
Container ships have doubled in size since 
planning began more than a decade ago 
for London Gateway, the new UK deep-
sea container port located on the River 
Thames. Today’s ultra large container 
ships measure up to 400 metres in length 
and hold more than 18,000 shipping 
containers. As the global race to move 
ever increasing volumes of trade ever more 
cheaply goes on, container vessels will 
continue to get bigger. To capture this high-
volume trade, ports face the dual challenge 
of creating the capacity to accommodate 
these huge vessels, and loading/unloading 
their cargo in the most efficient and cost-
effective manner possible. 

With its deep-water channel, 17-metre 
deep berth pockets and state-of-the-art 
container handling equipment, London 
Gateway has been built to manage these 
ocean-going juggernauts on a scale 
never seen before in the UK. Once fully 
operational, the port’s owner, DP World, 
expects to be able to handle 3.5 million 
containers a year. 

Innovative design
To help realise its vision, DP World is using 
a pioneering container handling equipment 
solution, which has been developed 
and built by marine equipment and 
services provider TTS Port Equipment. 
The solution involves the use of steel 
platforms (cassettes) and hydraulically 
operated self-loading trailers (tranlifters). 
Multiple containers are safely stacked on 
a single cassette, which is then picked 
up and moved around the port by a 
translifter. This system has been used for 
more than 20 years in ro-ro terminals and 
in Scandinavian steel/paper mills, and is 
now being taking advantage of by some 
of the world’s leading ports, including APM 
Terminals in Virginia, US.

London Gateway is currently using 
ten TTS translifters and 115 cassettes 
to transport containers between its 
automatic stacking cranes and the railway 
line, as well as to and from the customs 
area. The cassettes have been custom 
built to ensure they are tall enough to align 
with the loading docks in the logistics park 
terminal. They are able to handle two 20 
foot containers, or single 40 foot and 45 
foot containers, and feature TTS’s unique 
design that allows the containers to be 
double stacked and carried on a single 
cassette in a variety of configurations. 
To help speed up the unloading and 
inspection processes, these cassettes 
have also been designed so that container 
doors can be opened while they’re on the 
cassette. 

The translifters, coupled to a universal 
towing tractor, have hydraulic lifting/
lowering and steering systems that are 
controlled by a joystick inside the tractor 
driver’s cabin. This gives the driver greater 
control when moving the cassettes, even 
in confined spaces, and also avoids the 
need for the driver to leave the cab to 
manually decouple the cassette, ensuring 
maximum eff iciency. Moreover, this 
cassette system method requires fewer 
tractors per number of containers, causing 
less environmental damage, whilst saving 
time and money.

Fast loading and unloading 
London Gateway keeps a regular supply 
of TTS cassettes parked under the 
automated stacking cranes in the port, 
so that they can independently load and 
unload containers as demand dictates. 
Tractor drivers are summoned as soon 
as a cassette is ready to be transported. 
They simply drive up to the cassette, lower 
the translifter, reverse under the cassette, 

pick it up and within seconds they can be 
on their way to their destination. 

At the rail terminal, the cassettes are 
placed in rows at a 45 degree angle 
against the rail tracks, allowing cranes 
that are equipped with a swivel hook and 
expandable spreader to load containers 
onto one cassette and unload another 
cassette in one cycle. This efficient set up 
allows for faster loading and unloading as 
it requires fewer crane position changes.

Safety first
Each translifter is equipped with brakes 
and lights to ensure a safe operation. It 
also has a ‘follow me’ function, meaning 
that the translifter and tractor will always 
follow the same track and therefore 
never cut a sharp corner like traditional 
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TTS cassettes can be picked up and 
deposited within seconds:
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trailers sometimes do. 
In addition, all of the cassettes have 

forklift pockets and a special interlocking 
system so that they can be easily picked 
up and stacked. A stack of four to five 
cassettes can be safely moved and 
stowed, taking up minimal room in port.

Reliable future
As London Gateway gears up to 
welcome the largest cargo ships in the 
world, it knows it can rely on its cutting-
edge container handling system to cope 
with demand and scale as traffic levels 
continue to grow. By using the most 
advanced equipment and technology 
available today, the port is able to offer a 
world-class service that delivers reliable 

and efficient operations 24 hours a day, 
seven days a week. 
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