
Sharjah was the location for Gulftainer’s 
first operation which started 38 years ago 
and holds the distinction of being the first 
purpose-built container terminal in the 
Arabian Gulf. Starting with a single berth 
serving geared vessels by just a handful 
of men, one of whom still works at the 
terminal today, Sharjah Container Terminal 
(SCT) has grown into a thriving facility 
which will pass the 400,000TEU milestone 
for annual throughput later this year and 
boasts five quayside cranes operating at 
very competitive productivity rates.  

Main equipment 
The terminal now has four designated 
berths totalling 760m and an available 
depth of 12.5m. The two Liebherr 
ship-to-shore (STS) gantry cranes are 
supplemented by three mobile harbour 
cranes (MHC), two Gottwald GHMK 
7608s and one Liebherr LHM400, which 
in various configurations can be combined 
to best suit each vessel caller. Although a 
faster individual rate is typically achieved 
with the STS cranes, using the MHCs 
allows for working adjacent bays which 
is often required for the average size of 
vessels that call and can give rise to better 
overall berth productivity. These MHCs 
can also benefit from use of the twin-lift 
spreaders for loading and discharging 20ft 
containers. 

The five quayside cranes are supported 
by four RTG stacks for loaded import 
containers and four container yards, 
one designated for loaded exports, and 
three others for empties. At present, 
the four RTG stacks are serviced by five 
cranes, one for each of the lanes and a 
fifth used to assist in a busy stack as 
required. In 2012, all units were retrofitted 
to enable electric power operations 
which achieved a substantial reduction 

in carbon emissions. With traffic volumes 
having grown – 14% up on the first half 
of the year – a need to augment these 
stacks with additional units has been 
identified and is included in the Terminal’s 
development plan.  

Traffic flows 
Reviewing last year’s commercial data, 
85% of Sharjah’s traffic flow can be 
considered as full in-bound containers 
of predominately consumer goods from 
the Far East, with the empties needing 
repositioning. The remaining 15% was 
the reverse with exported goods destined 
for Iraq, Ethiopia or the major east African 
ports. The former is carried by many of 
the main global shippers, such as APL 
and MSC, or local common feeders via 
Jebel Ali. The Iraq volume is carried by 
Sharjah-based Mag Container Line, with 
national carrier Ethiopian Shipping Lines 
operating combi vessels to Djibouti and 
Maersk Line’s Masika Express service 
connecting Dar es Salaam and Mombasa 
with transhipment from Salalah. Only last 
week, UASC commenced its new Gulf 
India Service (GIS1) which now offers 
direct connection to Mundra, Karachi and 
Sohar in a much sought after regional 
loop, adding a renewed dimension to the 
supply chain possibilities from Sharjah. 

Cons ide rab l y  sma l l e r  i n  t e rms 
o f  vo lume,  ye t  a  s ign i f i cant  and 
highly profitable trade, is that of the 
refrigerated containers handled in the 
terminal. One dedicated line, operated 
by NYK Cool, carries these units from 
the Philippines while many others are 
shipped in from South America by lines 
such as CSAV. To keep in line with this 
rising trade, additional capacity was 
added two years back with 300 plug 
points now available from the mains 

supply plus back-up provided by diesel 
generators. 

Development 
By far the largest development to happen 
during SCT’s 38 years was the dredging 
of the channel and basin from 10.5m to 
12.5m. To achieve the additional depth 
it was necessary to sink piles ahead of 
the existing gravity wall, laying precast 
blocks and geotextile, then extending the 
quay outwards. The multi-million dollar 
development carried out by Sharjah Port 
Authority started in mid-2008 and took a 
total of eight months to complete. 

The next major development, due 
next year, is the installation of two larger 
replacement STS gantry cranes. The 
Liebherr cranes are scheduled to arrive in 
Sharjah during Q1 2015. It will be at this 
time that the flexibility afforded by the 
mobiles and the supportive relationship 
with the Sharjah Port Authority will pay 
dividends as the new equipment is 
commissioned into the port. 

Ancillary equipment 
It is not just heavy machinery that will be 
getting an upgrade over the next year: 
the process of identifying and selecting 
a new Terminal Operating System is well 
underway with a number of different 
interfaces that wil l bring signif icant 
improvements to the terminal. Online 
clearance has already been approved by 
the Department of Seaports and Customs 
with far greater facility due very soon. 

Supporting equipment for the cranes 
comes in the form of Terberg Tugmaster 
units operated with Gaussin 50t single 
trailers for the movement of containers 
within the terminal and to the container 
scanning site. The twin-trailer option was 
considered, but found non-optimal in 
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the limited space. Empty containers are 
handled using side lifters, all with a 7m- 
high capability and with a minimum 8t safe 
working load. Top-loader equipment is 
being phased out and replaced by more 
versatile reachstackers.

Additional services 
As well as the core activities of servicing 
container vessels and road vehicles, 
Sharjah offers a number of value-added 
services. An onsite Container Freight 
Station (CFS) with covered warehousing 
and ground area of 4,600m2 provides 
a facility for the stuffing and stripping 
activities. There is also an in-house 
container repair section where inspections 
are conducted, as well as any repair/
refurbishment work that may be required. 

Gulftainer works very closely with the 
Sharjah Port Authority and the partnership 
allows MHC equipment to be utilised for 
heavy lifts as required. Each Gottwald 
can lift up to 140t from the hook and can 
combine to lift 196t in tandem. In August 
2012, two heavy lifts, one 168t and the 
other 150t, were repositioned on a vessel 
bound for Iraq.

Outlook 
Over the terminal’s history, there has 
been considerable growth typified by 
the regional economy which shows no 
signs of abating. As busier roads and 
higher transportation costs give rise to 
increased demand for coastal shipping, 
Sharjah and the other Northern Emirates’ 
terminals stand to gain considerably 
by attracting more of their market share 
in the UAE. Of course, this will involve 
provision of infrastructure necessary to 
handle the increased volumes, which is 
already underway, and when matched 
correctly the opportunity to thrive further 
is clear and a worthy pursuit as part of 
the ongoing strategy of promoting the 
prosperity in the Emirate of Sharjah. 

About the author
Richard James was appointed terminal 
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having joined from the Gulftainer Projects 
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About the organisation
The Gulftainer Group, privately-owned 
by UAE-based conglomerate Crescent 
Enterprises, is a rapidly expanding, 
dynamic ports and logistics company. 
Gulftainer operates and manages ports and 
logistics businesses in several countries, 
including the UAE, Iraq, Pakistan, Brazil, 
Lebanon, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and the 
USA. In the UAE, Gulftainer operates four 
main ports: three on behalf of Sharjah Port 
Authority – Sharjah Container Terminal 
(SCT), Khorfakkan Container Terminal 
(KCT) and Hamriya Container Terminal 
(HCT) – and one in Ruwais, Abu Dhabi, on 
behalf of the international plastics solutions 
company, Borouge.

Enquiries
Email: info@gulftainer.com
Website: www.gulftainer.com

Top left: Catering for deeper draught vessels 
is a theme of the industry and essential 
in a port’s ability to retain key services; 
Bottom left: Containers at Sharjah Container 
Terminal in the UAE; Right: 1-over-6 RTG 
offers greater capacity in a terminal with 
restricted space.
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