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ABSTRACT: The “River Plate Basin” reaches the center of the South American 
continent. It is of great importance for the economies of Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, 
Paraguay and Uruguay, but most of all to Argentina. It is a well-known fact that 
“transport by water” inherently is the cheapest mode of transport and almost all 
regions in the world are making more and better use of their waterways. But the 
potential of this river-system is scarcely used. In Europe the Convention of 
Mannheim of the River Rhine is seen as a ‘logistics backbone’ of the European 
inland waterway network. Therefore efforts must be made to ascertain if herein 
lessons can be found.   
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INTRODUCTION  
This paper has been written in  
three Independent sections, which have 
been prepared to be read separately.  
For this some repetitions were 
necessary. 
  
Section 1 
Reasoning why lessons can be learned 
by Mercosur countries from River 
Management and collaboration of the 
River Rhine. 
  
Section 2 
Short description of the River Plate 
Basin, which embraces 5 countries:  
Brazil, Bolivia, Paraguay, Argentina and 
Uruguay. 
  
Section 3 
Information about important channels in 
the River Plate  
Dredging 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Annex 1 : Circulation between Emilio  
Mitre channel and Martin Garcia 
channel. 
 
Annex 2: Maps and images 
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SECTION 1:  
Reasoning why lessons can be learned 
by Mercosur countries from River 
Management and collaboration of the 
River Rhine 
 
The “River Plate Basin” embraces a 
river-system which is formed by the 
Rivers “Uruguay” and  “Paraná”, which 
drain into the River Plate. The three 
most important tributaries of the 
Paraná-river are the River Paraguay, 
the River Paranaíba and Rio Grande. 
This very large river basin has its origin 
in the center of the South American 
continent and flows through areas of 
important iron ore and other mineral 
deposits as well as through cattle farms 
and fertile agriculture lands 
including one of the world´s largest 
soybean growing regions". 

It is of great importance for the 
economies of Brazil, Bolivia, Paraguay, 
Argentina and Uruguay, but most of all 
to Argentina. Good proof of its 
importance can be found in the RIVER 
PLATE SHIPPING GUIDE of the 
“Centro de Navegación”, which groups 
Ship-Owners representatives in 
Argentina. See www.riverplateshipping, 
where very important information can 
be found about ports and inland 
transport, with details of all ports of the 
River Plate Basin). 

It is a well-known fact that “transport 
by water” inherently is the cheapest 
mode of transport. When this subject 
is discussed in Argentina and total 
transport costs are compared, many 
only compare the charges of the 
transport-operators of the different 
modes. This is basically wrong. All 
expenses that have to be made, to 
make it possible to move a cargo 
from one place to another, must be 
taken into account. These expenses 

include much more than the invoices of 
the transport-operators in the full 
supply-chain, as is often done in the 
discussions.  

THE FULL COSTS OF 
INFRASTRUCTURE AND ALL OTHER 
COST-ITEMS MUST BE INCLUDED.  
Almost all regions in the world are 
making more and better use of their 
waterways, because many “Intermodal 
Transport-studies” have proven that 
transport by water definitely has the 
lowest final costs.  
 
But the potential of this river-system 
is scarecely used by Argentina. Only 
1% of the 53 million tons of grain- and 
byproducts, shipped in 2014 from the 
terminals of Greater Rosario, arrived by 
barges, notwithstanding the fact that 
the agricultural frontier has moved far 
north and close to the riversystem. Of 
the domestic cargoes, only a small part 
of the transport of petroleum-products 
is carried by tankers. The “Port of 
Buenos Aires and Exolgan” moves 85 
to 90 % of all containers of the country. 
No reliable statistics are available and it 
is estimated that in 2015, the modal 
split of all movements will be about 
93% by truck, 5 to 6% by rail and only 
about 1% by barge. The most important 
highway of Argentina, Route 9 or 
“Panamerican Highway” is a toll-road, 
with constant maintenance. From 
Rosario to Buenos Aires, (about 300 
kilometers), it runs parallel to the River 
Parana. This part has the densest 
traffic of heavy cargoes in Argentina 
with many agricultural- and industrial 
products. Notwithstanding the constant 
and good maintenance, there are 
always parts where heavy trucks have 
left their grooves. Certainly many 
improvements can be made, both for 
export-related activities as well as for 
“domestic transport” of Argentina. 
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Also the river-transport of minerals and 
grains from Brasil, Bolivia and 
Paraguay, can be improved. Therefore 
the problems which are causing this 
proven under-utilization of the river-
system must be studied. Certainly 
models of other regions, especially the 
intensive use of the River Rhine, 
will contain valuable lessons for the 
countries of the River Plate Basin. 

The objective of this paper is, to find 
proposals how the countries should 
approach the problems and organize 
their studies.  This Smart Rivers 
Conference is considered to be a 
perfect event to do this. 

The cooperation in the River Rhine 
commenced already in a Congress in 
Vienna in 1818 and was followed by the 
Convention of Mannheim in 1868. 
Finally the formation of the Central 
Commission on Navigation in the Rhine 
of 1963, was one of the completing 
steps.  

