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Exports Up — And Staying Up!
The Port of Longview Experiences Heavy Upswing in Log Exports

By Diane Mettler

The demand for logs and lumber throughout Asia is rising, with no end in the foreseeable future. This is welcome news 
for the timber industry that has been hard hit by the recession and the lull in new construction.

Big Business for the Port

Evidence of this huge upswing in log exports can be seen at the Port of Longview, Wash., where ship after ship is filled 
with logs leaving for China, Japan, and India.

Ashley Helenberg, public affairs manager at the Port of Longview, points to the recent annual report, which says it all. 
“Logs are up 166 percent from the end of 2009. And this is our third revenue-breaking year in a row. Last year we hit the 
$22.5 million mark, this year the $27 million mark. We’ve had an extraordinary year.”

Ashley adds “China was our number one trading partner for export cargo, with 531,402 metric tons of outbound cargo last 
year.”

Doug Averett, director of operations, who has been with the Port for 24 years, says a mixed variety of species are going 
out, but overall, China is taking a lesser grade of log versus Japan, where they are looking for a higher grade lumber.

Getting the Logs Out

The Port says that the import of wind power products is down, which leaves more dock space to move logs, and berths 6, 
7, and 8 are used solely to handle break bulk, like lumber.

The Port of Longview has a unique arrangement with the stevedores — the dockworkers who load the ships. Basically, the 
Port lets the stevedores run the show.

“We’re an operating port. But for log ships, we handle the dockside, and the stevedores handle the shipside whether it’s 
loading or unloading,” explains Doug. “A determination was made years ago that we would allow the stevedores to handle 
the dock and the ship, when it came to logs. It made for better continuity for the cargo.”

“Essentially all we do is supply the berth and the log stackers and other necessary equipment. They take it from there,” 
says Doug. “The stevedores are coordinating trucking companies as well as the suppliers to make sure that the cargo is 
there on time to load the ship.”

Local Logs

The logs being loaded onto the ships come from about a 50 to 75 mile radius. Pacific Lumber and Shipping (PLS), a long-
term client of the Port, has their own log yard behind the Port.
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Other large clients include Longview Fiber and Teeven Brothers, and some logs come from Weyerhaeuser.

Because of the big boom in log exports, other ports, that haven’t shipped logs in a while, like the Port of Astoria, are get-
ting back into it. The Port of Tacoma and the Port of Olympia are busy, and even the ports of Stockton and Eureka, Calif. 
“I don’t even know that they ever exported logs,” says Doug.

Will It Continue?

Is there an end to China’s consumption? Doug says, the Port’s customers say it will last quite a while unless something 
happens.

“China’s need for wood is huge,” he says. “They were getting their logs from Russia, but Russia instituted a high log 
tariff, which pointed China in our direction. Right now we are riding the China wave, and we’re going to ride it as long as 
it lasts.”

Things Change Quickly

The Port is excited by the business but knows firsthand how fast things can change.

About 11 years ago, the Port built Berth 8 primarily for logging. “Back then, logs accounted for about 50 percent of our 
revenue,” says Ashley. “Our biggest customer was Willamette Industries and about six months after we finished the dock, 
Weyerhaeuser bought Willamette.”

It was a shock to the Port — philosophically and financially. “We floundered for a couple years and thought we’d never go 
back in the log business,” says Doug, “But it’s funny how things change.”

Not up to Full Capacity

To visually get an idea of how much lumber is leaving the port, Ashley and Doug estimate that 39,000 log trucks came 
through in 2010.

Most of the ships are leaving full, and that’s about 5.2 million board feet. It typically takes about 2 days (one shift) to fill a 
boat.

The port has been experimenting with alternative ways to decrease load time. For example, they recently tried a log raft, 
which they hadn’t done since the late 80s.

The idea was to load from the dock as well as from the river. In the end, it didn’t save time, but the Port is continually 
looking for ways to make things more efficient.

One way to make things more efficient is having the right equipment. The Port takes care to ensure the equipment they 
have is kept up, and new machinery is purchased when needed. Right now Doug is actively looking for another log 
stacker because they need one.

“I would try to buy a used one,” says Doug, “but because everyone is getting into the log business, the pickings are slim.” 
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It’s obvious from Doug’s smile that buying new equipment is an enjoyable part of his job.

As far as a type of cargo to export though, Doug says logs are great. “They aren’t environmentally bad, and they’re pretty 
easy to handle. Most are debarked now, which was an issue. But now if we get a little bark, we put it into a pile, and a lo-
cal company takes it.”

Looking Ahead

The Port of Longview is optimistic that 2011 will be another banner year. They aren’t too worried about growing pains.

When the time comes to build another berth, they have 275 acres they recently purchased. However, for the time being, 
there are no plans for development.

They are one by one, making long-term improvements around the port. For example, they improved the intersection to the 
port last year. “It’s part of a long-term improvement project for the entire corridor where you come off the freeway,” says 
Ashley. “The improvements we made alleviated a lot of the congestion.”

The thing the Port is most proud of though is bucking a national trend for the last three years. When the rest of the country 
has been suffering a recession, they have had three years of sustained growth.

“We’re lean, mean, and we’ve always been hungry,” says Doug. “That’s what we do. We’re a niche port. We’re flexible. 
When logs came back we were willing, ready, and able to handle that influx of cargo. No matter what the bulk cargos, 
we’re willing to be flexible enough to handle it, and I think that’s key to our success.” TW

Port of Longview says that log exports are up 166 percent from end of 2009. Their large clients include Longview Fiber, 
Teeven Brothers, and also Weyerhaeuser.

China’s huge need for wood is the key reason exports are up. But it’s not just Longview that’s gotten busy shipping logs to 
China. The Ports of Astoria, Tacoma and Olympia have all seen big increases.


