
More and more ports and terminals 
are thinking of implementi ng automated 
practi ces. This certainly promises to be 
one of the defi ning issues for ports in the 
coming decades. Although automati on 
could certainly make sense for some ports, 
this could come at a cost: social costs. 
Although trade unions do not seem to be 
categorically against port automati on, they 
can be criti cal and oft en have the power 
to seriously disturb port operati ons and 
undermine port att racti veness via strikes. 
So ports that would like to introduce 
automati on are bett er off  doing this 
without annoying trade unions. Below are 
fi ve lessons extracted from practi ces from 
ports around the world that can aid when 
dealing with automati on and powerful 
unions.

1: AUTOMATE WHEN CARGO GROWS 
This is a basic requirement for any terminal 
capacity that has been added in a port, but 
it is even more important for automated 
terminals. In the case of negati ve or 
moderate growth, a new terminal is most 
likely going to cannibalise (eat the other 

terminals by taking their cargo). If a newly 
automated terminal begins to do this it is 
likely going to mean net job losses within 
a port. 

The situati on is diff erent in the case 
of strong cargo growth: a new terminal 
can benefi t from strong growth without 
taking cargo from other terminals and 
will thereby create jobs, considering that 
fully-automated terminals also need staff , 
albeit less staff  than a non-automated 
terminal would have created. This cyclical 
eff ect is a double edged sword: periods of 
slow cargo growth are generally economic 
downturns in which unemployment rates 
rise; therefore regional job losses are all 
the less desirable. The 2016 port strike 
in Rott erdam can be explained in these 
terms: automati on of the two automated 
container terminals of Maasvlakte 2 would 
have passed more easily if they would have 
started in a strong growth era, as opposed 
to automati ng in a turbulent market.

2: PRIORITISE GREENFIELD AUTOMATION
There are two reasons why it makes more 
sense to automate greenfi eld ports or 

terminals than existi ng terminals. Firstly, 
automati ng an existi ng terminal always 
means fi nding a soluti on for people that 
may become redundant. Someti mes this is 
unproblemati c (for example when there is 
a port-wide deal for workers) but most of 
the ti me this is not the case. The second 
reason – which is unrelated to trade 
unions – is that automated terminals have 
diff erent equipment, such as automated 
guided vehicles (AGVs) and automated 
stacking cranes. Therefore most terminals 
cannot simply retrofi t their equipment, but 
would have to replace equipment, and this 
can be costly. Moreover, getti  ng the most 
out of automati on would require a special 
terminal design.

3: INTEGRATE AUTOMATION WITH LABOUR 
CONDITIONS
This is what made automati on in the 
1990s at the ECT terminals in Rott erdam 
acceptable to unions. Within the same 
negoti ati on on automati on, an agreement 
was reached on bett er pay and early 
reti rement programmes for existi ng 
workers. Many unions understand that 
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automation cannot be stopped, but they are 
often prepared to push for postponement 
as long and as hard as possible. Adding 
some sweet to the sour can do miracles in 
assuring a smooth implementation. 

4: OFFER A SHARE OF PRODUCTIVITY 
GAINS
This is a measure in line with the approach 
described above: give workers an incentive 
to actually actively like automation. One 
way to do this could be to offer workers 
a share in the productivity gains from 
automation. This has been done at 
the Container Terminal Altenwerder in 
Hamburg, where worker pay is linked 
to the overall productivity gains from 
automation and individual productivity. 
Ways to guarantee that such productivity 
gains actually materialise is to school and 
upgrade existing terminal workers to be 
part of the new automated terminal.

5: COMMUNICATE WITH TRADE UNIONS 
Stronger unions are an advantage rather 
than a disadvantage to terminals because 
they can be effective intermediaries to 
implement change. This is unfortunately 
not well understood very often. There are 
cases of port automation where the main 
motivation seems to be to get rid of unions 
and this obviously creates immediate 
suspicion and tension. As a side-remark: 
one of the motivations for introducing 
remote ship-to-shore crane operators 
could be to make port workers less 
militant, transforming dockworkers into 
office workers. Different job types and less 
port workers certainly poses challenges for 
the survival of port-based trade unions. 
However, automation is never a remedy 
for bad relations between a port and a 
trade union. Involving unions at an early 
stage when considering automation will be 
more effective than forcing it upon them; 
building trust is essential. 

SUMMARY
One could wonder if the timing is right for 
massive full-scale terminal automation. 
The main critical factor is sluggish global 
trade growth; that makes everything more 
complicated. In that context, automation 
will imply job losses when unemployment 
is rising in a general context. A gloomy 
outlook also means that the development 
of new terminals will be put on hold. 
Therefore automation would have to take 
place in existing terminals, which is more 
complicated. Add to this the challenges of 
mega-ships, which require great flexibility 
to adapt to cargo peaks. Automation adds 
fixed costs to terminal operations; adapting 
to inconstant mega-ship peaks might 
require more flexibility that labour pools 
could actually provide a better service for.
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