Information given by Mr. B. Kuipers 
of the Erasmus University of 
Rotterdam: Quote The regulation 
framework of the Convention of 
Mannheim on the River Rhine is 
seen as one of the most important 
explanations behind the 
performance of inland waterway 
transport. The River Rhine acts as a 
‘logistics backbone’ of the European 
inland waterway network.  

It should be analyzed how this mode 
of regulation deals with new 
demands like infrastructure 
charging, maintenance or labor 
requirements (manning legislation).   

The current and future modes of 
regulation related to the Convention of 
Mannheim should be assessed as a 
best practice and lessons learned for 

possible adoption in the River Plate 
Estuary Unquote. 

 In South America, several similar 
endeavors have been made. The first 
one was an International Water Law 
Project of April 1969 signed by the five 
countries (The "Treaty of Brasilia for the 
River Plate Basin").  

In 1989 a protocol was attached to this 
Treaty and the "Intergovernmental 
Committee for the Hidrovía Project of 
the Parana –Paraguay” was created.              
(Hidrovía means Waterway.  C.I.H. No 
meetings were held in the last three 
years). 

Besides this "Treaty", several 
Ministerial meetings took place in 1987, 
1988, 1992, 2000, 2001 and 2002.  

Finally the so-called "Agreement of Las 
Leñas" (or also called of "Santa Cruz 
de la Sierra") was signed in 2002, in 
which the Treaty of Brasilia with all its 
protocols and agreements in Ministerial 
meetings were revised. New norms 
were written with the intention to 
modernize the activities and make 
navigation more efficient, in order to 
make the region more competitive. 

Three liberties were established: Liberty 
of navigation, liberty of transit and of 
transferences. (transshipments).   

In 2007 an important meeting took 
place to put the plans for infrastructure 
under the umbrella of I.I.R.S.A. = 
Initiative of Integration of Regional 
South American Infrastructure. This 
entity was created in 2002 to coordinate 
the construction of infrastructure in 
twelve countries of South America. (All 
but French Guyana).  

But notwithstanding all these 
agreements, the present use of the 
river-system is very far from satisfactory, 
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which is generally admitted by most 
parties. 

One of the first matter that must be 
studied, is why more than 90% of the 
river-fleet is under the Paraguayan flag. 
An argentine company charges a lower 
freight-rate if it uses a tugboat under 
the argentine flag but with a bolivian 
barge instead of a barge under the 
argentine flag. Even for this a “waiver” 
from cabotage-rules must be 
requested. If both tug and barge are 
under the Paraguayan flag, the freight 
is still lower. 

The  river-system starts at the port of 
Montevideo, which has a short access-
channel of 7  km, which is being 
dredged to 11,5 m (nearly 38 feet) in 
brackish water.(See map in section  2) 

From there an access channel of 92 
nautical miles leads to the roads of the 
port of La Plata, which allows a draft of 
only 10,4 m in fresh water ( 34 feet). 

Two other very important channels in 
the River Plate are the Martin Garcia 
Channel (which is shared by Uruguay 
and Argentina) and the Emilio Mitre 
Channel in Argentina. 

The Martin Garcia Channel connects 
with the principal branch of the River 
Parana, (which is the Parana Bravo) 
 and with the River Uruguay. 

The Emilio Mitre Channel connects the 
River Plate with the secondary Parana 
de las Palmas branch.  

Presently minerals and grains from 
Brazil, Bolivia and Paraguay are 
transshipped in Argentina, in Rosario 
and San Nicolas, and in Uruguay in 
Nueva Palmira. As said before, the 
river-transport of these products can 
certainly be improved  and studies 
should be made of the problems which 

are causing this proven low utilization of 
the river-system. 

Especially the case of iron-ore, where 
logistics costs are often higher than the 
material itself.  

This short description of undeniable 
realities, deserves a profound analysis. 

The following approach, further 
describing some of the facts, could well 
be the first step to find solutions:   

Fact  1. The River Plate Basin (R.P.B.) 
is one of the most important in the 
world, as far as “nature” is concerned,  

Fact  2. However, the amount of cargo 
that is transported in this river-system 
per year is very low. This was only 18 
million tons in 2014. 

Comparison between different 
waterways (2011) 

Waterway 
Cargo 
transported 
(Millon tons) 

Principals types of 
cargo 

Paraná - Paraguay 17 Grains/Fuel/Minerals 

Volga – Don 137 Fuel/Minerals 

Rhine 189 Fuel/Minerals 

Mississippi 500 Grains/Fuel 

(Although these figures by itself are not 
a basis to make comparisons, the 
enormous differences are descriptive 
enough). 

Fact 3.  The agreements that were 
made, confirm that the five  countries of 
the R.P.B. have  shown much interest 
in this important river-system and 
certainly great efforts have been made 
to find ways to come to a better 
utilization of it, which would benefit 
them all.     .  
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These agreements were basically 
intended to follow the steps taken by 
the countries of the River Rhine, where 
after several conventions, finally the 
Central Commission on Navigation in 
the Rhine of 1963 was created, which 
now is the recognized regulation 
framework of the Convention of 
Mannheim. 

