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The Port of Charleston is the top economic driver for South 
Carolina and is responsible for 1 in 10 jobs in the state. Those 
port-supported jobs tend to pay 32% higher than the state’s 
annual wage. The Port, along with its inland counterparts, 
accounts for $63.4 billion in annual economic activity, 225,000 
jobs and nearly 30% of the total state GDP. The Port of 
Charleston also serves as a gateway port for automotive 
companies as well as the growing manufacturing industry in 
the Southeast U.S. The Port is also growing as a major point 
of export of polyethylene terephthalate pellets to Europe. 
Plastic pellets are seen as a growth commodity for the Port of 
Charleston, which is trying to diversify its cargo base beyond 
manufacturing.

With a variety of recent capital improvements, the Port of 
Charleston is well positioned to compete with other East Coast 
ports for the increasing number of larger container vessels. 
The most important capital improvement underway is the $558 
million deepening of the harbor project slated to complete by 
the end of 2021. Increasing the depth from 45 feet to 52 feet 
will make it one of the deepest harbors on the East Coast. Other 
important improvements underway include the construction of 
the Hugh K. Leatherman Terminal, which will increase container 
capacity by 50% and allow the Port to handle 19,000 TEU 
vessels. It is the only container terminal under construction in the 
U.S. and is on track to open in March of 2021. 

Significant Improvement Projects 
Underway at South Carolina Ports

“In the Charleston market, we are beginning to see a change in the conversation. We’re seeing a shift in what type of 
industrial is needed, certainly more distribution, but now more than ever, cold storage space. With consumer habits 
changing post-COVID-19, companies are beginning to reevaluate warehousing needs. The Port of Charleston is seeing a 
lot of growth as we watch the Port become the ideal option for the cold/freezer chain business. Many cold storage 3PLS 
are looking for space to chill and freeze product as they move it through the Port.”

MARK ERICKSON, SIOR
Vice President | Atlanta
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CAPABILITIES: The Port of Charleston has 19 active container 
cranes, all of which are Post-Panamax ready. The current harbor 
depth of 45 feet can handle Post-Panamax ship sizes and ships 
with capacity of up to 10,000 TEUs at high tide. The planned 
deepening of the harbor to 52 feet will significantly expand that 
capability to ships of up to 14,000 TEUs. 

TRADE: The Port of Charleston’s top trade partners include 
Germany, China/Hong Kong, Japan, the United Kingdom, 
the Netherlands, France and Italy — which reflect the Port’s 
importance to trade with Europe and the automobile industry. In 
2019, nearly 1.9 million loaded TEUs were handled at the Port, 
the most on record and surpassing the record set in 2018 by 
3.5%. 

INTERMODAL: The Port of Charleston is served by CSX and 
Norfolk Southern for daily express intermodal and merchandise 
rail services, connecting Charleston with hubs across the 
Southeast, Gulf and Midwest. In addition to CSX and Norfolk 
Southern’s double-stack 
intermodal trains, the 
RapidRail dray program 
provides a cost-efficient 
connection between the 
marine terminals and rail 
yards. 

The Inland Port Greer is 
also nearby, located on the 
expanding I-85 corridor. The 
inland port is surrounded 
by 94 million consumers 
within 500 miles and 
serves to extend the Port 
of Charleston’s intermodal 
reach by 212 miles.

REAL ESTATE IMPACT: 
Aided by robust 
fundamentals in 2019, 
South Carolina’s industrial 
market continued its upward 
trajectory at the start 
of 2020. The COVID-19 
pandemic will cause a sharp 
slowing of activity starting 
in Q2 2020, but economists 
predict a recovery relatively 
quickly in 2021. Year-to-date 
loaded containerized volumes 
fell 2.1%, however, an 
increase in manufacturing in 

the region should see increased cargo flowing through the Port. 
The South Carolina industrial market finished 2019 with a large 
amount of new development completed. More than 5.1 million 
square feet completed construction, and an additional 7.9 million 
square feet remained in the pipeline. Construction deliveries are 
anticipated to eventually deliver despite possible progress delays 
during the pandemic. 

With demand for new, larger fulfillment centers to handle 
the insatiable demand from e-commerce retailers, the South 
Carolina industrial market is becoming an emerging industrial 
powerhouse. The area will benefit from the recently negotiated 
U.S.-China Trade Deal and United States-Mexico-Canada 
Agreement (USMCA). The two most pertinent aspects of the deal 
affecting the South Carolina industrial markets are the increased 
purchases of American products and tariff relief on Chinese 
products. These changes will lead to an increase in imports and 
exports.
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Loaded  
Inbound

Year Over Year  
% Growth

Loaded  
Outbound

Year Over Year 
% Growth

2009  579,075 -21.4%  554,552 -20.2%

2010  520,824 -10.1%  535,070 -3.5%

2011  580,416 11.4%  560,343 4.7%

2012  625,566 7.8%  565,398 0.9%

2013  651,227 4.1%  629,802 11.4%

2014  697,553 7.1%  668,154 6.1%

2015  799,581 14.6%  721,882 8.0%

2016  883,334 10.5%  748,708 3.7%

2017  955,285 8.1%  804,203 7.4%

2018  1,010,468 5.8%  809,872 0.7%

2019  1,066,314 5.5%  816,963 0.9%

YTD 2020  337,761 -2.5%  272,428 -1.6%

TOTAL LOADED TEUs

A third terminal under construction. Due 2021.

POST-PANAMAX 
CRANES

CRANES
19
19

TERMINALS
2

BERTHS
6

DEPTH
45’

PROPOSED
52’

CLASS I OPERATORS: MAIN TRADING PARTNERS:
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