
An increase in imported produce brings commercial 
real estate opportunities to U.S. ports
Over the last two decades, the United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) created new rules that opened the door for previously restricted 
fruit and vegetable imports. Now treatments to make the imports safe 
for consumption are helping to meet the increasing consumer demand 
for year-round produce. These new treatments, in particular cold 
treatments, are bringing more commercial real estate opportunities to 
U.S. ports.

For U.S. fruit and vegetable imports, cold treatment has become a game 
changer. Storing produce in cold temperatures — about 38 degrees (just 
above freezing) — for 17 to 21 days kills pests and pathogens, making 
fruits and vegetables safe for consumption. And, thanks to intermodal 
shipping containers that can maintain uninterrupted temperatures, 
produce is shipped from various countries year round. But without 
refrigerated facilities to store the containers, cold treatment would not 
be a successful solution. 
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The Savannah Port Grows With the Cold
For years, leaders of the Georgia Ports Authority (GPA) knew that a 
Savannah Port cold treatment facility would have a large, beneficial 
impact on multiple levels: the GPA would have better import and export 
balance, shipping companies would save money, the trucking carbon 
footprint would be reduced and consumer demands would be better 
met. 

Until recently, 90% of imported produce entered the U.S. via the 
Northeast ports. That meant that fresh produce in cold-treated 
containers had to be driven to the Southeast, which was costly and 
time consuming. Produce took longer to reach its vendors and their 
customers, affecting its freshness thus reducing shelf life on the 
retailers floor. In addition, the trucking industry has long been facing 
a driver shortage making those drives more expensive for trucking 
companies. 

Determined to change that, the GPA worked diligently with federal and 
state government agencies and officials, as well as representatives and 
farmers in other countries. Their hard work paid off. After the USDA 
cleared the way for more produce to be imported into Savannah, the 
GPA was able to secure a cold-treatment facility. In 2016 PortFresh 
Logistics, a leading temperature controlled service for fresh produce, 
built a 100,000-square-foot cold-storage facility in the port of Savannah 
(a $25 million investment).

John Petrino, Director of Business Development at Georgia 
Ports Authority (GPA) has every reason to be proud of the GPA’s 
accomplishments.

“Not only are we reducing costs, we’re reducing the carbon footprint 
and extending the shelf life. It takes less time to get there, take the 
produce out, treat it and put it in a trailer and drive. Now it maybe gets it 
to the store seven days faster,” Petrino said. 

The Savannah Port’s cold treatment facility has been so successful that 
it’s already massively expanding. In early 2019, PortFresh Logistics was 
purchased by Americold, the world’s largest owner and operator of 
temperature-controlled facilities and infrastructure, for $35 million. In 
2019 they are adding a 15 million cubic-foot cold storage facility to the 
Savannah port.
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More Produce Imports and Port Growth on 
the Horizon
The demand for year-round produce is likely to 
increase (the U.S. Agriculture Department estimates 
that fresh produce imports will rise 45 percent from 
2016 to 2027). And with embedded and portable 
monitoring devices that ensure that the required cold 
temperature never changes, fruits and vegetables 
can be imported from any country. In the near future 
ports may need to build larger facilities to store 
vegetables like zucchini from Morocco and pears 
from South Africa. 

All of that means that ports will likely continue to 
increase their spend in cold treatment or at least 

maintain what they have. This is likely to lead to ports 
building more new facilities and infrastructure. For 
example, Americold’s purchase of PortFresh and 163 
acres of nearby land will allow them to construct 
significant cold storage infrastructure. The port 
is also in the process of completing a rail project 
that will double its lift capacity by late 2020 — and 
they plan to keep an eye out for other expansion 
prospects. 

“Refrigerated imports and exports are a strategic 
market segment for the Georgia ports. It is safe 
to say we will continue to look for opportunities to 
expand our refrigerated imports and exports for 
years to come and pursue these opportunities with 
the appropriate parties,” Petrino says. 

Other U.S. ports are getting in on the cold 
picture too

New York/New Jersey: Made 
significant investments in on-dock 
cold storage and rail links that 
will be valuable to cargo owners 
and further support fresh produce 
consumer demands.

Port of Wilmington: North 
Carolina’s first and only in-port 
cold-storage facility features almost 
3 million cubic feet of freezer and 
cooler space and 10,600 pallet 
positions.

Port of Tampa Bay: Recently 
completed the first phase of a new 
135,000-square-foot, on-dock cold 
storage facility, the first part in a 
planned multi-phased expansion.
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About Us
The Colliers International Food Advisory Services team is the leading food 
and beverage industrial real estate team across the United States. We 
work exclusively in the food and beverage sectors on assets including cold 
storage, food distribution, food manufacturing and food processing facilities.

Leveraging the robust network of Colliers International, our team 
delivers a one-two punch for our clients by partnering with local experts 
to provide unmatched market knowledge and brokerage networks while 
simultaneously providing exculsive food and beverage industry oversight 
and expertise.
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