automobile revenue is down 30 percent from the previous fiscal year. There was a 3 percent offset because 6,888 automobiles have been exported during that span, a 212 percent jump from the previous year. 

The good news is that in the budgeting “for the year we anticipated about a $700,000 loss,” Taormina said. “We anticipated this being a tough year, and we would basically cover that with our reserves, our general fund.

“The primary factor in all this is the cargo. We get paid based on cargo coming in, so when you get these big months where you get declines, it isn’t as if you can reduce your expenses because they’re pretty much fixed.”

Declines also occurred in imports of fresh fruit, 35 percent, liquid fertilizer, 27, heavy equipment, 13 percent, and bananas, 10 percent, according to the harbor district.

The district board meets March 9 and will consider increasing tariff rates 5 to 10 percent, Taormina said. The increases would go into effect April 1.

“In the niche markets where we’re working with our customers, we believe these are appropriate rates,” he said of the proposed change.

The downturn has been acutely felt by the port’s 300 nonunionized temporary workers, or “casuals,” because their work is being taken by union laborers traveling from ports in Long Beach and Los Angeles — where business also is down sharply.

In January and February, there were 1,500 union workers coming to Port Hueneme from other areas, said Jess Herrera, secretary-treasurer of the International Longshore and Warehouse Union Local 46. He was unable to provide numbers for prior years but said it’s a notable difference.

“This is significantly more than we’ve ever had due to the lack of work in the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach,” Herrera said. “It’s a significant impact to the casuals because 1,500 jobs translates into a quarter of a million dollars in wages, or more, and that’s not including overtime.

“The local economy suffers as well because we’re not keeping the money locally, that’s for sure.”

Ports up and down the California coast are suffering similarly, according to Paul Bingham, managing director of global trade and transportation with IHS Global Insight, a research company that monitors ports for the National Retail Federation.

Researchers at IHS believe change will likely come to the ports after September, Bingham said. President Obama’s stimulus package will “absolutely” help, he said. “In fact, it’s essential to our forecast of recovery.”

The United States will lead the world out of the recession before the overseas markets, according to IHS, so an uptick in cargo volumes coming from U.S. trading partners isn’t expected until after September.
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