
An earlier contribution in Port Technology 
International t it led ‘Recent traffic 
dynamics in the European container port 
system’ [issue 58] discussed the impact 
of the crisis on the port hierarchy in the 
European container system. The focus was 
mainly on the evolving traffic position in 
twenty-foot equivalent units (TEU) of 
specific multi-port container gateway 
regions in Europe. In this contribution 
we analyse the recent changes in the 
total cargo volumes in European ports as 
well as in specific cargo groups. We also 
discuss the relevance of focusing on port 
throughput as an indicator of a port ’s 
success. This contribution is largely based 
on the author’s keynote presentation 
delivered during the annual conference 
of the European Sea Ports Organisation 
(ESPO) in Varna, Bulgaria at the end of 
May 2013.

European port traffic and  
GDP growth
With a total throughput of an estimated 
3.79 million tonnes in 2012, the European 
port system ranks among the busiest 
port systems in the world. Growth was 
particularly strong in the pre-crisis period 
between 2000 and 2008, partly driven by 
fast growing container throughput, ie. an 
average annual growth rate of 10.5 percent 
in the period 2005-2008 and 7.7 percent 
in the period 2000-2005. The economic 
crisis which started to have its full effect 
in late 2008 brought an end to the healthy 
volume growth in the European seaport 
system. Total cargo volumes handled by 
European ports decreased 12.2 percent 
in 2009 corresponding to a decline from 
4.18 billion tonnes in 2008 to 3.67 million 
tonnes in 2009. The throughput figures 
somewhat bounced back in 2010 to 3.84 
billion tonnes (up 4.5 percent compared 
to 2009), but more recent years did not 
bring further throughput recovery to pre-
crisis levels (see Figure 1). In 2011 growth 
was merely 0.8 percent and in 2012 the 
European port system recorded a mild 
drop of 2.0 percent in cargo handlings. 
The first quarter of 2013 brought an 

additional decline of 1.7 percent compared 
to figures of quarter one in 2012. A 
comparison of the year-on-year growth 
figures in the European port system with 
the GDP growth figures for the EU27 
reveals that ports continue to overreact 
to swings in economic growth. When the 
economy booms, seaports typically show 
high to very high growth figures; however, 
an economic crisis has a very pronounced 
negative effect on cargo volumes in 
seaports.    

The relation between GDP and port 
throughput has always attracted academic 
scholars, international organisations and 
maritime consultancy firms. Traditionally, 
GDP forecasts form one of the pillars 
in many port traffic forecasts. In one of 
its weekly newsletters, Alphaliner argues 
that the global GDP multiplier, ie. the 
ratio between world TEU growth and 
world GDP growth, is no longer stable. 
Alphaliner’s findings show that the global 
GDP multiplier fell from an average of 
3.5 in the 1990s to an average of 2.7 in 
the 2000s and 2.1 in the last few years. 
[Alphaliner: vol. 2013, issue 17, April 2013]. 
Figure 2 presents the GDP multiplier for 
the European container port system based 
on our calculations. The trend in Europe 

seems to be opposite to the global trend 
described by Alphaliner: the European 
GDP multiplier is on the rise, partly 
because of the recent trend toward lower 
GDP growth rates in the EU. 

The evolution in the European GDP 
multiplier is another demonstration of the 
complex relationship between port traffic 
and economic growth. On the one hand, 
the nature of economic activities in more 
mature economic regions in Europe is 
increasingly oriented toward the services 
sector, with agriculture and industrial/
production activities (both strong port 
traffic generators) facing increasing 
pressure from international competition. 
On the other hand, the cargo base of many 
seaports has been greatly affected by the 
changing logistics function of seaports as 
turntables in global supply chains, but also 
by the setting of (European) distribution 
systems, the emergence of extensive 
intermodal transport systems/corridors 
and the growth of hub-feeder networks 
in liner shipping. These trends have made 
the relation between port volume and 
the economic situation in the immediate 
hinterland of the port more diffuse, 
particularly when considering the larger 
main ports and transhipment hubs.      
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Figure 1: Year-on-year growth in total EU port traffic (basis = tonne) and EU GDP. Note: growth 
figures 2012 and quarter one 2013 are estimates based on a sample of about 60 European ports.
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Traffic evolution per cargo group
Figures 3 and 4 provide more detail on 
the traffic evolution for five cargo groups: 
liquid bulk (mainly oil and oil products), 
dry bulk (major bulks such as iron ore, coal 
and grain, but also minor bulks such as 
minerals and fertilisers), containers, roll-on/
roll-off (RORO) cargo and conventional 
general cargo (steel, forest products, heavy 
lift, etc.). The latter two cargo groups were 
initially affected the most by the crisis with 
a volume drop of nearly 20 percent in 2009. 
The recovery in 2010 was too weak to undo 
the 2009 effect. The year 2012 brought 
volume losses, after a stagnation in 2011. 
Container traffic was also heavily affected 
in 2009, but since 2010 the European 
container port system shows some growth 
again, be it at a much lower rate than before. 

