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ARTICLES 

If You Build It, They Will Come: Launching a Direct-to-Europe 
Container Liner Service from Cleveland 

By Henry E. Billingsley, II and Dennis S. Medica – July 28, 2017 

A containerized cargo liner service sailing direct to Europe 

from Cleveland, Ohio—why not? It was a penetrating 

question that newly appointed CEO of the Cleveland-

Cuyahoga County Port Authority (hereafter referred to as 

“the authority”), William D. Friedman, asked shortly after 

assuming his duties in June of 2010. After all, Cleveland had 

been an ocean port since the completion of the St. Lawrence 

Seaway in 1959. The Port of Cleveland had performed 

admirable service as a loading and discharge point for ocean 

break-bulk or general cargoes (mostly steel products) and 

project cargoes (special shipments such as heavy plant 

machinery) ever since. The Port of Cleveland had even 

handled containerized cargoes, on occasion, over the years, 

although never as part of a liner service. 

The authority, as a “landlord port,” does not operate ships or marine terminals, nor does it 

employ stevedores. It essentially leased its facilities to other entities to conduct cargo handling 

operations and to provide these services to the ocean carriers, cargo shippers and receivers using 

the port. Cargo containerization (the game-changing brainchild of another American innovator, 

Malcolm McLean) had largely bypassed smaller, inland ports such as Cleveland in favor of the 

huge container port facilities located on the coasts, like Port Newark–Elizabeth Marine Terminal 

in New Jersey or the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach. These “megaport” facilities could 

boast of square miles of the paved, open pier areas required for modern, large-scale container 

port operations. They had the huge, rail-mounted gantry cranes and related equipment, and 

expert labor, to load and unload multiple large container ships simultaneously. In addition, these 

ports had extensive rail and highway links required for fast, intermodal transfer of thousands of 

containers per day from shipside to or from train or truck. 

While the Port of Cleveland had experienced International Longshoremen’s Association (ILA) 

labor to handle its traditional cargoes, it had almost none of the other infrastructure needed to 

handle containers. Starting a container liner service in Cleveland, therefore, would be starting 

from scratch. 

Beyond infrastructure, there were systemic problems to confront as well.  Much of the 2,340-

mile St. Lawrence Seaway route from the North Atlantic to the head of the Great Lakes is over 

fresh water, which freezes. As a result, navigation to and from Cleveland is seasonal (essentially 

April to December, ice conditions depending). Further, the limited size of the locks through 
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which ships must pass precludes many of the larger container ships from transiting the seaway. 

They are simply too long, too wide, or both to pass through. Bringing a container liner service to 

Cleveland would require finding a vessel operating partner willing to provide the right ship on 

the right schedule. 

Perhaps the biggest challenge to the creation of a direct-to-Europe container liner service, 

however, was inertia. Port authorities are public entities, not private business enterprises. They 

market their available facilities to the available carriers, receivers and shippers. Starting a whole 

new marine business is a risk easily avoided by sticking to the old ways of operating. And even 

if all the infrastructure and systemic problems could be addressed satisfactorily, Cleveland could 

never rival Port Newark or Port of Long Beach. No matter, Will Friedman’s keen insight was 

that the authority had, within its grasp, an excellent opportunity to create a maritime niche 

service that would boost the port, the city, and the region. The authority, under his leadership, 

had the confidence to believe that “if we build it they will come.” 

As the first major port at the Great Lakes end of the Seaway, Cleveland stands at the gateway to 

the Great Lakes region, the world’s fourth largest economy (USD 4.7 trillion GDP). Cleveland 

and Northeastern Ohio are key components of the nation’s manufacturing base, with intermodal 

connections to Class 1 railroads and the interstate highway system. The ability to ship and to 

receive containerized cargoes directly to and from Antwerp, Belgium, home to one of the 

world’s largest container port hubs, on a regular schedule of sailings could prove a faster, safer, 

and more efficient alternative to congested coast ports. 

A 2011 strategic action plan for the port paved the way for 

the construction of a new rail loop needed for container to 

rail trans-loading.  Subsequent negotiations with Spliethoff 

Transport B.V. Amsterdam (Spliethoff) resulted in a time 

charter of a ship with the capacity to handle general cargo as 

well as containers, and an operating agreement to set up the 

additional components of what commenced in April 2014 as 

the Cleveland-Europe Express (CEE).  Structuring the CEE 

in this way allowed the authority to inaugurate the liner 

service while insuring that cargo and general liability for the 

service were assumed by the carrier, not the authority. CEE 

is the only scheduled liner service for containerized cargo 

operating between Europe and a Great Lakes port.  Sailings 

have increased from one to two sailings per month and expansion of the service to India, and 

through Baltimore (for year-round service), are contemplated. In addition, new, more fuel 

efficient and higher capacity container cranes were purchased through a congestion mitigation 

and air quality grant during the 2016 season. 

The “Other” Business of the Authority 

Aside from its “maritime” side, the authority is a critical source of local construction financing. 
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While financing can be provided under a variety of different structures, the authority has two 

main programs under which it issues revenue bonds and notes: 

• The authority’s common bond fund program (Bond Fund) transactions involve 

construction or other projects financed through the authority’s fixed rate financing 

program. 

• Standalone projects involve the financing of similar projects outside of the bond fund, 

whereby the related revenue bonds and notes are not secured by the system of reserves 

established under the bond fund program. Instead, the bonds and notes are secured by the 

property financed and are payable solely from the payments received by the trustee from 

the borrowers or other sources designated in the related agreements. 

The authority has participated in the financing of significant recent projects including: 

1. American Greetings Corporate World Headquarters 

Total Project Cost:  $161.5M 

Westlake, OH 

2. Avery Dennison Corporation 

$50.1M Stand-Alone Financing Program 

Total Project Cost:  $50.1M 

Port Authority Issue:  $39.8M 

Cleveland, OH 

3. Cleveland Cavaliers Player Development Center 

Total Project Cost:  $30.5M 

Independence, OH 

4. Eaton World Headquarters 

Port Authority Issue:  $152M 

Beachwood, OH 

This financing capability and expertise created a springboard for the creation of the CEE, now in 

its third year of operation. But the real forces behind the CEE were innovative thinking and a 

leadership willing to ask, “why not?” 

 

Henry E. Billingsley, II is a litigation partner and proctor in admiralty at Tucker Ellis, LLP’s 

Cleveland, Ohio, office. Dennis Medica is a forensic accountant and managing director of 

Medica, LLC, in Cleveland. 
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