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In late December, Eastern 
Shipbuilding delivered the 
Trailing Suction Hopper 
Dredge, the M/V Magdalen to 
Weeks Marine; another East-
ern repeat client. Magdalen 
arrived on January 2, 2018, to 
Southport, North Carolina, 
and is now working on the 
protection of Highway 12 
in the Buxton area on North 
Carolina’s Outer Banks. 
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The New Year typically brings new challenges to all 
sectors of the waterfront and 2018 will be no differ-
ent. As the newly expanded and improved Panama 

and Suez Canals bring larger, so-called post-Panamax ves-
sels to U.S. shores, stakeholders tend to focus on domestic 
dredging needs. And, there’s plenty of that to go around. At 
the same time, global infrastructure requirements are also 
growing. Developing and fi rst world countries alike all need 
waterfront improvements to support industry, growing 
populations and the trade that these metrics always bring.

Closer to home, it was Chairman Garret Graves (R-LA) 
at a January 18th Subcommittee on Water Resources and 
Environment hearing who recently said it best. “Much of 

our nation’s success, and future successes, are dependent 
on our ports and waterways system ... Our ports, through 
which 99 percent of overseas trade passes, struggle to 
maintain their navigation channels at their fully autho-
rized depths, let alone a depth to allow for even bigger 
ships that are increasingly the global norm.”

Graves furthermore insists that central to all of these is-
sues is the Army Corps of Engineers. “Right now, there 
is a backlog of 1,000 projects totaling approximately $96 
billion in need. With an annual Corps budget of about $6 
billion, the simple reality is that we will likely never catch 
up.” That said; if and when we do catch up, it will be be-
cause we had enough well designed dredges to do the job. 

DREDGING OUTLOOK

DYNAMIC DREDGE BUILDER

DEMANDING TIMES
for a 

DYNAMIC DREDGE BUILDER

DSC Dredge navigates a complicated 
dredge building market by augmenting 
an impressive array of standard equip-
ment with a customized approach that 
satisfi es domestic and international cus-
tomers alike. It isn’t as easy as it looks.

By Joseph Keefe

(*) all images courtesy DSC Dredge
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Underpinning current events is the fundamental truth 
that the need for dredging will never go away, and the 
recapitalization of existing equipment in this demanding 
trade – here and across the big pond – is always an on-
going process. What’s unusual about that reality is that a 
U.S.-based builder can compete, and compete well on the 
international side of the equation. Bob Wetta, President 
and CEO of DSC Dredge, says that the key to that success 
is to keep his fi rm at the forefront of current events, as well 
as the latest dredging and engineering trends for the busi-
ness. That’s easier said than done.

DSC DREDGE: BY THE NUMBERS
With deep roots stretching all the way back to the 

1950’s, DSC Dredge is at its heart, a family business that 
has evolved over time into one the nation’s premier build-
ers of dredging equipment. Over time, the fi rm’s success 
– built by a laser focus on customization and quality – led 
to growth. In 2010 the corporation consolidated its sub-
sidiaries, and DSC Dredge, LLC (DSC), was born. The re-
organization brought together Dredging Supply Company 
and dredge manufacturers W&S and Best Equipment to 
gain maximum effi ciencies in the day-to-day operations 
and administration of all of the facilities.

DSC has three manufacturing operations in the USA, 
and engineers customized dredging solutions to meet spe-
cifi c application needs. More importantly, the fi rm is active 
in both international and domestic markets. Bob Wetta 
explains the formula, saying, “The split over the past 5+ 
years has been approximately 50/50. The only time we saw 
a little downward slope in the international market was 
when oil prices started dropping in 2014. It started equal-
izing in 2016.”

Today, DSC has equipment deployed to as many as 40 
countries. Where U.S. boatbuilders are often considered 
to be too expensive for foreign buyers, roughly half of the 
DSC output is still exported. “I believe reputation has 
played a big part in our international efforts. DSC stands 
behind our products,” says Wetta, adding, “We commis-
sion the equipment, train the end users and make return 
visits to make sure the equipment is functioning properly. 
Another thing DSC promotes that many other dredge 
manufactures do not is that we don’t privatize the main-
tenance parts on our equipment. We install other OEM 
equipment with their original tags so our clients have the 
opportunity to source components in their local markets.”

In a given year, DSC averages between 130-150 employ-
ees. From 2010 through 2017, its average output was 20 

major equipment projects annually, with actual output dic-
tated by the size of the projects and man-hours required. 
Wetta explains, “Year to year, it can look a little different. 
For example; if we had two (2) large custom dredges (say 
24” dredges), then the output might only be 10 dredges 
that year. Conversely, if all of the dredges we smaller to 
mid-size we might deliver as many as 30.” 

