
Shipping, it goes without saying, is a critical 
industry within the rapidly evolving global 
economy and one that will be impacted 
hugely by the evolution of technology. 
Whilst the shipping industry is a notoriously 
conservative one, it is not immune to the 
advances of technology and we cannot avoid 
embracing it. If current industry players 
don’t, others will, and we could risk losing 
our relevance and be replaced. 

At the same time, shipping itself is already 
evolving in other ways. Broader alliances 
between shipping lines has created a 
‘Power Four’ of 2M, Ocean Three, G6 and 
CKYHE; giving individual companies within 
each alliance the benefits of larger, more 
cost-effective networks (allowing them 
to pool and use their largest and most 
efficient vessels). Vessel sizes themselves 
continue to increase, with fewer ports able 
to accommodate them, and increasing 
concerns about how they will. 

Of course, these factors are creating new 
demands on ports, which increasingly need 

to compete to attract ‘super’ shipping lines. 
Super ships need super ports, with enhanced 
physical infrastructure and technology to 
support them. In turn, the new breed of 
super ports will require new technologies 
and skillsets to establish a foothold in the 
new world of shipping and thrive.

That’s where automation makes its 
entrance, as ports and terminals look 
towards automated technologies to cope 
and compete in this increasingly complex 
landscape. 

Promising all the benefits of safety, 
reliability, efficiency and reduced human 
error, automation aims to speed-up loading 
and unloading and allow ports to quickly 
process the increased throughput that 
super shipping lines, and their super ships, 
will bring with them. It is clear there is 
huge opportunity in raising port efficiency, 
with 45% of all container vessels currently 
delayed by over eight hours upon arrival. 

Whilst we’re at the beginning of the 
transformation curve, with stakeholders 

across the industry beginning to take the 
concept and benefits of automation more 
seriously, ports, terminals, shipping lines and 
their suppliers need to start to take practical 
steps now to enable the ‘Port of the Future’. 

NAVIGATING A DATA LAKE
Accommodating automation, and ensuring 
it is effective, will require a fundamental 
shift in the way many ports and terminals 
approach operations. At the heart of 
automation is data; its capture, analysis and, 
most importantly, its transformation into 
actionable insights. If ports are to evolve 
to compete, they will need to put data at 
the heart of operations, using it to inform 
real time and strategic decision making, as 
well as offering the opportunity to remove 
‘best guesses’ thanks to robust data sets and 
machine learning.

Given the hugely conservative nature 
of the industry, and the fact we’ve really 
evolved relatively minimally in the past 50 
years, this will require a significant shift in 
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mindset. In fact, long-established facilities, 
shipping lines and suppliers will need to 
adopt a ‘start-up’ mentality to ensure 
they don’t get left behind. Doing the same 
old thing will inevitably mean becoming 
irrelevant and potentially being replaced. 
The new business currency is data: it’s time 
to collect it, and learn how to use it. If you’re 
in the shipping business, you’re now in the 
technology business. 

A key facet of this is access. To drive up 
efficiencies throughout the whole supply 
chain, there are multiple stakeholders that 
need to be kept informed in real time. 
Data access needs to be democratised: to 
be available consistently and securely. We 
require a shipping data lake, a repository 
with the ability to handle millions of tasks 
and access requests at once. Within that, 
stakeholders will need their own data lakes, 
as well as collection and management 
capabilities. This clearly requires new 
infrastructure and skills that many currently 
operating in the industry simply don’t have. 

With that said, I spoke to futurologist Gerd 
Leonhard recently, who raised the point that, 
in the future, access to data will be more 
important than the ownership of it. Ports, 
terminals, shipping lines and suppliers, will 
all share and exchange their data within a 
common platform, one that’s accessible by 
everyone. In turn, those that upload their 
data will benefit from having access to 
everyone else’s. This strongly collaborative 
structure is one that may seem like a huge 
step to take. Again, the industry will need 
skills and infrastructure that we simply 
don’t currently have. There will have to be 
a fundamental shift in the market mindset, 
we will have to adopt a ‘fast fail’, start-up 
mentality and commit to a sharing economy. 

In short, the future isn’t about doing 
one thing well, it’s about connecting to 
everybody around you that is doing adjacent 
things well. This will mean forging mutually 
beneficial relationships with clients and the 
potential for new forms of joint ventures 
with competitors and start-ups. In this 
context, it will be interesting to see how 
industry bodies evolve, since there will be 
democratised access to open source data, 
and hyper-collaborative ports and terminals 
that are looking to each other for guidance 
and best practice. 

SUPPLIER SUPPORT
Suppliers will also need to find ways to 
evolve their offerings and business models to 
support the Port of the Future. They will need 
to move far beyond simply manufacturing 
and supplying products. They will need to be 
able to offer services in four ways:
• Objects: We will still require physical 

infrastructure and suppliers to supply it. 
However, equipment needs to become 
smart, the pieces that make up a port 

will increasingly have to communicate 
with each other. This will require a 
dedicated communications network, the 
foundation on which data management, 
information sharing and collaboration 
will be built

• Data: Ports and terminals will need to be 
able to collect, standardise and manage 
data. They will need to be able to make it 
useful, in turn, this management of large 
volumes of data will require more robust 
IT infrastructure

• Data as a service: As well as being able 
to collect and manage data, stakeholders 
will need to be able to offer it back to 
customers in a useful, insightful way. 
This will require treatment and analytics 
expertise, and data management support, 
which will require software development 
and port operations expertise

• Integrated solutions: The ‘objects’ 
that suppliers supply will no longer be 
enough, they will increasingly become 
commoditised, so suppliers need to add 
value in other ways, in assisting with 
integrated planning, holistic optimisation, 
collaboration and advanced integration 
amongst ports. This in itself will require 
software and ocean supply chain 
expertise

IMMEDIATE EVOLUTION
Shipping is ripe for disruption, and we need 
to evolve immediately. We’re already seeing 
huge change in certain places – take the 
obvious example of the Port of Rotterdam 
and its fully automated container terminal. 
Other facilities need to act now to keep up. 
As suppliers, we’re only too aware of the 
need to support them. 

For our part, we’re starting to look at how 
we can evolve our business model and our 
offering so that we’re best placed to support 
the Port of the Future. We’ve begun by 
building on our current core competencies, 
which span from vessel approach, through 
docking, mooring, transfer and departure. 

We’re focusing heavily on systems 
integration and data: two key components 
that we believe will help us support even 
the most progressive port owners and 

operators in the future. We’re looking at 
how we can evolve our current offering 
to elicit data driven insights that will prove 
valuable to our customers in future and we 
look forward to sharing more of our strategy 
as it evolves. 
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