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2003 U.S.-FLAG CARGO CARRIAGE 
 

The major U.S.-flag Great Lakes operators moved 94.7 million net tons of dry-bulk cargo in 2003, a 
decrease of 7 percent from 2002 and a drop of 10 percent compared to the 5-year average.  While the 
decreases primarily reflect demand, the harsh winter did significantly slow the resumption of the limestone and 
coal trades in March and April. 
 

Iron ore cargos moved in U.S.-flag lakers totaled 43 million net tons, a decrease of 11 percent when 
compared to 2002 and 16 percent when compared to the 5-year average.  The downward trend mirrors the 
state of the American steel industry.  During the period 1999-2003, 39 steelmakers and processors filed 
bankruptcy.  The drop in iron ore transshipments is, however, not as great as the totals suggest.  ISG’s 
Cleveland Works now receives some of its iron ore directly in river-class vessels. 
 

The U.S.-flag coal float totaled 21.9 million tons, a modest increase compared to both the previous year 
and the commodity’s 5-year average.  However, while the coal total is essentially unchanged, shipments of 
western coal from Superior, Wisconsin and South Chicago, Illinois are growing, while loadings of eastern coal 
at Lake Erie ports are declining.  The shift recognizes increased reliance on low-sulfur coal at basin power 
plants and the reduction in coke-making facilities that use metallurgical coal. 
 

Shipments of limestone totaled 24.2 million net tons, a decrease of 9 percent from 2002 and slightly 
less, 8.4 percent, when compared to the 5-year average.  As noted, weather delayed resumption of the trade 
and demand was sluggish until the fall, but weather intervened again and the delays stalled the rally. 
 

While the cement trade registered a slight increase, the 3.8 million net tons moved in 2003 represent a 
decrease of 6 percent from the 5-year average.  Salt shipments rebounded significantly in response to the 
harsh winter of 2002/2003 and even topped the 5-year average.  Sand cargos more than doubled, but grain 
shipments seem to have permanently settled in the vicinity of 325,000 net tons.  Population shifts that have 
closed most of the grain mills in Buffalo, coupled with unit trains, have reduced this trade to a shadow of its 
former self. 
 

U.S.-FLAG CARGO CARRIAGE 
CALENDAR YEARS 1999-2003 AND 5-YEAR AVERAGE 

(net tons) 
 

 
COMMODITY 

 
1999 

 
2000 

 
2001 

 
2002 

 
2003 

5-YEAR 
AVERAGE 

IRON ORE       

Direct Shipments .....................................  52,160,147 54,586,514 43,829,971 45,861,075 41,343,509 47,556,243 

Transshipments .......................................  5,523,530 5,746,164 3,094,732 2,334,252 1,672,776 3,674,291 

  TOTAL – IRON ORE .........................  57,683,677 60,332,678 46,924,703 48,195,327 43,016,285 51,230,534 

COAL       

Lake Superior Loading Ports ....................  13,353,794 12,769,682 13,640,260 13,874,872 14,238,033 13,575,329 

Lake Michigan Loading Ports ...................  
8,279,404 

2,068,078 2,288,791 2,239,657 2,771,065 
8,019,868 

Lake Erie Loading Ports...........................  5,922,714 6,030,000 5,629,302 4,870,328 

  TOTAL – COAL ..................................  21,633,198 20,760,474 21,959,051 21,743,831 21,879,426 21,595,197 

LIMESTONE ...........................................  27,310,498 27,288,089 26,988,622 26,554,243 24,239,110 26,476,113 

CEMENT.................................................  4,417,055 4,144,774 4,136,897 3,817,911 3,851,487 4,073,625 

SALT ......................................................  1,309,894 838,017 876,392 587,090 945,355 911,350 

SAND .....................................................  249,238 427,070 625,094 230,950 500,456 406,562 

GRAIN ....................................................  346,814 351,857 350,719 329,471 312,316 338,236 

TOTAL ..................................................  112,950,374 114,142,959 101,861,478 101,458,823 94,744,435 105,031,617 
 

Note:  LCA used to categorize coal as Eastern and Western.  The breakdown by Lake of loading began in 2000. 


