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 If Dredging Stops… 

o Shippers, Chicagoland, Great Lakes Region, and the Nation are at risk of forfeiting 
substantial economic benefits 

o Higher transportation costs expected within first few years after dredging stops 

o Higher transportation costs could drive up commodity costs 

o Illinois’ revenues and employment supported by maritime industries, their suppliers, and 
their customers could be reduced 

o Port of Chicago could sacrifice its unique role in the Nation’s navigation system 

Shippers, Chicagoland, Great Lakes Region, and the Nation are at Risk of Forfeiting 

Substantial Economic Benefits 

With over 16 million tons of commerce in 2015, the Port of Chicago ranks as the second busiest Great Lakes port. The 

majority of the Port’s commerce is attributed to Calumet Harbor and River (9.9 million tons). The Port of Chicago is one of 

60 federal commercial ports on the Great Lakes. Commodities are shipped between U.S. and international ports. 

Without a facility to dispose dredged material, dredging cannot continue. The use of Calumet Harbor and River would be at 
risk. Shippers would have to accommodate shallower channel depths via light loading, or switch to alternative routes or 
modes (truck or rail), resulting in higher costs and negative environmental impacts. USACE estimates the average 
transportation cost savings per ton of coal moved on Great Lakes vessels as compared to the next best available 
transportation mode is $46.73 per ton (2016 prices). 

Higher Transportation Costs Expected Within First Few Years After Dredging Stops  

It is expected that higher transportation 

costs would be incurred within the first 

few years after dredging stops (Figure 1). 

Currently, the U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers (USACE) maintains the river at 

27 feet and the harbor at 28 feet. USACE 

estimates in problem locations the river 

accumulates between 0.5 and 0.7 feet of 

sediment annually. Shallower depths 

would require shippers to light-load, 

consequently requiring more trips to 

move the same amount of tonnage. As 

time goes by without dredging, navigation 

channels would continue to fill with 

sediment, more shippers would be 

impacted, and higher transportation costs 

would be incurred. Currently, USACE 

dredges Calumet Harbor and River 

biennially to ensure shippers may utilize 

the full depth of the authorized channels.  
FIGURE 1. ESTIMATED INCREASES IN ANNUAL TRANSPORTATION COSTS FOR EVERY 
YEAR CALUMET HARBOR AND RIVER IS NOT DREDGED (2016 PRICES) - BASED ON 
2011 TONNAGE (USACE WATERBORNE COMMERCE STATISTICS CENTER) 

 



Higher Transportation Costs Could Drive Up Commodity Costs 

If shippers light-load to accommodate shallower depths, 

transportation costs increase and could be passed onto customers. 

Great Lakes shippers rely on sufficient channel depths at Calumet 

Harbor and River to transport commodities to their customers. 

Commodities moving to and from Chicago on deep draft vessels are 

critical for fuel (petroleum products), energy (coal), transportation 

(salt), construction (cement and concrete), iron and steel, and several 

other uses (Table 1).   

Illinois’ Revenues and Employment Supported by 

Maritime Industries, Their Suppliers, and Their 

Customers Could be Reduced 

Calumet Harbor and River are part of a larger transportation network in the Chicagoland area and Illinois. Shippers make 

use of cargo handling services at the port, as well as locally available rail and truck transportation, warehousing, and fuel 

sources. These industry interactions and associated monetary transactions contribute to Illinois’ economy with sales, 

employment, labor income, and gross regional product (Table 2). 

TABLE 2: ESTIMATED ECONOMIC CONTRIBUTION OF COMMERCIAL NAVIGATION ACTIVITES AT CALUMET HARBOR & 

RIVER TO ILLINOIS (2012 PRICES)* 

Impact Region - Illinois Sales Jobs Labor Income Gross Regional Product (GRP) 

Direct Effects  $294,449,000 2,200 $119,815,000 $199,459,000 

Total Effects $607,595,000 4,300 $257,151,000 $395,316,000 

*Sales, labor income and GRP estimates rounded to the nearest thousand. Job estimates rounded to nearest hundred. ‘Total 
effects’ represent the economic contribution of directly affected industries (shipping, cargo handling, etc., which are the direct 
effects) as well as industries in their supply chain, and industries benefitting from employee spending. Developed using the USACE 
Regional Economic Model and the average annual tonnage level for Calumet Harbor and River for years 2011-2015 (USACE 
Waterborne Commerce Statistics Center).  

Port of Chicago Could Sacrifice Its Unique Role in the Nation’s Navigation System 

Calumet Harbor and River is a critical link between the Great Lakes and the Gulf of Mexico. Calumet Harbor and River 

accommodates Great Lakes ships and inland waterway barges. The waterway network provides an environmentally 

sustainable, safe, efficient mode of transportation for agricultural commodities and raw materials. Table 1 shows various 

commodities shipped at Calumet Harbor and River. 

Ensuring a strong manufacturing base in the Great Lakes Region is essential to maintaining global competitiveness. 

Waterway transportation is the least cost mode of transporting raw materials to manufacturing plants. The Great Lakes 

navigation system allows regional industries to stay competitive. If costs of transporting domestic raw materials increase, 

then industries may pass this cost onto end users, look to import raw materials instead, or shift production overseas. This 

would negatively affect the region and U.S. economy.  
 

Chicago’s role as an important domestic & international trade partner would be jeopardized. Calumet Harbor and River 
ships and receives commodities to and from 25 Great Lakes ports supporting the economies of Illinois, four other states, 
and Canada. Key trade ports for this harbor and river include Muskegon, MI; Milwaukee, WI; and St. Lawrence at Port 
Cartier, ON. When commercial harbors are impacted due to a lack of dredging, interdependent harbors in the system are 
also impacted.  
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TABLE 1: AVERAGE ANNUAL TONNAGE LEVELS AT 
CALUMET HARBOR AND RIVER (2011-2015)* 

Commodity Group 5-Yr Average 

Coal 2,824,483 

Petroleum Products 2,145,561 

Crude Petroleum 3,835 

Aggregates 468,894 

Grain & Grain Products 309,857 

Chemicals 315,269 

Non-Metallic Ores & Minerals 1,700,456 

Iron Ore & Iron and Steel Products 2,249,387 

Others 1,759,663 

Total 11,777,405 

*Values rounded to the nearest thousand (USACE 
Waterborne Commerce Statistics Center). 

 


