
With the increasing size of vessels and 
alliances formed by large shipping lines, 
call sizes keep on increasing, putting a lot of 
stress on the ports and terminals handling 
these vessels. Turnaround time and cost 
are often the most important drivers for a 
shipping line to call at a terminal, and this 
paper addresses the impact of the ever-
increasing call sizes, and how terminals can 
manage increased capacities.

Alliances
It is common knowledge that shipping lines 
are consolidating and forming alliances. 
There are several reasons for this:
• To improve customer service by having 

more regular services between ports
• To reduce costs by consolidating cargo 

on vessels, making better use of the 
vessel capacity and thus having better 
return on the investment made when 
procuring the vessels

• To reduce competition by joining 
hands, thereby creating a tool with 
which to manage and control prices 
for shippers/importers. Clearly, 
shipping lines will argue that by 
making use of their scale, they reduce 
the freight rates. The carriers use the 
alliance argument to say that they 
reduce the overall cost for shippers

• To have more buying power when 
negotiating terminal handling costs 
with terminals

• To reduce the port dues when 
n e go t i a t i n g  a n d  c on c l u d i n g 
agreements with port authorities

From the carrier perspective, these are 
primary arguments, but there are many 
more. The fact of the matter is that alliances 
are formed. These alliances operate ever-
larger vessels and want to reduce the 
number of stopovers en route. In doing so, 
call sizes and the number of boxes loaded/
discharged in a particular port of call keeps 
on increasing. These boxes will then be 
distributed by smaller vessels, rail or truck 
to the final port of destination, or vice versa 
when looking at exports.

What alliances expect from 
terminals
Shipping lines, carriers and alliances usually 
all have similar requirements. They all 
expect to berth on arrival with no waiting 
time whatsoever. Once berthed, carriers 
expect operations - loading and discharging 
- to start with the shortest possible delay, 
and operations to be completed as soon as 
possible. It is evident that operations need 
to comply with quality standards matching 
industry requirements that adhere to safety 
and security rules and regulations. On top of 
this, carriers expect flexibility: one container 
that goes on one vessel is expected to be able 
to be shifted onto another vessel, even at the 
very last moment. When alliance members 
share vessel slots, it may even become more 
complicated, because they might start 
competing for slots on the same vessel. In 
addition, line managers expect information 
about what is happening, at any point in time 
with full transparency.

The problems for terminal 
operators
The business of a terminal operator is to 
load and discharge vessels, store containers 
for a limited period of time and deliver 
or receive them at the landside. That is, 
in essence, the business of a terminal 
operator. Terminal operators provide a 
service and want to do that as efficiently as 
possible. The basis on which they conduct 
their business is in accurate and available 
information. If any information is not 
correct, or not available on time, each and 
every planning process will result in an 
operational nightmare, causing costs and 
delays resulting from shutting moves that 
cannot be avoided.

Careful planning is not a luxury for 
terminal operators, it is a must. Since call 
sizes increase, and turnaround time needs 
to be kept to a minimum, more berth space 
needs to be available and more cranes need 
to be deployed to meet carrier requirements. 
After all, a crane can only do, when 
operated to its limits, 40-45 gross moves 
per hour, depending on the crane and its 

driver. For a call size of 5,000 moves, and 
a requested turnaround time of 24 hours, 5 
cranes need to be deployed. This takes into 
account delays, hatch cover moves and meal 
breaks, but no breakdowns or any other 
delays. The crane is a very important step in 
the processes, but since processes in logistics 
are sequential, every subsequent step needs 
to match and at least be able to process the 
output of the crane.

How terminal operators can win
The first requirement for a terminal to be 
efficient, productive, effective and to limit 
expenditure, is to have well-trained, skilled 
and motivated management and staff. 
Clearly, real estate, storage areas, handling 
equipment and acces via sea and land needs 
to be available. These are the basic resources.

Managing resources to provide customers 
with the service they expect requires adapted, 
performing and integrated tools allowing 
managers to oversee the entire process from 
sea to land and the other way around. Tools 
are meaningless without people using them 
with knowledge and managers are helpless 
without the right tools. Subsequently, tools 
and management go hand-in-hand.

IT Systems and TOS systems need to 
be able to plan and forecast each and every 
single aspect of the terminal process. With 
increasing call sizes, demanding customer 
expectations, congestion, constraints in terms 
of berthing space and crane availability, 
this becomes even more important. Yes, a 
terminal can invest heavily in additional 
quay walls and in extra quay cranes and other 
resources, but whether investments generate 
additional return is the key factor. 

The answer is that they probably will 
not because equipment will stand idle for a 
number of hours per year. When a balance 
is found between optimum quay length 
and equipment for a terminal, optimisation 
can be determined based on expected 
services and call sizes, as well as the use of 
simulation systems. Terminal management 
needs to work within these constraints and 
get the most out of the available berthing 
space and equipment.
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Getting the most out of available 
resources
This is where a good, integrated TOS 
comes into play. Without integrated 
planning, operations in mega-ports and 
terminals may become a nightmare: 
delays, lost boxes, bad resource planning, 
sky rocketing cost, loss of customers, and 
potentially the worst of all, damage to 
reputation and standing in the industry.

Just planning these days is not sufficient. A 
TOS needs integrated simulation capabilities 
to forecast and predict issues before they 
occur during the planning phase. Finding 
remedies before the start of operations is 
clearly much better than sending emergency 
response when unforeseen - not previously 
detected or unplanned - situations occur due 
to bad preparation and planning. RBS TOPS 
firmly believes in real-time integration of 
each and every process in its true real-time 
TOS.

Conclusion
For owners mega-ports and terminals are a 
blessing, if the balance between investment 
and return is right. For carriers, mega-ports 
and terminals will have the investment 
power to keep pace with growing vessel 
sizes and increasing call sizes. On the 
condition that the entire chain of processes 
is managed in a transparant and integrated 
way utilising accurate and available 
information and benefitting from historical 

data. Effective efficiency on a terminal 
starts with solid berth planning driving the 
entire flow. Berth planning with automation 
capabilities and simulation features 
built into a TOS does not only allow the 

planning, scheduling and managing of 
berths, but also, and equally importantly, 
the quay cranes, associated labour force, 
horizontal transport, vertical transport and 
the stacking space.
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