
Let me introduce you to the Jamaican 
Iguana. Almost extinct twenty years ago, 
but now making a spectacular come back 
in the Portland Bight nature reserve 
in Jamaica – considered a success story 
by nature conservationists. But this is 
a success story under threat, because the 
China Harbour Engineering Company 
wants to build a port in this exact nature 
reserve. See here the trade-off: do you 
want a port? Or an iguana? This is not an 
isolated case. There are similar stories for 
port directors in OECD countries: there 
is always a bird, frog or some rare species 
of grass that needs to be protected. This 
can be an absolute trade-off, but more 
and more often forms of compensation 
are applied. So, ports have built islands for 
birds, replaced frogs and created nature 
reserves in or close to port areas. This 
has become such a trend that the most 
valuable urban nature areas are now, in 
most cases, located in and around ports. 
This article states that the most advanced 
ports move from trade-offs to win-wins, 
creating synergies between ports and the 
environment. There are four ways in which 
this can be done. 

Greening as pre-condition 
This approach is based on a concrete 
reality in many ports: new development is 
only possible if the port is green. The San 
Pedro Bay, with the two largest US ports 
of Los Angeles and Long Beach, is an 
illustration in point. Both ports can now 
been considered as the greenest in the 
world. The 2006 San Pedro Bay Clean Air 
Action Plan, with its various updates, has 
been widely hailed as a global best practice 
in being comprehensive, ambitious and 
effective in combating the air pollution 
emitting from the ports. However, this is 
the result of a tumultuous history of local 
opposition against port activity, stressing 
the disastrous health effects of port trucks 
passing through what were labelled ‘diesel 
death zones’ just next to the ports. 

It took a court case to oblige the ports to 
become cleaner before further expansion 
of the port could be considered. Therefore, 
greening ports became a pre-condition 
for further development. This is a story 
that has been repeated in other ports. The 
details may be different, but the story 
was the same: the only way to unblock 
local opposition against port activity was 
to become clean. A new ‘natural port law’ 
was thus born: as countries advance, ports 
can only sustain their functions if they are 
sustainable – that is, if they are green. 

Greening ports as product 
differentiation
Being green is not only a pre-condition for 
future relevance, it could actually also be an 
advantage for ports. Simply take a look at 
the annual sustainability report of Maersk 
Line. In this report, the container shipping 
line sets out its actions to promote green 
maritime transport. Maersk certainly 
seems to care about its green image and 
works with ports to be green, for example 
through voluntary fuel switch programmes. 

There are also green shippers that have 
been pushing shipping companies as they 
work in specific green ways in an attempt 
to purify the supply chain. The Clean 
Cargo Working Group and the Carbon 
War Room are both active in developing 
carbon footprint calculations of supply 
chains and environmental ship indexes that 
can be used by ports to reward green ships. 
Obviously, there are many other indicators 
for port selection, but as port efficiency 
and port costs converge throughout 
the world, a green profile might become 
a more important element of port 
competitiveness.

Green knowledge = competitive 
advantage
Green-thinking is more than a marketing 
tool. Think again of Los Angeles. Part 
of its effort to ‘green’ the port consisted 
of stimulating green innovation and 

entrepreneurship. A clean-tech incubator 
was established in the area and a 
technological advancement programme 
was created. Some of the results include 
an Advanced Maritime Emissions Control 
System and an Automated Photosynthetic 
Algae Reactor. The first innovation is an 
in-port filtering system that removes 
NOx, SOx and PM from auxiliary engine 
exhaust gases while ships are hotelling. 
The second innovation consumes CO2 
and NOx and produces three grades of 
biofuel from it, while waste products 
are used as fertilizer and pharmaceutical 
additives. 

In short, green ports could produce 
knowledge that can be commercialised 
and exported. The port of Los Angeles 
helps the port of Shanghai to develop 
shore power – which is a form of 
knowledge transfer, but which also helps 
to cement business links from which 
new opportunities will flow. Moreover, 
green ports have much to offer: smart 
ports can be interesting laboratories of 
green innovations, ranging from energy 
efficiency to climate change adaptation.  

Green business opportunities 
(win-wins)
The last approach is where green-thinking 
becomes the core business of ports. The 
key word here is ‘circular economy’. At the 
core of this concept of circular economy 
is the idea that waste does not exist, every 
residual product could be considered the 
input of another product or production 
process. Ports, in particular industrial ports, 
are ideal locations for the circular economy 
as they have the required feedstock, the 
industrial processes, the know-how and 
the infrastructure such as pipelines and 
storage tanks. Moreover, they are nodes of 
commodities and potential flows of ‘waste’ 
and residual products. 

Waste, heat and waste-water are no 
longer the inevitable consequences of port 
activity that port managers can be more 
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or less ashamed about. Instead, they have 
become resources that provide business 
opportunities for ports. The future will see 
more and more ports turning into utility 
providers to their cities. Industrial heat can 
be recaptured and used for urban district 
heating, whilst waste from the city could 
be used for energy production in a port, 
and many other ingenious ways are waiting 
to be found to turn waste into a resource 
and business opportunity for ports. 

Conclusion
The relation between ports and their 
natural environment has evolved. Ports 
have for a long time paid little attention 
to their environment and have regularly 
tried to gain the upper hand in rigidly 
conceived trade-offs. However, things have 

changed. Environmental impacts have 
been dealt with in a less confrontational 
manner, compensation measures are more 
common, and most ports go beyond simply 
addressing trade-offs. 

A diversity of policy approaches 
has emerged, suggesting a move from 
mitigation of environmental impacts to 
greening as a competitive advantage and 
business opportunity. Strict environmental 
rules can be a constraint, and port directors 
have, in many cases, a point in complaining 
about it, but they also offer opportunities, 
provided that ports have autonomy to be 
entrepreneurial and creative. This article 
hinted at some of these green business 
opportunities for ports and I am convinced 
that we will see much more of this emerge 
in the coming years. 

Top: The ports of LA and Long Beach. Source - Hyfen: Bottom: The Jamaican Iguana
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