It can be said that the five countries of 
the R.P.B have created several 
organizations with similar intentions, but 
with different implementations. 

Fact 4 . Notwithstanding these great 
efforts, the real situation in the R.P.B. 
shows that insufficient advance has 
been made and there are no signs that 
the objective can be reached in the 
near future. 

Therefore, first some questions (Q.) 
should be raised: 

Q. 1. Does the “cargo-demand” really 
exist, which would make it worthwhile 
for the five countries to pay more 
attention to this shared river-system? 

Q. 2 Were Environmental Impact 
Assessments (E.I.A.) made?  

Are there environmental problems, 
which could not be mitigated? 

Q. 3.Did any of the studies that were 
made, show negative results for any of 
the countries? 

 Many agreements  were reached and 
probably all these questions have been  
posed in studies before these were 
signed. Ample information should be 
available about the conclusions. 

The Environmental Impact 
Assessments have come to the 
conclusion that only the very important 
“wetland”, called “Pantanal” in Brazil 
and Bolivia, needs great precautions.  

For a few zones in Paraguay, the 
environmental impacts should be 
mitigated and more detailed studies 
have been requested. 

The investments that must be made to 
improve the navigation, have been 
estimated in several studies. 

Reportedly, all came to the conclusions 
that these are low in comparison with 
the savings that can be made in 
transport-costs. To this should be 
added, that in the comparison of “costs 
and benefits” not only the costs of the 
transportation itself have to be taken 
into account. Certainly there will be 
many other benefits if this system 
would be better developed and better 
integration could be obtained. 

Although this analysis is very 
superficial, it does show, that in fact 
lessons might be learned by Mercosur 
countries from River management and 
collaboration of the River Rhine! Now it 
is time for a profound analysis, if in fact 
improvements of the use of the river-
system, would be beneficial for all. 
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Section 2: 
THE RIVER PLATE BASIN. 
 
The River Plate Basin comprises a vast 
area and embraces an important sector 
in central Brazil, the eastern part of 
Bolivia, Paraguay and Uruguay. 

Finally the most important part is in 
Argentina, where it crosses the fertile 
“pampas” and the industrial belt: 

 

 

 

 

 

For Brazil and Bolivia this river-system 
is of great importance for the exports of 
ores from the Mutum and Urucum 
mines, with great reserves of iron- and 
manganese- ore. 

These are estimated to be 40.000 
millon tons. But the value of ores have 
more to do with “logistics costs” than 
with the material itself. This is the 
reason that projections made 2 years 
ago, have been drastically reduced. 

It is very important for the exports of 
grain, principally soybeans, from 
Bolivia, Paraguay and Argentina and 
there are many small and medium river-
ports. 

(The port of Corumbá on the River 
Paraguay is also close to the “Mato 
Grosso plateau”, the very important 
zone where soybeans are grown in 
Brazil. But these are transported by 
combinations of truck, train and 
waterways to the ports of Santos and 
Paranagua). 

 Many important Argentine ports, as 
well as some Uruguayan ports, are on 
the River Plate and its tributaries, which 
are: the River Paraná, the Paraguay 
and the Uruguay, all mighty rivers 
which rise in Brazil and flow towards 
the South Atlantic Ocean. 

 Some of the following details of this 
river-system have been copied 
from The River Plate Shipping Guide, 
named in our abstract, with the 
authorization of the editors.   
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The River Paraguay. 

This river rises deep in the western part 
of Brazil, in the Mato Grosso Plateau 
and flows into the River Paraná at 
Confluencia in northern Argentina.  

It can be divided into the following 
sectors:  

1) Confluencia (km 1240) to Asunción 
(km 1630) 

2) Asunción (km 1630) to Bahía Negra 
(km 2489,5) 

3) Bahía Negra (km 2489,5) to 
Corumbá (km 2770) 

Corumbá is 2770 km from Buenos 
Aires. 

The port of Caceres is 3442 kilometers 
from B.A. and just north of the 
“Pantanal”, a very important wetland or 
swamp in Brazil and Bolivia, which acts 
as a regulating valve. It slowly fills up 
during flood times and thereafter slowly 
drains into the middle and lower 
courses of the Paraguay during the 
months of April to September (dry 
season) 

Environmental Impact Assessments 
showed that the part of the River 
Paraguay which runs through this 
wetland, cannot be dredged without 
dangerous consequences. 

The Pantanal has been an important 
part in the Environmental Impact 
Assesments. 

South of the Pantanal are the ports of 
Corumba/Ladario, at some 2770 km 
from Buenos Aires. 

From here the river is navigable for 
convoys of the standard 
Paraná/Paraguay barges. 

The port of Aguirre in Bolivia is 
connected to the River Paraguay 
through the short Tamengo Channel. 
2013 Export  2,4 Millions tons of 
soybeans.  

