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Congress is debating whether to support increased funding for dredging to better maintain harbor channel
depths and widths. A bill passed by the House (H.R. 2440) seeks to boost dredging activity by utilizing
more of the collections from a port tax levied to fund harbor maintenance. However, it is not clear
whether the additional funding would increase the volume of material dredged from U.S. harbors, as a
variety of factors affect the cost and performance of harbor dredging. In contrast to the House bill, in S.
2470 the Senate Committee on Appropriations recommends a Gulf Coast demonstration program
addressing concerns about dredging cost and availability. According to S.Rept. 116-102, among other
goals, the program should reduce the number of contract solicitations that lead to no bids or bids that are
more than 25% higher than the government cost estimate and should reduce the cost per cubic yard for
hopper dredge contracts.

Data from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), the agency responsible for federal harbor
maintenance, indicate that the amount of material dredged has declined slightly from FY1970 to FY2018
even though inflation-adjusted spending on harbor maintenance dredging has increased significantly
(Figure 1).
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https://transportation.house.gov/committee-activity/investing-in-america-unlocking-the-harbor-maintenance-trust-fund-act
http://www.congress.gov/cgi-lis/bdquery/z?d116:H.R.2440:
http://www.congress.gov/cgi-lis/bdquery/z?d116:S.2470:
http://www.congress.gov/cgi-lis/bdquery/z?d116:S.2470:
https://www.congress.gov/116/crpt/srpt102/CRPT-116srpt102.pdf#page=10
http://www.congress.gov/cgi-lis/cpquery/R?cp116:FLD010:@1(sr102):
http://www.crs.gov/
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Figure |. Federal Harbor Maintenance Funding
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Source: USACE Navigation Data Center, “Actual Dredging Cost Data for 1963-2018.”

Notes: 2005-2012 includes hurricane supplemental work, 2009-2012 includes P.L. | I 1-5 (ARRA) amounts. 2018 dollars
calculated using “nondefense” deflator, Table 10.1 in Federal Budget at https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/historical-tables/.

Looked at another way (Figure 2), the average annual cost per cubic yard of dredged material for harbor
maintenance, adjusted for inflation, has risen from $1.74 in 1970 to $5.77 in 2018, an increase of 232%.
The unit cost has been fairly steady since FY2014.



https://publibrary.planusace.us/#/document/6db4e2a5-20d7-4821-d598-8faf9cd66c6e
http://www.congress.gov/cgi-lis/bdquery/R?d111:FLD002:@1(111+5)
https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/historical-tables/
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Figure 2. Cost Per CubicYard for Harbor Maintenance Dredging
(inflation adjusted)

$7.00
$6.00
$5.00
)
& $4.00
o
=]
-
S $3.00
o~
$2.00
5100H||
O N W0 0 O o = W 0 O N T W O ™ s w0 o s w0
= ™~ [~ I~ I~ 0 W W o W O T O O O O O O O 2O =t =t e =
g 3 O v v & 4 & v v O O v v © ©O O O O O O O o O
L T I R R I I I B B Y e D A B I o (R o ¥ I ¥ A o BN o I o A o I o I o B Y

Source: USACE Navigation Data Center, “Actual Dredging Cost Data for 1963-2018.”

Notes: 2018 dollars calculated using “nondefense” deflator, Table 10.1 in Federal Budget at https://www.whitehouse.gov/
omb/historical-tables/.

Multiple factors are believed to have contributed to the increased cost per cubic yard: changes in dredged
material disposal, mobilization costs, cost inflation of inputs (fuel and steel), environmental factors, and
relatively little competition for dredging contracts. The relative significance of each is unclear. Old
disposal sites can be full and newer ones more distant. Unknown is whether enactment of P.L.. 104-303
(§§201, 207, 217) in 1996 led to more federal dollars being used to build and maintain disposal facilities,
treat contaminated sediments, transport dredged material further for beneficial uses such as restoring
wetlands and beaches, and paying for disposal tipping fees. One dredge firm states it has performed many
contracts that have required more nondredge work (such as upland disposal and environmental
remediation) than dredging. The largest domestic marine dredge firm states that upland disposal can be as
much as 90% of total project cost. Mobilization and demobilization of the several vessels typically
required for a dredge project can be more than one-third of project cost. To protect endangered species
such as sea turtles, dredging firms might have to employ fishing trawlers or restrict dredging and dredged
material disposal to winter months when bad weather raises costs.

Costs per cubic yard vary greatly among USACE districts, indicating that local circumstances are relevant
(Table 1).



https://publibrary.planusace.us/#/document/6db4e2a5-20d7-4821-d598-8faf9cd66c6e
https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/historical-tables/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/historical-tables/
https://www.gao.gov/assets/680/672796.pdf#page=17
http://www.congress.gov/cgi-lis/bdquery/R?d104:FLD002:@1(104+303)
https://www.regulations.gov/document?D=SBA-2012-0005-0018
https://www.regulations.gov/document?D=SBA-2012-0005-0025
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Table |.Average Unit Cost of Dredging by Selected USACE District
(contracts >100,000 cubic yards, 2014 to 2018)

USACE District Cubic Yards Dredged Cost per Cubic Yard
San Francisco 5,398,939 $ 2427
New York 11,908,916 $ 2317
Philadelphia 6,037,757 $ 1993
Jacksonville 22,447,059 $ 1486
Los Angeles 1,283,153 $ 1320
Detroit 3,064,310 $ 940
Alaska 5,550,057 $ 858
Savannah 37,140,202 $ 652
Portland (OR) 30,983,332 $ 529
Galveston 76,646,189 $ 380
New Orleans 105,894,803 $ 262