Liquid bulk volumes initially recorded 
a rather modest decline in 2009, but 
growth figures have remained negative 
ever since. The differences between 
the growth paths of the respective 
cargo groups changed the cargo type 
distribution in the European port system 
(see Figure 5). Liquid bulk still accounts 
for the largest share, but its relative 
importance has dropped from about 40 
percent in 2005 to 36.4 percent in 2012. 
Also dry bulk and conventional general 
cargo flows could not hold on to their 
respective shares. The position of RORO 
traffic in total European port throughput 
remained fairly stable. Containerisation 
is still on the rise despite the observation 
that the crisis has lowered the ‘container 
fetish’ of many European seaports. 
Indeed, the modest growth figures in 
containerised trade in the past few years 
have given incentives to port authorities, 
market players and investors to rebalance 
their commercial interests to include a 
range of promising non-containerised 
commodity flows.   

Are we back at pre-crisis  
traffic levels?
Not really. Total cargo throughput in 
European ports in 2012 was still 10 
percent below the 2008 volumes (see figure 
5). Our outlook for 2013 points to a very 
small change compared to 2012. Next to 
dry bulk and conventional general cargo, 
liquid bulk flows seem to face a hard time 
to turn the tide. Only container traffic in 
European ports has managed to rise above 
the 2008 level.   

 However, large differences exist 
between individual ports. Figure 6 depicts 
the case for container ports in Europe, 
with growth figures between 2008 and 
2012 expressed in TEU and growth rate. 
The highest growers can be found all 
over Europe, including countries such 
as Greece, Portugal, Spain and Italy 

which have been severely affected by 
the government debt crisis. The weakest 
performers in terms of growth are also 
found all over Europe, including in 
countries with the best economic status 
in the Eurozone (such as Germany). In 
other words, seaports in countries with 
the weakest economies of Europe do not 
necessarily underperform compared to 
seaports in stronger countries. This serves 
as another demonstration of the ever 
more complex relation between economic 
activity in the immediate hinterland and 
port traffic.      

Changing market conditions
The European port scene is not only 
confronted with a changing environment 
in terms of traffic growth. It is also facing 
markedly changed market conditions. 
Firstly, ports are challenged to cope with 
increased market uncertainty and volatility. 
Uncertainty is not a new phenomenon but 
the related intensity seems to be changing 
with the rise of non-linear developments, 
trend breaks and the so-called ‘Black 
Swans’. It is important to underline that 
market volatility in ports has exogenous 
causes (such as economic cycles) and 

Figure 2: The GDP multiplier in the EU container port system.

Figure 4: Distribution of cargo flows in the EU port system.

Figure 3: Year-on-year growth in total EU port traffic (basis = tonne) for cargo groups.
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endogenous causes linked to the actions 
of market players. While the economic 
crisis caught the maritime industry and 
ports by surprise, one could argue that the 
current continued overcapacity situation 
in liner shipping is mainly the result of 
endogenous actions of shipping lines. 

Market uncertainty has quite a lot of 
consequences for ports. It strengthens the 
role of ports as buffers in supply chains. 
Under the motto “uncertainty is the mother 
of inventory” [Martin Christopher], the 
past few years have brought a remarkable 
investment wave in warehouses, tank 
farms and other storage facilities in port 
areas across Europe, often supported by an 
active commercial policy by port authorities 
and (local) governments (eg. ‘port-centric 
logistics’ concept in the UK). Furthermore, 
market uncertainty challenges traditional 
forecasting techniques and port planning/
investment tools. Port authorities are 
trying to respond to the increasing need for 
flexibility in port planning and development 
via the use of more adaptive planning tools.

Secondly, there is a strong downward 
pressure on profit margins in the port and 
shipping industry. Customers demand 
higher service levels for the same or even 
a lower price. Market players are trying to 
differentiate themselves from competitors 
and are increasing the scale of operations 
through mergers and acquisitions or alliance 
formation and partnerships, which allow 
them to spread investment risks. Incumbent 
firms try to defend their market share by 
raising market-based barriers to entry. The 
high capital requirements in the port and 
maritime industry and the difficult access 
to capital enhance market consolidation 
and partnerships. Seaports are increasingly 
operating in buyers’ markets; there are no 
signs that we will move to a sellers’ market 
in the short or medium term. The buyers of 
port services look for supply chain solutions 
and develop a strong network focus. 

So, ports have to develop a stronger 
focus on how they can contribute to the 
supply chain excellence of the port users. 
Ports that do not respond adequately 

to the buyers’ market imperatives will 
lose ground. Port authorities need to 
have sufficient autonomy to develop the 
necessary adaptive capabilities so that 
they can respond in an appropriate way 
to the volatility in the market and the 
requirements of the powerful ‘buyers’. 
In such a market environment, port 
throughput growth might no longer be the 
best indicator of success. It might be more 
a matter of binding supply chains to the 
port in a sustainable way based on a close 
partnership with the respective port users.
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Figure 5: Index evolution of throughput in the EU port system (2008=100).

Figure 6: strong growth differences between individual ports – TEU traffic.
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