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The Ask:  PNWA supports maintaining no operating restrictions on the West Coast federal dredges and the 

replacement of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) Dredge Essayons. 

Background 

In 1978, Public Law 95-269 established the federal minimum dredge fleet to carry out emergency and 

national defense work and directed the Secretary to have dredging and related work done by contract 

dredges if the Secretary determines private industry has the capability to do such work and it can be 

done at reasonable prices and in a timely manner. The West Coast does not have as robust a private 

hopper dredging industry since the bulk of the private dredging companies and vessels are located in 

the Gulf and East Coast. This makes sense as there are a lot of regular dredging projects, large channel 

deepening projects, and many emergency dredging and beach nourishment projects following annual 

hurricanes and major storm events in the Gulf and on the East Coast.  

 

Currently, there are no operating restrictions on the Corps’ West Coast dredges Essayons and Yaquina – 

for good reason. This battle was already fought over 20 years ago. In WRDA 1996, Congress implemented 

a limitation on the days the Corps’ dredges Essayons and Yaquina could operate, to incentivize private 

dredging and commitment of private dredging vessels to the West Coast. Unfortunately, this desired 

outcome did not occur, with some advertised dredging contracts resulting in no private bidders. Even 

with limiting operations for the federal dredges to 180 days (which was later increased to 192 days) the 

private dredging industry could not adequately maintain West Coast, particularly Pacific Northwest, 

federal channels and harbors. This created challenges for West Coast ports, with draft restrictions leading 

to light loading, lack of channel reliability, competitiveness issues, and ultimately higher costs. As a result, 

Congress lifted the operating restrictions on the federal dredges Essayons and Yaquina in the Water 

Resources Development Act (WRDA) of 2007 to ensure the Corps could meet its mission to maintain West 

Coast federal waterways. Nothing in this scenario has changed except we have seen fewer bidders on 

West Coast contracts and the costs of private dredge mobilization/demobilization have increased.  

 

The West Coast, particularly the Pacific Northwest, is not easy for private industry hopper dredges to 

mobilize to in a timely and cost-effective manner. 
 

In 2022, a private contractor 

estimated the cost for 

mobilization and 

demobilization alone was 

$6.85 million for a hopper 

dredge from the Gulf to 

transit to the West Coast to 

perform the 2022 West Coast 

Maintenance Dredging 

contract. In addition, it takes 

approximately 25-45 days for 

the dredge to arrive as it 

must transit the Panama 

Canal and make its way to 

Pacific Northwest 

waterways. This is not a 

timely and cost-effective 

response by the private 

industry when West Coast 

dredging time is already 

limited to accommodate 

the “fish windows” to protect listed species. Also, if contractors are delayed in completing other projects 

in the Gulf or East Coasts before repositioning to the West Coast or must leave the West Coast early for 

emergency dredging work in the Gulf or East Coast, Pacific Northwest waterways and the ports and 

businesses that rely on them experience draft restrictions, pay higher costs, and lose business.  
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The private hopper dredging industry has minimal response to West Coast solicitations. Even with no 

operating restrictions on the federal dredges Essayons and Yaquina, there is still dredging work available 

on the West Coast and the Corps contracts this work to the private dredging industry on an annual basis. 

The private industry would prefer the Corps to divide up the West Coast Hopper Dredge contract into 

multiple contracts to increase competition and contracting opportunities. However, that would require 

the Corps to add mobilization and demobilization costs from the Gulf or East Coast to the West Coast to 

each individual contract versus the one-time mobilization and demobilization costs under the current 

contracting process. Phasing or breaking the West Coast Hopper Dredge contract up into smaller 

contracts is not cost effective for the taxpayers or an efficient use of Harbor Maintenance Trust Funds.  

 

Dredging is not one size fits all. Except for the Port of Seattle and Port of Tacoma, the Pacific Northwest 

does not have major deepening projects that would require the large private industry dredging vessels 

built for deepening channels and harbors to over 50 feet in depth.  

• Entrance Channel of the Columbia River is maintained to a depth of - 55 feet to allow for safe 

passage from the Pacific Ocean into the Columbia River system.  

• Lower Columbia River Channel federal navigation channel - 43 feet.  

• Lower Columbia River from Vancouver, WA to The Dalles OR - 17 feet.  

• Inland Columbia Snake River System to Lewiston, ID - 14 feet.  

• Washington and Oregon coastal fishing ports - 40 feet or less, with many under - 20 feet.  

• Grays Harbor - 38 feet. 

• The Port of Coos Bay is seeking to deepen their facility from - 27 feet to - 45 feet deep. 

Many of the Washington and Oregon coastal ports and marinas are protected from the Pacific Ocean 

conditions by jetties. However, the dynamic Pacific Ocean waves, intense weather conditions, shoaling, 

sandbars, and breaking surf, can make navigation and maneuverability in shallower harbors challenging, 

and even dangerous. Dredges with shallower drafts and agile maneuvering capabilities are needed to 

maintain the Pacific Northwest waterways. The Dredge Yaquina is uniquely capable of maintaining these 

shallow draft coastal entrances and harbors. 

 

Mission accomplished. The minimum federal dredge fleet was created in 1978 to establish a private 

hopper dredge industry and provide more opportunities for private dredge contractors. The Corps 

decreased the federal fleet from seventeen (17) to four (4) hopper dredges. The private industry already 

does the majority of the Corps’ base operations and maintenance (O&M) work, construction, and non-

routine/emergency work through contracts. The Corps does not compete with the private dredging 

industry which currently has at least fifteen (15) hopper dredges in operation throughout the country, 

stationed mostly in the Gulf Coast and East Coast. Bottom line, the goal of Congress to establish a private 

hopper dredge industry and increase opportunities for private contractors has been met.  

The four (4) federal dredges exist to fill the gap when the private industry is unable to meet the need in a 

timely and cost-effective manner and during times of emergencies, such as responding to hurricanes and 

major storms. Due to the distance, shallower harbors and channels, limited dredging windows in the 

Pacific Northwest, and much more lucrative business opportunities in the Gulf and the East Coast, the 

private industry is only minimally responsive to the dredging needs of West Coast, particularly the Pacific 

Northwest. Again, this paradigm has not changed in over 20 years. However, the Corps must still maintain 

federal waterways of the West Coast. Unfortunately, the Corps’ Dredge Essayons is nearing the end of its 

useful life. PNWA supports replacement of the Essayons and maintaining the West Coast federal dredges 

to ensure the Corps can meet its navigation mission and maintain the West Coast federal waterways.  

West Coast 
Hopper Dredge 

Contract
2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

Estimated Cost $21,733,162 $28,038,032 $23,700,297 $24,550,296 $23,904,657 $23,464,789 $21,913,900 $22,621,100 $22,678,500 $25,114,250 $26,870,400 
Winning Bid $22,300,000 $23,800,000 $19,618,320 $23,228,055 $22,851,000 $25,815,000 $19,200,000 $20,546,833 $25,245,000 $28,093,500 $26,468,750 
Cubic Yards 6,982,509 4,763,977 4,280,757 4,211,765 4,990,436 3,968,083 2,383,801 2,978,860 2,775,000 2,922,317 3,862,555

Number of Private 
Industry Bids

2 1 1 3 3 2 2 1 1 1 1

Contractor 
Selected

Manson 
Construction

Manson 
Construction

Great Lakes 
Dredge & 

Dock

Dutra 
Dredging

Manson 
Construction

Dutra 
Dredging

Dutra 
Dredging

Manson 
Construction

Manson 
Construction

Manson 
Construction

Manson 
Construction
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