
It is hard to think of a better location for a 
major container port than Busan. Sited at 
the southern tip of the Korean peninsula, 
the port sits in the Pacific Ocean midway 
between China and Japan - on both the 
main north-south and east-west trade 
routes. As a result, the port has enjoyed 
spectacular growth to become the largest 
transhipment hub port in Northeast Asia. 
2014 figures show that over 18.6 million 
TEU went through the port in the year, 
representing a 5.6% increase on the 
previous year. 

Mega-ships
Like all hub ports, Busan Port Authority 
(BPA)  i s  coming  to  t e rms  wi th 
accommodating ever larger mega-ships, 
and the port already has an impressive 
track record. Maersk’s first Triple E, and 
later the MV Maersk McKinney Møller 
and the 19,224 TEU MSC Oscar, chose 
Busan as their maiden port call. 

To prepare, BPA developed a port-
entry simulator to identify and mitigate 
any safety or navigational issues relating 
to these large vessels. This facility allows 
entry under a variety of conditions to be 
simulated and analysed before permission 
was given for these ships to make their 
first port call.  

To make way for the much anticipated 
22,000 TEU ships, dredging at Busan to a 
confirmed depth of 17 metres is underway 
and this task will be complete by 2016. To 
further secure the safe navigation of these 
large ships as they enter and leave the 
port, the central government is likely to 
take the decision to remove “To Island”; a 
small uninhabited outcrop situated at the 
entrance to the port. Before a decision is 
finalised the government will undertake 
var ious studies to understand the 
environmental impacts of doing this.  

Driving change
As wel l  as being in a posit ion to 
accommodate larger vessels the port 

is also engaged in a drive to enhance 
terminal and yard efficiency in order 
to maximise productivity. This is well 
underway at all nine freight handling 
facilities. Most yard cranes at the New 
Port are automated and the operational 
systems at the berth, yard and gate are 
fully connected. All the terminal gates 
automatically read RFID tags on trucks 
and send the information directly to the 
relevant terminal operating system. 

Full automation allows all terminal 
operators to trace the location of their 
equipment and exchange this data between 
terminals. This has strengthened Busan’s 
competitiveness by driving down logistical, 
operational and labour costs.

Bigger ships inevitably bring more 
cargo and construction is underway to 
expand the number of berths from 22 to 
28. Additional warehousing and storage 
facilities are also being built to grow the 
current 4.18 million square metre capacity 
by a further 1.91 million square metres.

It  is  anticipated that these new 
facilities will also solve the current 
congestion issues that Busan sometimes 
experiences at weekends. Although not 
crippling, port calls tend to escalate 
at the end of the week, particularly by 
vessels heading for Japanese ports. The 
addition of a further six new berths by 
the end of this decade will alleviate this 
sporadic problem. 

Productivity
Achieving optimum port productivity will 
drive competitive advantage for Busan as 
it serves to cap port costs and facilitate the 
delivery of consistent levels of reliability 
and customer service. To help with this, 
BPA has implemented a productivity 
assessment process for all its nine terminal 
operators – this is undertaken annually 
to evaluate each terminal’s productivity 
per crane and per berth. As an incentive, 
BPA awards a prize to the most efficient 
terminal operator each year and offers 

them the opportunity to visit other 
advanced terminals in other countries 
to study best practice and alternative 
solutions. Taking this a step further, BPA 
offers financial assistance to its terminal 
operators to continually upgrade and 
modernise their cargo handling equipment. 
This is generally through using its leverage 
to subsidise the interest rate gap on an 
annual basis which is already having a 
significant effect. 

Environmental awareness
With green imperatives featuring on 
the agenda of most shipping companies, 
Busan was the first port in Northeast 
Asia to implement the Environmental 
Ship Index. Clean ships which score 31 
ports or more on this index will receive a 
15% discount on the GT portion of their 
port dues. In the port itself, BPA has 
already implemented power conversion 
to electricity for its RTGs which helps 
to drastically reduce carbon emissions. In 
addition, more environmentally friendly 
lighting and heating - such as solar power 

20 million TEU: 
Busan’s 2015 goal

Kim Li-Tack, President, Busan Port Authority, Busan, South Korea 
(Kim Li-Tack will become Secretary-General of the IMO on January 1, 2016)

70   Edit ion 67: September 2015 www.por ttechnolog y.org

MEGA-SHIP READY



– has been installed in many of the onsite 
warehouse facilities.  

Safety
Recently, the port has created a Busan Port 
Safety Checks Council which comprises 
the port together with the terminals and 
other related organisations. The council 
is responsible for implementing joint 
safety checks on a regular basis, within a 
systematic framework, to reduce risk and 
pre-empt any safety related issue. Zero 
accidents remains BPA’s goal.

Regional context
Asia continues to play a major role in 
global containerised seaborne trade. China 
is the world’s leading manufacturer, and 
other emerging nations such as Vietnam 
and Malaysia are fuelling the growth in 
containerised cargoes. To support this 
growth, many Asian ports, including 
Busan, continue to invest in infrastructure. 

Of the 18.6 million TEU that was 
handled through the port in 2014, just 
over half was transhipment cargo with 

the remainder destined for Korea itself. 
This was the first year that transhipment 
volumes overtook domestic cargo. In 2015 
and beyond, Busan expects transhipment 
volumes to continue to grow as Asian 
economies and manufacturing bases 
expand. The Korean domestic economy 
is experiencing a slow-down and so local 
cargo is not expected to grow significantly. 
That said transhipment growth should 
take the combined port throughput to 20 
million TEU by the end of 2015. 

Shipping alliances
Growth in containership sizes and the 
formation of global alliances is also 
helping Busan’s growth ambitions. As a 
port capable of handling the very largest 
ships, coupled with its location, this has 
made the port the partner of choice in 
Northeast Asia. The trend for larger vessels 
has spurred on the need for smaller, feeder 
vessels to serve the local ports. Port calls at 
Busan have grown accordingly as operators 
are starting to see the benefits of using a 
modern, efficient and well connected port.
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About the organisation

In  2003 , the  Korean  cent ra l 
government  handed  over  the 
management of Busan Port to
a newly organised port authority to 
develop Busan Port into one of the 
world’s leading ports, planning to take 
full advantage of the port authority 
system. To achieve this goal, the
Port Authority Act was established 
and the Busan Port Authority (BPA) 
was founded on Jan 1, 2004. BPA is 
responsible for the development of 
the port facility and port operations, 
research activities for port development, 
port operations and human resources 
in the port, the operations and 
management of the integrated logistics 
terminal and the port distribution 
facility, the development of port worker 
welfare and the implementation of 
projects delegated by central and local 
government.
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