 River Paraná  

The River “Rio Grande” is an important 
tributary to the River Paraná and rises 
in the eastern part of Brazil in the State 
of Minas Gerais. The River Paraná  is 
formed  by the confluence of the Rivers 
Rio Grande, Paranaiba,Tiête, 
Paranapanema and Iguazú  plus 
tributaries from either margin. This 
system is not connected with the River 
Plate Basin for river–transport, because 
the very high Itaipu Dam (about 100 m) 
has no locks for navigation. 

In the north of Argentina, on the border 
with Paraguay , is the Yacireta Dam 
with locks for navigation. Dimensions: 
length of 236 m, a width of 27 m and a 
depth of 5 m. 

The River Paraná  is considered as 
having four sections: 

1) The Lower Paraná  in Argentina 

2) Middle Paraná: Santa Fe to San 
Martín dredged to permit a draft of 7,62 
m (25ft). 

 3) and 4) Upper and High Paraná: 
Trade beyond Santa Fe is by barge or 
feeder vessels. Drafts about three 
meters (10/12 ft) At times of very low 
river draft limited to around 2,80 m (9 ft) 
or less. 

The Lower Paraná  in Argentina:  is 
used very intensively. The river is 
navigable for Panamax-vessels till 
Rosario, in the centre of very fertile 
lands, called the Pampas, presently 
with a draft of 34 feet in fresh water. 
(Cape-size vessels are rarely used).  
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A goal of 40 feet could be reached in a 
few years. Very important movements 
of export-cargoes take place in this part 
of the river and some import-cargoes, 
such as petroleum products and 
fertilizer. 

There are no reliable statistics of the 
amounts of cargo that are moved by 
barge and feeder vessels. 

 Very important quantities of grain are 
exported from the private ports of 
Greater Rosario, about 300 km north 
west of Buenos Aires. ( 53 million tons 
of grain and by-products in 2014).  

For this, Panamax-, Handy-max-, 
Handy-size vessels are used.  

Panamax: 50 to 80.000 tons /Handy-
max 35 to 50.000 tons/Handy-size 20 to 
35.000 tons 

Source: Rosario Stock Exchange     

A Panamax-vessel loaded to 34 feet 
with soy-meals or pellets, which are 
lighter than beans, is close to “volume” 
and often sails directly to destination. 

When loaded with beans, they always 
have to complete their cargoes in other 
ports. 

80% do so in ports of Brazil and 20% in 
Bahia Blanca or Quequen.  

Vessels that have to complete in 
Brazilian ports, always suffer long 
delays, waiting for a berth.  If vessels 
complete in Bahia Blanca or Quequen 
and the destination is to the north, there 
are 5 extra sailing days. There are no 
extra sailing-days if destination is via 
Cape of Good Hope. 

Relatively little use is made for the 
transportation of “national or domestic 
cargoes”, with the exception of 
petroleum products, of which about 
1.300.000 tons per year are transported 
by barges and tankers.   

Ports with container-movements in 
2014 in the River Plate Basin: 

 

There is a new container-terminal ready 
for operation in La Plata 
(Tecplata/I.C.T.S.I), with a present 
capacity of 450.000 TEU per year. This 
is said to be the greatest investment in 
a terminal in Argentina in the last 100 
years. But so far Tecplata has not been 
able to attract the first “deep-sea” client. 

The biggest container-vessels that are 
used in the port of Buenos Aires and 
Exolgan are 10.600 TEU. (Length : 
300m to 330m, Beam up to 48 m) 

The maximum length allowed in the 
River Parana de las Palmas till Zarate 
is 245 m.  

Ports TEU 

Montevideo 776.000 

Exolgan 500.000 

Buenos Aires 922.400 

Zarate 129.313 

Rosario   26.887 
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However simulations were made by 
Hidrovía S. A in 2003 in the Marin 
Institute of the Netherlands, with 
container-vessels of 265 m length, with 
good results. 

 In Montevideo a new terminal is under 
construction that will allow bulk carriers 
of 333 m length and 14 meters draft.  

 
 

Source: Rosario Stock Exchange 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Total Exports of grain and by-products of Argentina 

Years Grains By – Products Oil Total 

2010 38.392.532 29.110.369 6.027.824 73.530.725 

2011 39.459.898 30.801.431 5.461.150 75.722.479 

2012 41.710.680 26.418.880 4.992.285 73.121.845 

2013 39.942.105 25.998.895 5.185.547 71.126.547 

2014 32.013.392 29.589.710 4.963.592 66.566.694 

     Share of Greater Rosario 

Year Grains By – Products Oil Total 

2014 20.475.938 27.285.657 4.629.102 52.390.697 
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Section 3  

Information about important channels in 
the River Plate 

 

 

 

These channels are: 

1) Access Channel to the port of 
Montevideo. 

2) The channel from Recalada, the first 
pilot-station (just south of Montevideo) 
to the second pilot station of “Zona 
Común Roads” or “Common Zone” at 
La Plata. 

3) Access channel to the port of 
Buenos Aires 

4) Emilio Mitre Channel 

5) Martin García Channel 

There are several stretches in these 
channels, where only one-way traffic is 
possible and many times ships have to 
wait in small anchorages for the 
passage of other vessels. 

