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By Patrick Lopinski

SETTING GOALS AND

BREAKING

RECORDS

PORT DIRECTOR DEB DELUCA TO RETIRE
AFTER 10 YEARS OF MILESTONE ACHIEVEMENTS

n 2024 the Port of Duluth increased the amount of
cargo it moved through for the third consecutive
year. Fifty-six years into the Seaway era, the port
is still setting goals and breaking records. If there is
any guestion as to how the port is doing, you can be
assured, it's doing well That said, there has been a
lot of change in the last 10 years. If you haven't paid close
attention, well, you've missed a lot
The most recent is the announced retire-
ment date for Executive Director Deb DeLuca from
her leadership role at the Duluth Seaway Port Au
thority (DSPA). As she eyes retirement, Deluca,
first female to oversee the port, looks at her milestone
achievements and her plans for retirerment
Her rise to the top came rather quickly. Deluca
first came to the Port Authority in 2014 when she wa
brought on board as director of government and en
vironmenital affairs
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$50 million into the .
million during Deluca’s time with the Fort Authority)
A small portion of the money went into the renova
a century-old schoolhouse on Rice’s Point into
the Port Authority’s new of , 4 major achievernent {or
DeLuca. The 53.1 million project began in 2018, aided by
a 52 37 million grant from the state transportation depart
ment's Minnesota Port Development Assistance Program

Two years later, then wearing a COVID mask, Deluca
deftly handled a giant pair of scissors as she cut the ribbon
or the new office

*] think about this as the future Port Authority office -
not just for now, but something that's going to be a legacy
for many years to come,” she said during the open house
celebration. The Duluth Seaway Fort Authorily occu-
pies the second floor of the 13,000 square-{oot building,
known most recently as the Seaway Building

DeLuca initiated the development of a strategic plan
for the Port Authority, which included a revised DSPA
personnel handbook, procurement/contracting policies
id an updated set of operating objectives, practices and
COVID hit during the new strategic planning
ress, but DeLuca led her team,
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"The biggest lesson was that
through anintensive, analytical stra-
tegic-planning process, the general
direction of our work was affirmed,
recalled DeLuca "This gave us even
greater momenturm and conviction
around the structure and intent of
our work as the Duluth Seaway Port
Authority team.”

As a whole, the port is a mi-
cro-community of maritime-re-
lated businesses, organizations,
trade groups and governmen-
tal agencies. You need to speak
the many languages, something
Deluca admits she's gotten good at

on permitting and getting facilities
permitted. Sometimes it's just a
really long process”

Looking back on her past 10
years, DeLuca is certain of one thing

"This job has been the highlight
of my career. [ love this job. [ love
working with the people on my
team. It's an excellent team, and we
work together really well, and the
partnerships we have and we've
worked hard to grow and establish
are important to me,” she said

Asked about her decision to
leave, Deluca i1s going for all the
nght reasons

“I still have three months of work left and I am fully
engaged at getting through a big to-do list with my team.

I am thinking of retirement as a *next season’ of life.”
- DEB DELUCA, DIRECTOR - DULUTH SEAWAY PORT AUTHORITY

'l like to say that I do speak
bureaucratese,” she said. “In or-
der to get through a lot of those
processes you need to be able to
be patient and listen, but then you
also need to be able to make your
case and then be persistent, follow-
ing through on it. So, whether it's
working with Custorms and Border
Protection to get the facility built
to support containers’ movement
through our terminal, whether it's
working with the Coast Guard to
emphasize the importance of ice
breaking assets and having them
here in the port, whether it's work-
ing with the Corps of Engineers
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T still have three months of
work left and I am fully engaged
at getting through a big to-do list
with my team. [ am thinking of
retirement as a ‘next season' of life
1 am locking forward to more time
for reading, travel, being outdoors,
spending time with family. [ do
warnt to stay connected to our com-
munity, but would like to take some
time to figure out what that means’”

THE HEALTH OF THE PORT
Having a port in our commu
nity is a great asset. It provides
multiple economic opportunities
through the movement of freight,

using multi-modal means of
transportation

'On the port side, you have
tc have terminals that move the
goods that are important to your
regicnal economy,” DeLuca said in
an overview of the port. *Id like to
give a call out to our private sector
partners. They've been investing
in their terminals. There's been
shipping through this port since
late 1800s. Of the 21 terminals in
the harbor, 20 of them are owned
by private entities. We don't know
about all the projects that have
gone on, but we know of 550 mil-
lion in investment that's gone on
at a number of private terminals
over the past few years’®

Outside of our port, In the
broader context of the Great Lakes/
St Lawrence Seaway, all the ports
and ancillary businesses have a col-
lective role to play in the overall vital-
ity In commerce across the system.