Source: CRS, using USACE Dredging Information Statistics at https://publibrary.planusace.us/#/
series/Dredging%20Information.
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https://publibrary.planusace.us/#/series/Dredging%20Information
https://publibrary.planusace.us/#/series/Dredging%20Information
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In 1978 (P.L. 95-269), Congress directed the USACE to contract out dredging work to private firms
whenever possible in order to expand the private dredging fleet and encourage increased competition.
Foreign firms and foreign-built dredges are prohibited in U.S. waters. While many firms bid for USACE
dredging projects, most individual projects draw few bidders. USACE data indicate that of the 701
dredging contracts the agency awarded from 2014 to 2018, 295 (42%) were sole-bid contracts and 178
(25%) attracted two bidders. However, the accuracy of the USACE’s figures is disputed. A 2015
Government Accountability Office audit found the USACE dredging contracts database to be incomplete
and contain inaccurate information, but a dredging firm contends the USACE maintains the most
complete budget and cost data.

According to the USACE, hopper dredges are generally the most efficient vessels for dredging coastal
harbors. Four firms own 99% of U.S. hopper dredging capacity and accounted for 59% of all USACE
dredging contracts by dollar value from 2014 to 2018. This private hopper dredge fleet is relatively old,
with 11 of the 15 vessels in service for more than 20 years. The USACE owns four hopper dredges
employed for emergency work or when submitted bids are more than 25% above the USACE’s estimated
cost. A study for the State of Louisiana, published in 2011, found dredging costs have trended downward
in foreign markets. One reason foreign firms may have a cost advantage is their use of semi-submersible
heavy-lift ships to transport their dredge fleets. U.S. dredging firms would be required by law to use a
U.S.-built heavy-lift ship for transport, but none exist. The need to tow individual vessels to job sites
likely raises U.S. firms’ costs.

The USACE reports that it is unable at times to schedule as much dredging as desired due to the limited
capacity of the U.S. fleet. The USACE asserts that the number of times it has had to use its own dredges
demonstrates that the current industry fleet cannot meet surge needs. Shippers using the Mississippi River
entrance channel contend a shortage of dredges has resulted in a deficient channel. By way of
comparison, four individual European firms each have a hopper fleet capacity three to four times that of
all U.S. dredging firms combined.
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http://www.congress.gov/cgi-lis/bdquery/R?d095:FLD002:@1(95+269)
https://www.gao.gov/assets/680/672796.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/680/672796.pdf
https://www.regulations.gov/document?D=SBA-2012-0005-0019
https://www.regulations.gov/document?D=SBA-2012-0005-0019
https://www.publications.usace.army.mil/Portals/76/Publications/EngineerManuals/EM_1110-2-5025.pdf#page=113
https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/180601_Collis_ExpandingCompetitionExpandingPorts_Web.pdf?OUdRA9ITG8uH8IbfdOsezeHkyiKCIE53#page=13
https://www.westerndredging.org/phocadownload/ConferencePresentations/2011_Nashville/Session2B-DredgingCaseStudies/2%20-%20CohenEscudeGarbaciakHassanLawtonSimoneausSpadaroNewman%20-%20Efficiency%20Cost%20Inland%20Marsh%20Restore.pdf#page=3
https://www.dredgingtoday.com/2018/08/28/kitimat-dredging-program-begins/
https://www.dredgingtoday.com/2018/08/28/kitimat-dredging-program-begins/
https://www.crs.gov/Reports/R45725?source=search&guid=b705ef228ce448ff92f449482c4b920e&index=0
https://www.maritime.dot.gov/sites/marad.dot.gov/files/oictures/DS_USFlag-Fleet_20190917_Bundle.pdf
http://aapa.files.cms-plus.com/PDFs/4_DredgeSheryl.pdf#page=15
https://bayplanningcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/HDRecapFinal.pdf#page=6
http://online.louisianamaritime.org/Files/publicFileStore/bigriver/National%20Dredging%20Meetings%20Response%2062819%5B5%5D.pdf
https://www.regulations.gov/document?D=OMB-2018-0002-0113

EveryCRSReport.com

The Congressional Research Service (CRS) is a federal legislative branch agency, housed inside the
Library of Congress, charged with providing the United States Congress non-partisan advice on
issues that may come before Congress.

EveryCRSReport.com republishes CRS reports that are available to all Congressional staff. The
reports are not classified, and Members of Congress routinely make individual reports available to
the public.

Prior to our republication, we redacted phone numbers and email addresses of analysts who
produced the reports. We also added this page to the report. We have not intentionally made any
other changes to any report published on EveryCRSReport.com.

CRS reports, as a work of the United States government, are not subject to copyright protection in
the United States. Any CRS report may be reproduced and distributed in its entirety without
permission from CRS. However, as a CRS report may include copyrighted images or material from a
third party, you may need to obtain permission of the copyright holder if you wish to copy or
otherwise use copyrighted material.

Information in a CRS report should not be relied upon for purposes other than public
understanding of information that has been provided by CRS to members of Congress in
connection with CRS' institutional role.

EveryCRSReport.com is not a government website and is not affiliated with CRS. We do not claim
copyright on any CRS report we have republished.



