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The new executive director of Port Manatee,

Carlos Buqueras, 57.

Port Manatee's new director has a plan

By Michael Pollick
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In his new role as executive director at Port

Manatee, Carlos Buqueras intends to cast a

wide net for new and diversified sources of

revenue.

Formerly the director of marketing at Port

Everglades, Buqueras, 57, took the helm at Port

Manatee in January, replacing retiring David

McDonald, who had held the top job since 1992.

Buqueras says he wants to set up distribution

centers for big-box retailers, expand the port's perishable foods trade, position the

port to benefit from the expansion of the Panama Canal and eventually open up

trade with Cuba.

"The port is going to pursue any and all international opportunities, trade

opportunities," says Buqueras. "If it floats, we are going after it."

Thanks in large part to McDonald, the port is in a good position for future

opportunities. In recent years, it has leveraged grants and business partnerships into

roughly $250 million worth of equipment and infrastructure, including two very

large portable cranes.

The port has also built a new berth — its largest to date — to handle bigger ships;

dredged an entryway to an accessible 40-foot depth; connected its own rail line to

CSX Corp. tracks; and added underground and overhead systems for transporting

liquid fuels and aggregates away from the water to storage.

Just as importantly, the Manatee Port Authority under MacDonald was able to

exempt a large area surrounding the port from numerous layers of rules and

regulations, the result of new laws that went into effect on the state level.

Most notably, the port has been designated a free-trade zone, and it can extend the

privilege of foregoing duty payments to businesses throughout the community that

move cargo through the port.

At the same time, under a state law Port Manatee helped bring into being, the area

within a three-mile radius of the port is exempt from state requirements for

"Developments of Regional Impact," which can add significant time and review to

new projects or expansions.

Furthermore, a 5,000-acre swath of land that includes the port and extends east of

Interstate 75 now has tax advantages as a so-called "encouragement zone."

"It was a stroke of genius that they put that together and got buy-in from their

locals," says Toy Keller of the Florida Ports Council.

"They have a place to be and a place to grow without infringing upon residential

areas or conservation areas or anything like that."

This copy is for your personal, noncommercial use only. You can order presentation-ready copies for
distribution to your colleagues, clients or customers here or use the "Reprints" tool that appears above
any article. Order a reprint of this article now.

http://www.heraldtribune.com/article/20120220/ARTICLE/120219511?t...

1 of 3 4/12/2012 10:41 AM



"As important as the Panama Canal is, the growth we are projecting is in

international trade," says Keller. "It is not just the depth at your port, but your ability

to move the goods onto and off of the port. It you don't have the highways and the

rail, the cranes, it doesn't matter how good your port is."

Waterborne international trade moving through Florida's 15 deep-water ports was

worth $70 billion in 2010, a sizeable chunk of the state's total $126 billion in

international trade and up 23 percent from 2009.

Looking to Cuba

At Port Everglades, where Buqueras worked for more than 20 years, he gets credit

for landing a Spain-based ferry boat service that carries passengers and cars back

and forth to The Bahamas in late December.

The company, called Balearia, is running a 242-foot long catamaran ferry that can

travel at 35 mph and carry 463 passengers and 80 vehicles. In the Mediterranean,

Balearia operates a dozen vessels on more than 20 routes.

Buqueras says he spent three years courting European and South American ferry

boat operators before Balearia agreed to begin the service.

The real reason Balearia came to Port Everglades, says Buqueras, is Cuba, and the

need to practice what he calls "berth control."

"If you have the berth, then you control the opportunity," he says.

He pitched the ferry idea as an opportunity for boat operators to get positioned for a

possible opening of Cuba by leasing one of the few south Florida berths available.

If U.S. relations with Cuba do eventually ease, and a decades-long embargo that

prohibits trade is lifted, as expected someday, Buqueras says he anticipates all

available berths will be taken. Latecomers will be left out.

Buqueras plans to use the same line to convince a ferry boat operator to grab a berth

at Port Manatee, to start service to Key West — again in preparation for future Cuba

trade.

At the same time, Buqueras sees Port Manatee as a prospective "pantry" for Cuban

businesses in need of U.S. goods.

"Miami is closer, but much more expensive," Buqueras says. "And Miami does not

have the luxury of having nearly a million feet of warehouse space like we do on

dock, on the port."

The concept is similar to the way Miami and Havana worked together before Fidel

Castro's takeover in 1958, he says.

Suppose a Cuban hotel needs hardware and furniture, he says. It puts in an order to

Florida for 3,000 yards of carpeting, three generators, a pair of flat-screen TVs, and

dinner chairs.

"And they need it for tomorrow morning," Buqueras says. "So you take it to the ship.

Tomorrow morning, when the ship arrives in Havana, it is there. So we become the

pantry for those kinds of products."

Just as a day-trip ferry operator to Key West could become a practice run for a

Cuban jaunt, he says, the purveyors who hold Cuban business inventories could

maintain it in Port Manatee, for all of Central America and other islands in the

Caribbean.

In the zone
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Port Manatee's 5,000-acre "encouragement zone" stretches east from the waterfront

in a long rectangular shape, past I-75.

It is a perfect configuration for another of Buqueras' goals for Port Manatee — to

become the home for big-box retailers' distribution centers.

He has experience there, as well. At Port Everglades, he helped land the distribution

center for German discount grocer Aldi, as it made a push to compete in the U.S.

Buqueras thinks the encouragement zone property could work equally well for

perishables and retailers that require large bulk shipments, like do-it-yourself chains

such as Home Depot or Lowe's.

There, the DRI regulation exemption could play a vital role.

Buqueras also is betting that Port Manatee's quick ingress and egress — from either

rail or the interstate highway — gives the port a cachet that Florida's 14 other ports

lack.

The Port of Tampa, by comparison, has similar highway and rail proximity, but it is

in a much more crowded urban setting, which adds transportation time.

The new port director also cites Port Manatee's proximity to Orlando, Fort Myers

and Naples — cities with eight million residents and all within two and a half hours

— as a major advantage.

Extend the drive time to four hours, and Port Manatee is within reach of Fort

Lauderdale, Cape Canaveral, Daytona Beach, St. Augustine and Gainesville, he notes.

That geographic advantage could help the port land new business well into the

future, analysts say.

"Most of the big ports are operating at or near capacity," says John Vaught, first vice

president in charge of global supply chain practice and port logistics at CBRE, the

nation's largest commercial real estate brokerage and site-selection firm. "And we

are not really building new ports, so we are going to see increasing need for

alternative or secondary ports.

"It does make sense."

But perhaps most importantly, Port Manatee is among a number of ports that could

benefit from the expansion of the Panama Canal. There, a second — and even deeper

and wider — canal is being constructed, one that will enable larger cargo traffic

between the Pacific and the Atlantic oceans.

The additional thoroughfare will mean more than double the capacity for cargo

traffic between eastern and western ports, starting in 2014.

Vaught and others contend Port Manatee could be uniquely positioned to take

advantage of the new canal.

"Carlos," Vaught says, "is obviously a very smart guy."
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