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Miami’s airport and seaport show growth

By Mimi Whitefield
After slumps during the global recession, Miami’s airport and seaport rebounded in 2010 and big plans are under way to achieve future success.

That was the message during the 24th annual State-of-the-Ports luncheon Wednesday when airport and seaport directors presented report cards on cargo and passenger traffic to more than 1,000 members of the local shipping, cruise, airline and international trade communities.

Last year, for example, a record-high 35.7 million passengers passed through Miami International Airport and cargo reached 1.99 million tons – a 19 percent annual increase that neared 2007 levels, before the recession took hold. 

Among the bright markets for MIA were Brazil, which saw 110 percent growth in cargo tonnage, and Asia, which was up 54 percent, said José Abreu, director of the Miami-Dade Aviation Department.

Overall, international led the way, with 16.89 million passengers heading to foreign destinations or arriving from abroad, making MIA the No. 2 airport in the country for international passengers after New York’s JFK. MIA continued to be the nation’s leading airport for international freight and perishable products, such as flowers and fruit, Abreu said.

MIA’s air trade is valued at around $40 billion, accounting for 40 percent of the state’s trade transported by air. The airport, Abreu said, accounts for 282,000 jobs and $26.7 billion in business revenue.

“We don’t know of any other metropolitan area in the United States more dependent on its airport than Miami-Dade County,’’ Abreu said.

The airport also is in the final stages of its $2.94 billion North Terminal expansion. Forty-four of the terminal’s gates were open by late 2010 with the final six scheduled to open this year. Abreu said 25 stores and restaurants opened or reopened in the North Terminal in 2010. When completed, the terminal is expected to house 80 stores and restaurants.

A new airport baggage handling system is also scheduled to be completed this year, Abreu said.

For Bill Johnson, director of the Port of Miami, the story was “what a difference a year makes.”

Work is now under way on a port tunnel that will get truck traffic off surface roads in the downtown area and connect the MacArthur Causeway Bridge directly with the port.

About 500 workers – a number that will increase to 1,000 by this time next year — are laboring on the tunnel project, Johnson said. By late summer, he said, a boring machine that will begin to dig underneath the channel separating the port and the causeway will arrive from Germany.

The tunnel project combined with a project to restore rail service linking the port to the Hialeah rail yard and a project to dredge the port channel to a depth of 50 feet to accommodate mega-ships that are expected to call once the expansion of the Panama Canal is completed in 2014, round out Johnson’s “big three’’ projects.

All are essential elements of his plan to double cargo traffic at the port over the next decade.

But while the port has secured $21.5 million from the state for its “deep-dredge’’ project, it has yet to secure a further $75 million in federal funding needed for the dredging. Petitions in support of funding for the project were circulated at the lunch.

Cargo traffic at the port was up about 5 percent in fiscal 2010 and the port hopes to see double-digit cargo growth this fiscal year, said Johnson.

But it was the cruise industry that set records in fiscal 2010. About 4.15 million cruise passengers passed through the port, helping Miami maintain its title as the world’s busiest cruise port.

But Port Everglades is eager to take that title from Miami. This fiscal year, it expects to handle more than 3.8 million cruise passengers and during the first quarter cruise passenger traffic was up 25 percent to a record 1.175 million passengers.
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