 

The Traffic Control System of the Coast 
Guard (P.N.A.) regulates the speed of 

the vessels, so that passage can be 
made in the proper zones or can order 
ships to wait in an anchorage. (Road or 
“rada”). 

Coming into the River Plate, the first 
access channel is to the port of 
Montevideo, which has a length of 7 km 
and is presently being dredged to 11.5 
m. (brackish water). 

 Projects have been studied to bring 
this to 12.2 m (40 ft) with relatively low 
cost-estimates compared with other 
channel dredging projects. 

 The 92 miles long channel from the 
first Pilot-station at Recalada to the 
second Pilot-station of “Common Zone” 
leads to argentine ports (Buenos Aires 
and “upriver-ports”) and the uruguayan 
ports  (Nuevo Palmira and other ports 
on the Uruguay river). 

Changes in this channel are projected 
by Argentina in the so called Codillo-
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zone (elbow-zone) and the end of this 
projected channel would finish further 
away from the port of Montevideo. 

In Zona Común is not only the second 
pilot station: it is a special area for 
maneuvering and anchorage, which 
serves as a waiting place for vessels 
bound for La Plata, Buenos Aires and 
also up-river ports when the small 
roads there are occupied. 

At Zona Común a long Access Channel 
to the port of Buenos Aires and Dock 
Sud/ Exolgan starts.  

At Km 37 of this channel, the north 
bound shipping has the option to 
choose from two waterways, the Emilio 
Mitre channel or the Martin Garcia 
channel. The depth of   E.M.C. is  34 ft 
and MG should have at least 32 ft. 
(However the present available draft in 
M.G.C.is only 29 feet. This will soon be 
corrected. See Dredging contracts) 

Channels 4 and 5): 

The route via the Emilio Mitre channel 
to the important argentine up-river ports 
is shorter than via the M.G. channel. 
However, there are severe speed 
restrictions both in the E. Mitre channel 
and in the narrow Parana de las 
Palmas branch, which don’t exist for the 
M.G. channel; therefore the sailing time 
to the ports of Greater Rosario, is about 
the same. 

A “natural traffic flow “has been 
developed by the private operators, 
since the opening of both channels. 
Most ships bound for the terminals in 
the River Parana sail in ballast through 
the MG channel. In this way they 
avoid encountering loaded ships which 
are sailing downstream in 
these restricted waters, with many 
sectors where vessels cannot pass 
each other.  

As said before, the P.N.A. establishes a 
security measure, the so-called 
“channel closures” and vessels are 
ordered to anchor in the sparsely 
available roads, until they are allowed 
to proceed. The decision by private 
operators to form a certain “one-way 
traffic system” has contributed much to 
the safety of the navigation in both 
channels. 

Due to the strong increase of traffic, 
and diversification of cargoes like LNG 
for the Escobar terminal, it now seems 
that the capacity of this transport 
system has reached its limits. A review 
of all available options should be 
considered in order to safeguard a 
good running system, which is vital for 
the economies of the five R.P.B. 
countries.  

Therefore simulations should be 
made to determine the best 
solutions.  

On Oct. 14th 2014, the Rosario Stock 
Exchange dedicated a “seminar” to “ 
Transport & Logistics”. This started 
with an important point: In order to 
have a good functioning system, the 
best possible relation should exist 
between the basic components of 
the system: the vessels, the 
infrastructure and the “Rules and 
Regulations”. 

A suggestion was also made that for 
such studies, “simulation-models” 
could be used. 

An example was given about the 
work done by a Dutch student, who 
“applied” a system used in 
Rotterdam for a “simulation” for the 
River Plate 

(See further details in annex 1 
Circulation in Martin Garcia Channel 
and Emilio Mitre Channel.) 
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DREDGING: Two dredging contracts 
”with concessions” were made: 

The first one in 1995 by Argentina, for 
the fairway from Santa Fe to the 
Ocean, through the Emilo Mitre 
Channel, with a joint-venture called 
HIDROVÍA S.A.. This contract had 2 
renewals and extensions. 

The second one was a contract of 
Argentina and Uruguay together, with 
RIOVÍA S.A. for the Martin Garcia 
Channel. (Riovía=Boskalis of the 
Netherlands with a uruguayan partner) 

This contract was signed at the end of 
1996 and the channel was opened in 
January 1999. Originally the contract 
had a duration of 8 years for the 
maintenance dredging, which was 
extended till the 20th of January 2013.   

In February 2013, both Governments 
took over the maintenance of the 
channel dredging and buoying system 
and also the toll collection. 

This was done by C.A.R.P. with 
dredgers of the 2 State-dredging 
companies.                                
(C.A.R.P. Commission of 
Administration of the River Plate, 
created by the Treaty of the River Plate 
between Argentina and Uruguay of 7 
April 1961). 
 
However these could not keep the 
channel in good conditions, the channel 
lost width and depth and in early 2015 it 
was decided to open an international 
tender to bring the channel back in the 
conditions which were applicable to the 
Riovía contract. In June 2015 C.A.R.P. 
informed that this tender was won by 
the Joint-venture Servimagnus S.A. y 
SDC Do Brasil Servicios Marítimos 
Ltda. Sucursal Argentina -UTE.  