TODAY’S DREDGE MARKETS
One might think that with all the focus on infrastruc-

ture here and the deepening operations underway to meet 
the post-Panamax tonnage, that the dredge market would 
be hot. According to DSC Dredge, it remains a mixed bag 
as we head into 2018. “From our manufacturing prospec-
tive, I would say the domestic market is picking up on the 
aggregate side of the market. Sand and gravel producers are 
investing in new operations and new equipment. I think 
the aggregate industry is showing confi dence based on the 
current USA administration and their commitment to our 
infrastructure,” said Wetta. Offshore, he adds, the foreign 
market still has certain geographical regions that are strong 
while others are very soft. The soft markets are typically 
countries that depend on oil for the primary economy. 
That said; Wetta remains optimistic for the near term. 
“I do believe the demand is there for DSC to continue a 
50/50 split for domestic to international sales ratio.”

Past success is no guarantee of future performance and 
that means that all stakeholders in this sector need to have 
a well planned and executed business plan. DSC, for ex-
ample, has sales representation in several countries over-
seas. Focusing on the active markets while trying to estab-
lish formal and exclusive representation is how DSC stays 
ahead of the market. Wetta told MarineNews in January, 
“We need a partner in for the long haul and one that is 
committed to DSC. In other areas, we may have project 
specifi c representatives that help through some of the bar-
riers faced with exporting. DSC’s international sales offi ce 
is based out of Baltimore. BWI offers good fl ight options 
for our Director of International Sales (Charles Sinunu) to 
make international trips as needed.”

Another part of the DSC philosophy involves the pro-
duction of both standard dredge designs, as well as custom 
projects. “Our niche market is defi nitely custom designed 
dredges. DSC averages about 3 to 4 custom design projects 
a year and the balance is made up of standard designed 
equipment. But the revenue split on these is fairly equal,” 
said Wetta. In practice, the Greenbush, MI facility focuses 
on standard design dredges – the Badger and Wolverine 
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Class dredges. The fi rm’s Poplarville, MS and Reserve, LA 
facilities both aim to have standard dredges in stock or at 
least at some point in the production queue. These south-
ern DSC facilities focus on 8” through 18” dredges for 
speculative sale and include the well-known DSC Moray, 
Shark and Barracuda Class dredges.

BIG CHALLENGES, INNOVATIVE SOLUTIONS
It is one thing to talk about selling here and abroad, and 

quite another to execute the plan in practice. That’s because 
while foreign buyers are still using EPA Tier 3 engines, the 
U.S. markets now demand Tier 4 to meet regulations. As 
manufacturers gear up for production, the difference impacts 
both costs and logistics. For example, where a yard or builder 
might want to stock several units so as to be able to quickly 
respond to demand, that’s not always possible or practical 
when different markets demand different equipment.

Wetta acknowledges the issue, while 
laying out the DSC way of doing things. 

“This defi nitely does present some challenges but we have 
defi ned several products that have been repetitively sold 
in our export markets. I envision a mix on certain model 
dredges where we will stock both Tier 3 and tier 4 versions. 
Another thought is to have both engines sitting on our shop 
fl oor waiting for the buyer and have the ability to do a quick 
turnaround no matter where the fi nal destination for the 
dredge will be. There is an added cost for the Tier 4 engines 
and that can vary from 130% to nearly 200% of the same 
engine in a Tier 3 confi guration.”

Because today’s engines – at least on the domestic side 
– now need more after-treatment, dredge builders such as 
DSC have to redesign certain aspects of those hulls. “Ob-
viously,” says Wetta, “this cost needs to be passed on. The 
cost to redesign a standard product is generally absorbed by 
DSC because the plan is to sell the standard design many 
times – let’s say we absorb the design cost by amortizing 

it over many units. Engineering 

“We commission the equipment, train the end users and make return 
visits to make sure the equipment is functioning properly. Another 
thing DSC promotes that many other dredge manufactures do not is 
that we don’t privatize the maintenance parts on our equipment. We 
install other OEM equipment with their original tags so our clients 

have the opportunity to source components in their local markets.” 
– Bob Wetta, President and CEO of DSC Dredge
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and automation designs are generally factored into custom 
dredge designs so I don’t see a substantial change for our 
pricing metrics besides passing along the added material 
costs for the Tier 4 engines.”

