Port undergoing steady turnaround financially

Facility on track to meet vehicle processing goals
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Slammed for two years by nosediving demand for imported cars, the Port of Hueneme is finally seeing a robust turnaround, according to a new financial analysis.

Still, the number of vehicles processed at the port has fallen 50 percent, from about 300,000 in 2007 to 150,000 in 2009. It will take annual increases of about 25,000 through 2015 to restore the port’s most lucrative cargo. The analysis, conducted by the auditing firm Charles Z. Fedak and Co. of Cypress, showed a 26.9 percent increase in the port’s automotive tonnage in the year ended June 30, putting it on track to hit that goal.

“If there is such a thing as the bottom, I think we’ve found it,” said Anthony Taormina, executive director of the Oxnard Harbor District, which operates the port. “We’re now beginning to see the year-over-year increase, and that really is directly related to the automotive business.”

The report, presented to port commissioners recently, showed cargo tonnage at the only commercial seaport between Los Angeles and San Francisco was up 12.1 percent from the previous year as of June 30. That resulted in a 3.9 percent revenue gain, or $392,910. A year earlier, revenues were down 13.9 percent, or about $1.6 million, according to the analysis.

Port of Hueneme revenues saw year-over-year increases annually from 2001 to 2006, but the sour global economy produced steep declines in the ensuing years, the audit noted. Shipments of automobiles and fresh produce, mostly banana imports and exports of local citrus, avocados and other crops, account for about 70 percent of the port’s cargo revenues. The remaining commodities mostly include agricultural chemicals and equipment, primarily for the oil industry.

Although this year’s uptick in business was led by increases in every automotive brand imported at the port, there has been a sharp jump in exports in recent months, Taormina said. Since July, automotive exports are up 13 percent to 14 percent, fueled mostly by demand in China for General Motors and Chrysler vehicles, along with U.S.-produced Honda models.

“That’s the fascinating thing about our business today,” he said. “The export side is growing much faster than the imports.”

Taormina said the purpose of the analysis was to study port operations in much the same way private-sector companies look at their businesses. It was the first audit of its type ordered by the district, he said, and it encouraged port officials to take a broader view of port operations.

“We’re getting a much better picture, getting better at forecasts and better at making tactical decisions based on the fact that a lot of what happens at the port is outside of our control,” he said. “It’s what’s happening in the global marketplace. The important thing that we’re trying to show is that we have to interpret in advance of what’s going to happen in the global marketplace in order to be prepared to continue our policies of financial self-sufficiency.”

The district’s operating expenses decreased $417,712 in the 2009-10 fiscal year, about 5.6 percent, mostly because of lower government contract payments, the report said. A year earlier, operating expenses dropped 1.7 percent, or $129,150, 

The port’s total operating revenue for fiscal 2010-11 is $10.4 million. 

The port plans to spend $6.8 million this year on equipment to better control access to port facilities and improve surveillance, Taormina said. The projects, mandated by federal anti-terrorism laws, include one designed to detect radiation from devices hidden in shipments leaving the port. The idea, he said, is to bolster detection of “dirty bombs” planted by terrorists.

Overall, more than $7 billion in cargo moves through the port every year, according to the Port of Hueneme. And it’s considered a major U.S. entryway — one of the busiest banana importing ports and among the top 10 automobile importing ports. Top trading partners are Costa Rica, Ecuador, Guatemala, Germany, Sweden, Japan and Korea. The port reports that its business activity generates more than $650 million a year for the Ventura County economy and 4,500 jobs, directly or indirectly.