HIDROVÍA S.A. 

(Joint venture of Jan de Nul of Belgium 
and EMEPA of Argentina) 

By decree  Nº 863/93 of February 21 of 
1995, the dredging and installation of 
aids to navigation from the port of 
Santa Fe on the Parana River, to 
“deep” water in the River Plate, was 
given in concession to the joint-venture 
Hidrovía S.A., who was allowed to 
charge toll to the vessels. The first 
contract was till  2005 

The fairway was from KM 584 of the 
River Parana to KM 205 of the Punta 
Indio Channel, through the Parana de 
las Palmas branch and Emilo Mitre 
Channel. The conditions were that 
between 80 to 90% of the time, vessels 
going to Greater Rosario could do so 
with a draft of 32 feet and from there to 
Santa Fe with 24 feet. 

The “design-vessel” for the construction 
of the channel was established with a 
length of  230 m  between 
perpendiculars and  a beam of 32,2 m 
(Panamax- vessel). 

 By decree 918 of  September 11th 1997 
of the Ministry of Economy, the length 
of the fairway was adapted and 
extended from Km 205 of Punta Indio, 
to  Km 239 and the contract was 
extended to 2013 

After a long period of negotiations 
a new contract was signed, confirmed 
by decree 113 of January 21st 2010 , 
with an extension of the concession till 
2021. Also the dredging and aids of 
navigation from Santa Fe till the 
confluence of the Parana and Paraguay 
rivers, were added in the new contract. 

Several seminars took place where this 
matter was discussed by the users of 
the fairways, who always expressed 
their satisfaction with the execution of 
the works done by Hidrovía S.A.  
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In those seminars, the advanced works 
in the amplification of the Panama 
Channel were often brought forward. 
Many participants mentioned in their 
presentation that this created the need 
for a new “design-vessel”, in order to 
adapt the channel design according to 
recommended PIANC rules and to 
execute the necessary dredging works 
to maintain a safe navigation. 

In 2009 it was a well-known fact that 
the width of the new locks would be 55 
m and allow vessels with a beam of 49 
m. This would certainly have a great 
effect on the future beams of bulk-
carriers and container-vessels. 

Notwithstanding those clear warnings, 
till now the original “design-vessel” of 
the 1995 contract is still maintained. 
Now the channels are not only not deep 
enough, but also not wide enough when 
vessels of 40 m width or more have to 
pass each other,  which cause “channel 
closures” with important  delays. 

There are already many bulk-carriers of 
40 m beam and the big container-
vessels that now are entering the trade, 
have up to 48 m beams. 

Therefore the “channel-closures”, are 
more and more frequent. 

With the great race to construct ever 
bigger and wider vessels, this is an 
increasing problem. 
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CONCLUSION 

In this paper a very short description 
has been given of the River Plate Basin 
and its utilization for river-transport, 
which is considered to be very low. 

There are clear indications that many 
improvements can be made in the 
present system, for which new studies 
are necessary. 

For these studies, much more 
information is necessary than is given 
in this paper 

Important subjects should be added, 
just to mention a few: 

• Vessel Traffic Management and 
Info Systems. 

• Tax-systems of the five 
countries, which are very 
important in the policies to 
attract ship-owners. 

• Safety-rules. 

• Compliances of the existing 
agreements by the different 
countries, existence and 
compliance of safety-rules, etc. 
Nothing is said about “Shippers 
Organizations”. 

Certainly the shippers (Beneficial cargo 
owners), who in fact receive the 
benefits of improved supply-chains, 
also should participate in these studies. 
Examples of best practices in other 
regions also should be brought forward 
to our shippers. 

In Section 1 advice given by Mr. B. 
Kuipers of the Erasmus University in 
Rotterdam, was copied: The system of 
the River Rhine should be analyzed, as 
this system is seen as the “logistics 
backbone of the European inland 
waterway-network”. 

It seems that the countries of the 
River Plate Basin, certainly can draw 
lessons from “the River Management 
and Collaboration of the River 
Rhine” 

There are very good examples of the 
benefits that all countries in Europe 
have obtained, by working closely 
together. 

This cooperation has proven to be 
finally in the interest of all countries. 

Rotterdam and Antwerp are very 
important ports for the German 
economy and their use is closely 
studied by the cargo-interests. They 
study all the costs of the full logistic 
chain from origin to destination and will 
use the port which results to be the one 
which offer the lowest cost in that full 
chain, whether this is a German, a 
Belgian or Dutch port. 

Regions which have the best logistic 
systems and procure to form the best 
possible supply-chains, have a great 
advantage in the race to be the most 
competitive. 
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Annex 1 : Circulation between Emilio  
Mitre Channel and Martin Garcia 
Channel. 

Projected  cargoes for the River Plate 
2017 

 

Figure 1 Source: Rosario Stock 
Exchange.   

