
The advent of mega-ships has come about 
primarily as the result of improved slot cost 
economics. Being able to move more freight 
on cargo vessels that can operate with less 
fuel expenditure and lower operating cost 
per unit gives advantages to the shipper 
in better freight rates and to the shipping 
lines in less expense. Competitive and 
marketplace realities result in such savings 
being passed along, at least in part, to 
the BCOs (Beneficial Cargo Owners) and 
ultimately to the consumer. While the 
consumer is not overly concerned with how 
all this happens, it takes a lot of effort to get 
this result. 

Recently the performance of several 
cargo terminals has come under scrutiny 
because there have been a number of 
issues resulting in overly congested facilities 
slowing down and not being able to get 
the cargo or the vessels in and out of the 
terminals in a timely fashion. The terminals 
have improved their performance. However, 
the operators are taking too much credit 
for metrics that are derived from baselines, 
which are artificially low to begin with.

CARRIER PERFORMANCE 
In order to ensure a continuous supply 
of what we consume, cargo vessels must 
maintain a rigid schedule and on time 
performance. The majority of the various 
shipping schedules are run to a proforma 
that shipping lines put together as part of 
their marketing and operating strategies. 
Such schedules normally work toward a 
weekly fixed day arrival in each port and 
the intention of making the same port 
calls in any given proforma. They include 
transit time of the vessels between ports, 
availability of berthing space and cargo 
handling equipment (cranes, yard vehicles, 
and yard handling machinery), availability 
of stevedoring labour, the productivity of 
discharging and loading the vessels, and 
capacity within the cargo terminals. The 
transportation industry considers an 80- -90% 
on time performance of container vessels 
as fairly good. So, two vessels out of every 
10 arriving late are acceptable. While some 
contingency is built into these schedules, 
waiting for cargo operations in a terminal 
as a result of any of the above factors is 
unacceptable. It can also be very costly.

Within certain limits, terminal operators 
strive to improve upon their vessel 
stevedoring productivity, normally stated 
in berth moves per hour (bmph). Simply 
put, this is a figure of how many hours 
the vessels are berthed divided into the 
total containers loaded and discharged 
(total lifts) on the vessels. 10,000 lifts 
accomplished in 48 hours equals 208 
bmph. Terminal operators also look at how 
many stevedoring cranes such productivity 
requires. If they can manage 25 moves 
per hour (mph) per quay crane then the 
above example requires 8 cranes. 30 mph 
lowers the crane requirement to 7 cranes. 
This assumes the vessel starts stevedoring 
upon berthing and has no down time or 
non- -productive time while alongside the 
quay. The terminal operator also must 
ensure an adequate supply of support 
equipment and labour. Most importantly, 
however, is the landside operation. There 
must be adequate space to discharge the 
vessels and unimpeded access to the export 
freight already in the terminal. The cost 
of operating such facilities is significant. 
It  includes the equipment operating and 
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capital cost, terminal landside leases, 
significant IT expenses, and terminal 
operating systems (TOS). In other words, 
the terminal operating cost is far from 
free, as some stakeholders don’t always 
recognise.

DWELL TIME
Apart from being impacted by stevedoring 
operations, the efficiency and capacity of 
cargo terminals are also impacted by the 
dwell time of the freight within the facilities. 
Bringing export freight into a facility too 
long before the arrival of a vessel will cause 
congestion, as will leaving import freight in 
the terminal too long after discharge. 

In an ideal situation the dwell time of 
any type of freight should be less than 2- -3 
days. There are free time allowances to 
BCO’s along these lines for freight being 

delivered or picked up locally. Unfortunately 
there are many BCO’s who do not adhere to 
these standards and either pay additional 
storage charges or negotiate more free 
time. The mistake terminal operators often 
make, and BCO’s come to expect, is to 
forget that their facilities are not there for 
cargo storage. Such factors invariably result 
in congestion within a facility that impacts 
vessel operations, as well as the gate where 
the local cargo must be turned over to, or 
received from the BCO. In addition to the 
gate dynamics is the issue of freight moving 
to or from rail operations. This cargo must 
move to or from a rail facility that is located 
outside a terminal (off dock facilities), or 
to and from rail operations that are within 
the terminal (on dock facilities). Either way, 
this creates another set of requirements 
demanding that the facilities are not 
congested.

CONCLUSION 
BCO’s rarely accept that their actions are 
part of the causals for container terminal 
congestion. Likewise, the regulatory 
bodies (FCC, EEC etcetera) don’t take the 
time to fully understand this reality. Their 
approaches to issues are primarily directed 
at the terminal operators and shipping 
lines as the main culprits, when often the 
information from and actions of the BCO’s 
add greatly to the difficulties of the terminal 
and vessel operators. 

By no means are the operators innocent, 
however. There have been efforts at 
running night time terminal gate arrivals 
and departures, establishing port chassis 
pools that can be interchanged among 
different users, adding container handling 
equipment within the terminals to speed 
up productivity, and more far reaching 
communication between the terminal 
operators and the vessel operators. There 
is much, still, that needs to be done. These 
advances are not universally supported, 
especially by BCO’s. The regulatory bodies 

don’t totally understand the dynamics, 
details, or expenses involved with such 
programs. This leads to uninformed 
discussions which result in poor 
assumptions about the reality of what is 
required to address the issues.
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SUGGESTED APPROACH
• Take a much closer and informed look 

at the operating Key Performance 
Indicators of the terminals. This will 
include not only the vessel, yard, and 
gate performance, but also the dwell 
time of the freight

• The attitude about the interaction of 
the vessels and the terminals has to 
change.   The   two   components   are   
merely   conveyor   belts,   not   storage 
facilities. Put storage facilities off dock. 
Move the export freight to the marine 
terminals when necessary, and the 
import freight off the marine terminals 
immediately

• Big Data and advanced TOS programs 
need to be enhanced and employed 
to allow for collection, analysis, and 
management of real time data. It isn’t  
cheap

• Consider agreements that will provide 
for management of import and export 
cargo for multiple lines and BCO’s in 
multiple terminals. The same needs 
to include multiple VSA’s (and their 
member lines) that may be operating in 
different facilities

• Reinstitute the concept of neutral 
Tonnage Centers that can coordinate 
the operations among all these 
facilities, and the multiple shipping 
lines within multiple VSA’s. It is no 
different than an airport control tower

Over capacity in the various trades has 
resulted in freight rates that are some 
of the lowest in history. Addressing 
congestion will require investment. There 
is no stomach for that by the vessel or 
terminal operators on their own. BCO’s 
have to be willing to partner in these 
expenses for sustained success.
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