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The Great Lakes Winter Commerce Act would update the outdated Coast Guard’s Great Lakes 

icebreaking mission and increase the icebreaking capacity of the Great Lakes fleet.  Icebreaking is 

critical for commerce in the Great Lakes and increasing icebreaking capacity to meet the actual need 

will help the many businesses and workers that rely on the maritime industry to ship their goods.  

 

Why is Legislation needed? 

 

28% of our nation’s GDP is generated in the Great Lakes region, including the bulk of U.S. integrated 

steel manufacturing. Great Lakes commerce has suffered in recent years due to insufficient icebreaking 

during the winter season. According to the Lake Carriers’ Association, vessel delays due to lack of 

icebreaking in the 2018-2019 winter season alone cost business that depend on the region’s maritime 

industry $1.04 billion in lost revenues from an estimated loss of the equivalent of 21 shiploads of coal 

and 860 shiploads of iron ore. These economic losses resulted in the loss of 5,421 jobs dependent on 

the U.S. flagged fleet’s ability to deliver cargo throughout the Great Lakes Region. Similar problems 

occurred during the 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 winters. 

 

The need to safeguard the viability of these shipping lanes cannot be exaggerated. Annually, U.S. 

Great Lakes waterborne commerce supports more than 147,000 jobs in eight Great Lakes states, $20.3 

billion in business revenue, $10.5 billion in wages, and $4.6 billion in federal and state taxes. The 

Great Lakes facilitate interstate and international commerce and the USCG clears Great Lakes 

shipping lanes during the ice season. Despite this, no statute requires the USCG to break ice in the 

Great Lakes. Instead, the USCG follows a 1936 Executive Order requiring icebreaking “in accordance 

with the reasonable demands of commerce” without much definition of when, where, and what that is. 

 

What does this Bill do? 
 

Adds a new section to title 14 USC: 

1. Codifies into law the USCG’s icebreaking mission in the Great Lakes. Requires the USCG 

to break ice in the Great Lakes in accordance with the reasonable demands of commerce and 

standards set forth in the bill. Updating the standards will improve how the USCG measures 

successful icebreaking, allowing USCG to size its icebreaker fleet to handle the vast majority 

of ice seasons while limiting excess capacity.  The bill includes a one-time report on the 

operating costs associated with this new performance standard. 

2. Requires USCG to report to Congress on the icebreaking season. Requires an annual report 

of USCG activities during the previous winter’s icebreaking activities, including the numbers 

of icebreaking operations performed by each country in three categories of Great Lakes water. 

3. Requires USCG to coordinate with industry for icebreaking operations. 

4. Defines “reasonable demands of commerce.” “The safe movement of commercial vessels 

transiting ice-covered waterways in the Great Lakes, regardless of type of cargo, at a speed 

consistent with the design capability of Coast Guard icebreakers operating in the Great Lakes 

5. Authorizes $350 million for a new Great Lakes Icebreaker. The bill also authorizes 

expedited acquisition based on contractor qualification and price.  
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