
Most large ports are located in cities and 
the majority of the largest world cities are 
port-cities. However, port-cities remain 
fairly unexplored in academic research. 
There is an ocean of studies on cities; for 
ports this would be a lake, for port-cities 
a pool. The knowledge on port-cities 
is fragmented and specific rather than 
comprehensive and comparative, and 
in most cases not policy-relevant, a few 
exceptions aside. That is the reason why we 
at the OECD have created the port-cities 
programme and taken up the challenge to 
come up with a comparative assessment of 
port-cities: their performance, the impacts 
of ports on their territory, and port-city 
policies that have worked to increase the 
positive effects. A synthesis report with 
our main conclusions will be released 

in September 2013, some of our main 
findings are revealed here.

Considering economic impacts 
The economic impacts of ports are well 
documented. They lower the costs of 
trade, create added value and employment 
and are associated with innovation in 
port-related sectors. Just a few examples 
to illustrate this are: doubling in port 
efficiency of two countries was found to 
increase their bilateral trade volume by 33 
percent. One tonne of port throughput is 
on average associated with USD$100 of 
economic value added based on a meta-
study of more than hundred port impact 
studies, conducted for our programme. 
And an increase of one million tonnes 
of port throughput is associated with an 

increase in employment in the port region 
of 300 jobs in the short term, based on our 
research on European port-regions.

Nine out of the 10 world regions with 
the largest amount of patent applications 
in shipping are home to one or more large 
global ports, including Houston, Los 
Angeles/Long Beach, Tokyo, Oakland and 
Rotterdam.

However, a lot of the economic value 
spills over to other regions. Firms in 
other regions also benefit from efficient 
ports when exporting and importing, and 
links with other sectors mostly take place 
outside the port region. Our analyses 
shows that less than 5 per cent of the 
economic linkages with suppliers takes 
place in the port or the port-region, with 
a larger share in the main economic centre 
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Ports are known to lower the costs of trade, create added value and employment and are associated with innovation in port-related sectors.
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of the country, which could be relatively far 
away from the port, eg. Ile-de France for 
the ports of Le Havre and Marseille; and 
Bavaria and Baden-Württemberg for the 
port of Hamburg.

Assessing negative effects
At the same time, many negative port 
impacts are highly localised. These are 
mostly related to the environment: the 
pollution of air, soil, water, degradation of 
biodiversity, noise and dust. In addition, 
ports generate congestion related to 
hinterland traffic and they occupy space 
that could be used for other purposes. 
These impacts can be very substantial 
eg. more than half of the SO2 emissions 
in Hong Kong are related to shipping; a 
third of the land surface of the city of 
Antwerp consists of its port. Most of these 
negative impacts are very localised. These 
either take place close to the port area eg. 
when it comes to noise and dust, or in the 
larger metropolitan area for air emissions, 
water quality, congestion and land use. 
This imbalance has increased and is set to 
increase further. 

The port business has become less 
labour intensive, logistics and industrial 
functions are located further away from 
ports and ports are located further away 
from their cities. At the same time, there 
are concentration tendencies among 
ports, so negative impacts intensify. Such 
dynamics will most likely continue with 
ever-larger ships and more port terminals 
run by international terminal operators for 
which creating local economic value is not 
their primary concern. 

Responding to the situation
Evidently, the port needs to be competitive 
if cities want to benefit from it: port-related 

added value and employment is strongly 
related to urban wealth. Ports can be 
made more competitive by strengthening 
their maritime links, port operations and 
hinterland connections. Local goodwill 
for port functions in cities is essential and 
can be earned through consistent port 
communication policies. Environmental 
policies and incentive schemes have 
reduced a variety of environmental impacts, 
transport policies in and around ports have 
mitigated congestion and port relocations 
have freed up centrally located urban land 
for other functions. 

Maximising local value from 
ports
There are three main policy orientations 
for creating economic value based on 
port activities: maritime services clusters, 
industrial development and port-related 
water front development. Marit ime 
services clusters try to attract high value-
added services related to the maritime 
industry, such as maritime finance, 
consulting, law and engineering services. 
Industrial development related to ports 
has traditionally taken place because many 
industries are interested in being close to 
imported resources and consumer markets. 
Finally, waterfront development has 
frequently managed to capitalise on port 
and maritime heritage and transform this 
into a source of urban growth. 

A range of policy instruments is 
applied to support these strategic 
orientations. These include incentive 
schemes , t r a in ing  and educat ion , 
platform organisations and knowledge 
transfer schemes to attract high value-
added companies that could make the 
city an international maritime services 
centre; Singapore is a clear example 

of proactive policies in this regard. 
With respect to industrial development 
on port sites, many initiatives have 
emerged that position the port as a site 
for industrial ecology (Rotterdam) and 
renewable energy (Bremerhaven). Master 
planning and financial mechanisms for 
redevelopment have been applied to 
waterfronts in order to create areas with 
interesting mixes of functions, whilst still 
being connected to the port in some way, 
such as Port Vell in Barcelona. 

Gauging success
However, it is not always very clear which 
policies have worked. Objective assessments 
of specific port-city policy instruments are 
rare, especially with regards to economic 
port-city policies. Relatively much is 
known on the most important factors for 
competitive ports, even if policy design 
and implementation relies in most cases on 
common sense of port authorities rather 
than established academic insights. There 
is some evidence on the effectiveness of 
certain transport policy instruments, such 
as the clean truck programme and terminal 
gate strategies both applied in the ports of 
Los Angeles and Long Beach. Several ports 
have also started to track environmental 
impacts, the reduction of which can 
sometimes be linked to policies. However, 
the impacts of a specific policy in many 
fields still need to be clarified. 

Ports and cities are historically strongly 
linked, but the link between port and city 
growth has become weaker. How can ports 
again become the drivers of sustainable 
urban economic growth? Such has been 
the question at the core of our OECD 
port-cities programme. In our research 
we have attempted to identify the link 
between port-city performance and port-
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Ports are responsible for localised 
environmental impacts such as air and  
noise pollution. 

strengthening links between maritime 
and port operations, as well as hinterland 
connections can improve competitiveness.
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city policies using principal component 
analysis on a dataset of around 30 port-
cities. We find clear indications of links for 
port policies, transport policies and policies 
stimulating university-business cooperation: 
more active policies in these fields have 
a positive influence on performance. This 
indicates the relevance of policies; they can 
have a concrete impact, even if we would 
like to know more about what has worked 
and why. Our analysis makes up the state 
of the art on port-city policies, categorises 
instruments and gives an overview of their 
assessments; as such we hope it can be 
useful tool for port professionals. In addition 
to an assessment of the state of the art, it is 
also an invitation to continue the assessment 
of what has worked and what has not, in 
order to facilitate prosperous port-cities.

economic value can be extracted from port 
activity through careful master planning and 
sound policies. 
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Tide 
Gauges

VRS-20 Radar  
Level Sensor

a new approach to tide and  
water level measurement 

•	 Non-contact measurement of water level

•	 Direct interface to TideMaster tide gauge 

•	 Use with own logger or PC via digital outputs

•	 Direct output via GPRS to internet 

in our element
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