In Section 3 of this paper, general 
information is given about these two 
channels and also about their dredging 
contracts. They form an important part 
in the River Plate system, which must 
be adapted to receive ever bigger 
vessels that will use them. The 
projected cargoes will need those 
vessels. After 2017 it is expected that 
the exports of iron ore will increase 
considerably. This will pose problems 
for the planners, who have to decide in 
the “trade-offs” between “total safety”, 
for which very high investments are 
needed, and “just enough safety”, but 
with lower investments. This problem is 
present in nearly all trades in the world. 
(Although this is not a comparison, just 
see that a new channel is being 
dredged in the Suez Canal, in order to 
allow two-way traffic). 

In this business, it is “utopian” to say 
that bulk-carriers should be made for 
the traffic in the River Parana, as many 
in Argentina do.  In the entire world 
“reality” shows that ports must offer 
channels which are adapted for the 

vessels that are in the market and in 
fact is a precondition.  

Many parts of the channels in the River 
Plate system already are not wide 
enough for the present traffic; there are 
many stretches that do not  allow two-
way transit. This puts an increasing 
pressure on the P.N.A. which regulates 
the traffic and  coordinate the speeds of 
encountering vessels, to have them 
meet in safe sections and on the other 
hand have to implement “closure of 
channels”, as explained in Section 3.  

This means that many vessels in the 
chain have to wait in “roads” or 
anchorages. In a well- working system, 
enough safe and well located 
anchorages should be available.   

 

Figure 2 shows the two principal routes 
in the delta from the Middle Paraná to 
the River Plate: 

Route 1) Through the Talavera 
Passage, the Parana Guazú and 
Parana Bravo branches, followed by 
the Martin Garcia Channel, (M.G.C.) 

Route 2) The Paraná de las Palmas 
branch, followed by the Emilio Mitre 
Channel. (E.M.C.) 

It is very important to note, that whilst 
all channels in the River Plate, including 
E.M.C. and M.G.C., need permanent 
dredging, the route through the River 
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Talavera, River Paraná Guazú and 
finally Parana Bravo branches, has 
never been dredged, but still vessels 
with a draft of 33 feet can safely 
navigate in these natural, principal 
branches of the river. But with the 
presently bad situation of C.M.G, which 
allows only 29 feet, the option of route 1 
is not possible for the fully loaded 
vessels, with 34 feet draft.  

Now these vessels have to use route 2) 
through the secondary branch, the 
“Parana de las Palmas branch”, which 
is much narrower, has some closed 
bends and needs permanent dredging. 

According to information given in a 
P.N.A presentation, the average transit 
time for bulk-carriers sailing from 
Rosario to the Recalada pilot-station,   
 (just south of Montevideo), has 
increased nearly “alarmingly”. 
 
Normally it was 30 /32 hours in 2010, 
with very few great exceptions. Now in 
2015, there are often delays of many 
hours; in some extreme cases, it can 
even take up to six days. 

This has much to do with the fact that 
many ships sail from the loading ports 
in a short time-span, as they all 
calculate the moment of crossing the 
so-called “critical points” at high tide. 
They do so to load as much cargo as 
possible, which is understood to be a 
normal procedure worldwide in tidal 
navigation. 

The delays cause high extra-costs, 
which finally will be paid by the 
producers. 

Unfortunately there are no statistics 
available of these extra-costs in any 
organization.  

It seems that studies should be made to 
see how these extra costs can be 

reduced and find the cheapest and best 
methods to create soonest possible, 
sufficient and well-located anchorages. 
This is the principal intention of this 
annex. 

As said in Section 3, on Oct. 14th 2014, 
the Rosario Stock Exchange dedicated 
a seminar to Transport & Logistics. This 
started with a very important message: 
In order to have a good functioning 
system, the best possible relation 
should exist between the basic 
components of the system: the 
vessels, the infrastructure and the 
“Rules and Regulations”. 

A mention was also made that for such 
studies, “simulation-models” could be 
used. 

An example was given about the work 
done by a Dutch student, who 
theoretically “applied” a system used in 
Rotterdam, for a “simulation” for the 
River Plate. 

In these simulations, special attention 
should be paid to the restricted waters 
of the Parana de las Palmas branch. 
There are several stretches where only 
one-way traffic is possible and there are 
few places where safe anchorages for 
waiting vessels can be created. When 
the few available ones, (which are too 
small in many cases), are fully 
occupied, other vessels have to wait 
further up-river. Now it often occurs that 
vessels have to wait at 300 km from 
their destination, with serious 
repercussions in the total chain.  

This also happens for vessels going 
upriver. Very often terminals are 
inactive for many hours, waiting for a 
vessel that is delayed because of 
channel-closures. 

Section 3 summarily describes that 
private operators developed a “natural 
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traffic flow“ in 1999, when the Martin 
Garcia Channel was opened. This 
circulation was recommended by the 
pilots and started voluntarily by some 
users. First some ships bound for the 
grain-terminals in the River Parana 
began to sail in ballast through the MG 
channel, trying to avoid delays which 
occurred when they had to wait for the 
passage of loaded ships which were 
coming down-stream in a fairway that 
does not permit two-way traffic. Now it 
is the norm. 