In the end, however, ‘Tier’ confi guration is not really a 
deciding factor for the dredge, but Tier 4 dredges may not 
be very useful in parts of the world that do not have clean, 
low sulphur fuel. Moreover, says Wetta, dredge require-
ments include differences such as dredging depth capability, 
production rate, pumping distance and the type of mate-
rial to be dredged. “These differences are what allows DSC 
to offer custom designs to offer the most effi cient dredge 
for the projects. The problem is typically the time it takes 
to design/build a custom dredge versus the client’s needs to 
have something immediately. Unfortunately, some compa-
nies can’t wait for a custom dredge to be built and they end 
up getting something that is over or under the requirements; 
in either case the wrong dredge and an ineffi cient option.” 

Digging deeper into the Tier 4 quandary, dredges today 
are using SCR to achieve tier 4 compliance with aftermar-
ket cooling. The Selective Catalytic Reduction system used 
to achieve Tier IV places a heavier cooling load on both 
the jacket water and after-cooler sections of the engine ra-
diator. The jacket water heat rejection in these engines in-
creased signifi cantly, which dictated a larger radiator core 
and different fan selection. DSC, for example, had to shift 
from a stacked radiator core (auxiliary cooling cores on top 
of jacket water and after-cooler cores) to separate units in 
different locations. The end result actually allowed for bet-
ter air fl ow though the dredge engine room, less radiator 
fan noise, and less pre-heat demand on the engine cooler. 

INDUSTRY FIRSTS: TIER 4 ARRIVES
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Tier 4 

Final emissions standards went into effect for dredges last year. 
Engines ranging from 2,682 to 4,962 hp (2,000-3,700 kW) 
were fi rst affected by the standards. But by October 2017, all 
new engines with a maximum power of 804 hp (600 kW) 
and greater must meet U.S. EPA Tier 4 Final emission stan-
dards. As all of that was happening, DSC and Caterpillar/
Michigan CAT collaborated to install the fi rst Tier 4 Final en-
gine in a DSC Shark dredge – the C32 Tier 4 Final 1,125 hp.

This project was put together for a mineral producer 
working in the Great Salt Lake. The engine was installed 
in a custom 18” DSC Shark Class dredge. Wetta told 
MarineNews, “While the Tier 4 requirement was not in 
effect at the time we manufactured the dredge, the client 
opted for this option. We have dredges with Tier 4 engines 
in production but they are for speculative sale. We do have 

several quoted at this time, as well.”
In this case, the C32 Tier 4 Final engine is a 32-liter 

12-cylinder V-engine with horsepower ranges from 1,000 
hp to 1,125 hp. The C32 has industry-leading torque of 
4,056 foot-pounds at 1200 rpm. Caterpillar was able to 
achieve the Tier 4 Final regulations in the C32 with the 
use of the Caterpillar NOx Reduction System and dual 
maintenance-free diesel oxidation catalysts (DOC).

MORE THAN MANUFACTURING: OUTREACH
Bob Wetta knows that running a good business prob-

ably isn’t enough in today’s rapidly changing waterfront. 
Beyond the day-to-day grind of delivering quality at home 
and overseas, outreach is also very much on his mind. As 
a past Board Member and past President/Board Chairman 
of the Western Dredging Association (WEDA), a non-
profi t technical professional organization devoted to the 
exchange of knowledge in fi elds related to dredging, navi-
gation, marine engineering and construction, Wetta keeps 
DSC abreast of industry trends, politics and technology.

Along the way, he and DSC have done a lot of good. As 
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the 2014 recipient of the WEDA’s ‘Dredger of the Year’ 
award, Wetta was recognized as the individual who provided 
outstanding benefi t to the WEDA organization and to the 
dredging industry. Indeed, one of WEDA’s objectives is to 
recognize individuals and organizations for outstanding en-
gineering and operational achievement. At the same time, 
Wetta remains dedicated to WEDA’s core goal of facilitating 
“the exchange of knowledge” between all stakeholders, as 
well as ensuring that the talent to get the job done remains 
on the dredging side of the equation.

“I believe one of the biggest challenges is 
educating our industry,” he explained, adding 
quickly, “I see too many companies purchasing 
equipment based on availability versus the best 
suited and effi cient option. Another challenge 
is the competition in the skilled labor work-
force. Our dredge builders (welders, fi tters, 
hydraulic/mechanic technicians, electrical 
technicians, fi eld service technicians) have the 
same crafts used by many other industries and 
we are all competing for the same resources.”

More than 500 dredges after DSC’s incep-

tion, the fi rm continues to balance a standard and proven 
array of dredges with the fl exibility of custom design, when 
required. It’s a formula that allows Wetta to successfully 
market his products to more than 40 countries. And, while 
the business climate may change from year to year, that’s 
a business philosophy Bob Wetta is unlikely stray very far 
from. Hence, the next time you pass safely over shallow 
and restricted waters in North America and beyond, there’s 
a good chance that DSC Dredge had a hand in making 
that possible. That’s not likely to change, either.
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