‘It takes that willingness to
maintain the infrastructure, but
also dig in and do the work of, how
can we build the trade? How can
we build the cargo flows through
our port. We're part of a larger
system,” explained DeLuca. "For a
Great Lakes port to be successful,
you need to network successfully
with the Great Lakes-and the Sea-
way Systemn, and the Canadians,

because the more ships that are
coming into the systern, the more
vessels carrying general cargo,
carrying containers or moving
grain out, the bigger the opportu-
nity for your port to be successful”
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2023 marked the start of a new
monthly ConRo liner service be-
tween Duluth and Antwerp. Bel-
gium. Advertised by the Dutch
shipping company Spliethoff
Group as "the first and only liner
service between Europe and the
Great lakes” the Spliethoff vessels
now provide regular trans-At-
lantic service to the port. Last
year, Spliethoff expanded the
service to include ports on the
Mediterranean.

As vessel congestion grows at
ports on both coasts, the Great
Lakes continue to be an alternative
to moving product halfway into
the North American continent via
the cheapest, most efficient means
of moving bulk cargo, the Seaway.

Duluth Cargo Connect contin-
ues to pursue cargo while the Port
Authority moves ahead with rais-
ing capital for their next initiatives,
including the development of a
recently acquired property along
Rice's Point.

[n December 2019, the Fort
Authority purchased the Duluth
Lake Port grain elevator. The for-
mer International Multifoods/Cap-
itol Elevator systern is “dilapidated
and ocutmoded,’ the dock wall un-
der the middle third of the facility
undermined, explained Deluca
“We're demolishing that facility,
and then we will be rebuilding the

dock walls and the deck. That will
take some time, but our cbjective
is to, again, provide the services
that we need to support the re-
gional economy, whatever direc-
tion that takes us in. So, that's our
next-term capital project”

Just as the port is iconic to
the city of Duluth, iconic to the
DSPA are its 1960s era Whirley 90-
ton gantry cranes. Symbolic of the
port's entry into the intermational
world of the seaway, they're still
functional but their age will be
their downfall.

“It's like getting parts for your
1959 sedan,” DeLuca said.

A potential investrment will
be the addition of mobile harbor
cranes.

"We do a lot of unloading on
Berth's 8 and 9 across the slip
It is our plan to augment those
with electric mobile harbor cranes
or hybrid mobile harbor cranes
They're so expensive, we really
do need to seek funding to do
that” said DeLuca, who explained
that replacing the cranes is not
an eligible cost under the state for
grant funds, which means the Port
Authority will need to find an alter-
native source of funding.

“It's actually a very critical part
of our plan, because those mobile
harbor cranes can serve the entire
port. We have a huge rebuilding

project for those original gan-
try cranes, painting and updat-
ing them. They're so old,” laughed
DeLuca, "you almost have to do an
archeological dig to find the ap-
propriate equipment or pars.”

MARINE GREEN PORT

The co-existence of shipping
and a clean environment is im-
portant to the Port of Duluth, as
well as the Great Lakes economic
system. Moving goods by water is
the most energy efficient way to
do so, especially heavy cargos.

It removes congestion from
our highways, for one thing,” notes
DeLuca. *When you think the path
from here to the East Coast that
is bypassed, that very congested
stretch of highway around Chi-
cagoland. So, right off the bat, you
have an environmental leg up with
shipping”

Technical advancements,
like the development of alter-
native marine fuels, are leading
an industry wide push toward
decarbonization.

"It is the trend in the industry
to look for ways to decarbonize,
just to set goals for decarboniza-
tion. There are cargo owners who
specifically seek that, shippers who
specifically seek opportunities for
a lower carbon footprint supply
chain. And, as part of the entire
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Patrick Lapinski is a freelance wnter who

was born in Superior.

WWW DULUTHIANMAGATINE COM

17