The loaded ships have to use the 
Parana de las Palmas, because the 
Emilio Mitre Channel always has been 
dredged deeper than the M.G.C. The 
main reason is, that between km 62 
and km 78, the Martin Garcia Channel 
has a hard bottom which can only be 
dredged beyond 32 feet safe draft if 
explosives are used.  

In 2010, the operations of a floating re-
gasification-station started in Escobar, 
close to the place where the Parana de 
las Palmas flows into the River Plate 
and the Emilio Mitre Channel begins. 
This operation added a further difficulty 
to the circulation in the Parana de las 
Palmas, as for these L.N.G. Tankers 
many special measures are taken by 
P.N.A., which include long lasting 
closures of channels .  

Moreover these “channel-closures” are 
also  implemented in the River Plate 
when big container-vessels with up to 
48m beam enter or sail from the Port of 
B.A., and during the cruise-season from 
the end of November till March, for the 
big cruise-vessels. 

All these closures have their 
repercussions in the Parana de las 
Palmas. 

As a result, it often happens that in the 
circuit from Greater Rosario to the pilot-
station in Zona Común off La Plata, 
many ships have to wait. First they fill 
all the small roads in the Parana de las 
Palmas and when these are full, finally 
several vessels have to wait far away 
upriver. 

The same occurs for vessels going 
upstream for loading. Very often 
terminals are idle for many hours, 
because the ship to be loaded, is 
delayed far away from the terminal, 
caught by “channel-closures”. 

The situation is much different in route 
1). In the much wider River Parana 
Guazu and Bravo branches are many 
natural places where safe anchorages 
are available and others that can be 
created with low costs. Moreover 
between km 121 and km 131 in the 
Martin Garcia Channel  itself, 20 
Panamax-vessels can find safe 
anchorages.  

Simulations that were suggested in the 
“seminar” Transport & Logistics in the 
Rosario Stock Exchange, should be 
made soonest, in order to find the best 
possible option for the use of the two  
channels. In these simulations, another 
important fact must be taken into 
account: The Emilio Mitre Channel 
ends at Km 13 of the access-channel to 
the port of Buenos Aires, while Martin 
Garcia Channel ends close to the pilot-
station off La Plata. This makes a great 
difference for the moment the waiting 
vessels can proceed again, as they do 
not have to wait for closures of the E. 
Mitre Channel.  
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In its present condition, the Martin 
Garcia Channel is not apt for the loaded 
vessels and must be made both deeper 
and wider. This is not possible with the 
present lay-out, where hard bottom 
exists. 

But already in 2003, RIOVIA S.A. 
proposed to make a by-pass and create 
a new line for the channel going only 
through soft mud, the same as the 
Emilo Mitre Channel has, with relatively 
low costs. (reportedly US$ 40 to 50  
million. See Figure 3) 

With this new circulation, the present 
two-way transit–system must be 
maintained, that now exists in the 
Parana de las Palmas between 
Escobar and Zarate for the important 
ports that have been constructed after 
1995, which is in fact a minor problem. 

After the Port-Law of 1992 was 
promulgated, the terminals of the Port 
of Buenos Aires and South Dock, were 
given in concessions. But all 
concessionaires only dedicated 
themselves to containers and little by 
little all other cargoes were obliged to 
look for alternatives.  

For this reason, between Campana and 
Zarate, 16 modern, mostly private 
terminals were developed, to cater for 
the necessities of some very important 
cargoes that were “refused” by the 
terminals of Buenos Aires. The most 
important one, which needed urgent 
solutions, was for imports and exports 
of finished cars. A very sharp increase 
of movements started immediately after 
Brazil and Argentina decided in 1996 to 
work closely together in the automobile 
industry, (which has proven to be a 
great benefit for the economies of both 
countries).Therefore a private car-
terminal was created, which formed a 

basic part for the development of this 
very important industry. 

Also a study will be needed to find the 
best possible solution for the two-way 
transit that has its origin in the traffic to 
and from the ports around the northern 
part of the Martin Garcia Channel. 

For safe navigation, also the present 
Vessel Control System must be further 
developed into a real Vessel Traffic 
Management and Information System, 
such as the Port of Rotterdam and the 
River Scheldt in Belgium have. 

A very well developed V.T.M.I.S., 
product of great coordination between 
the Common Nautical Authority (The 
Netherlands and Flanders) and the 
Flemish and Dutch Pilots made it 
possible to overcome the difficulties 
that existed in a problematic part of the 
River Scheldt, the bend of Bath. The 
examples of the simulations should be 
followed. (Eloot K et al 2010) 

Pilots are vital in the solutions that must 
be sought. 

 

Figure 3 Projected By-Pass in Martin 
Garcia Channel 
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Annex  2 
Maps and Images 
 

 
 

Map 1: Description of the River Plate Channels

Map 2: Description of the River Plate divided by sections 
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 Image 1: Regasification Vessel at 
Escobar Port 
 

 
Image 2: L. G. N. Tanker discharging at 
Escobar Port 
 

 
Map 3: Argentina Physical description 
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