
The importance of having reliable and 
accurate statistical data is crucial in all 
economic and social sectors. In the port 
area, until a few years ago, the most 
important data was that released by ports 
or port authorities. The reason for this 
lies in the fact that ports provide the data 
on punctuality and speed, usually one or 
two months after the end of a year.

EUROSTAT
In Europe, Eurostat collect, process and 
disseminate statistical data for ports. 
It does this through the cooperation 
of the National Statistical Institutes of 
the EU Member States. The methods of 
collection and processing are different 
from those used by individual ports. 
Also the timing of diffusion is slower, in 
December each year we know the data of 
European ports for the previous year.

Today, however, things have changed 
since the introduction of two European 
Regulations (No 1315/2013 and No 
1316/2013) that has attached great 
importance to statistics from Eurostat. 

This paper presents the differences 
about the traffic data of the main EU 
ports between Eurostat statistics and 
those gathered by ESPO (Association of 
European Ports - which makes use of data 
provided by individual ports).

This comparison has been tested for 
years at Italian ports. Table 1 takes into 
consideration only the ports that belong 
to the top 20 EU rank and also provided 
their data to ESPO (additional sources: UK 
Department of Transport and Assoporti).

WHY 2014
The year 2014 is taken as reference as 
it is the most updated according to the 
Eurostat source. It may be noted that, 
apart from London, data from ESPO is 
higher than that of Eurostat (or equal for 
the other UK ports).

Table 2 shows the complete data of 
Eurostat for the main European ports.

CONCENTRATION OF VOLUME
Another thing to note is that over time 
the degree of concentration of European 

ports has increased. The Top 20 ports in 
Europe in 2007 accounted for 40.6% of 
the total traffic while in 2014 have gone 
to 43.8%. The same thing happened 
for the first three ports, i.e. Rotterdam, 
Antwerp and Hamburg rose from 16.6% 
to 19.2% in the same period.

It is well known that, while Eurostat 
considers only the gross weight of goods 
handled in single port, usually almost all 
Port Authorities include in their statistics 
even the data referring to the tare of 
containers and, sometimes, even the 
tare of trailers or trucks. Table 3 focuses 
on the first 10 European ports, analysing 
the data by cargo type. General cargo 
includes containerised cargo, RoRo 
goods, and other goods.

If we consider that in 2014, according 
to Eurostat data, Rotterdam handled 
11.6 million TEU, Hamburg 9.8 million 
and Antwerp 8.8 million, and estimating 
that the average tare weight of each TEU 
equals to two tonnes, applying those 
corrections to the data of every port, the 
difference (i.e. ESPO vs Eurostat) for the 
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Table 1: Gross weight of goods handled in each port (Y. 2014) – unit: thousand tonnes
*Source: UK Department for Transport
** Source: Assoporti

Table 2: Top 20 EU ports – Gross weight of goods handled in each port – unit: thousand tonnes. Source: Eurostat
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total traffic is the following: a) Rotterdam 
+0.0%; b) Antwerp +0.5%; c) Hamburg 
+0.1%. By making this type of correction 
(defining the new data as data equalised)  
to the traffic on the Top 20 Rank, all ports 
fall within a difference of 5%, excluding 
Valencia (+14%), Trieste (+18%), Genova 
(+8%) and Dunkerque (+20%).

It's important to note that both Eurostat 
and ESPO count the container traffic in 
transhipment two times, thereby causing 
an alteration between maritime traffic 
(i.e. goods with a hinterland destination) 
and port traffic (i.e. roughly cranes and 
RoRo movements).

Comparing the Port Authorities' data 
(equalised) and the Eurostat data for the 
period 2005-2014, the % change for the 
Top 3 European ports fall in range around 
-2% and +4%, with an high degree of 
reliability for the biggest European ports. 
The excellent quality of the data provided 

by the Port Authorities of the top 
European ports is not, however, typical of 
all the ports included in the top 20 rank. 
The Italian case (Genova and Trieste), for 
example, shows that the % change falls in 
the range of around +8% and +30%.

THE TEN-T REGULATIONS
The EU Regulation 1315/2013 (hereafter 
‘the Regulation’), as is known, establishes 
a new concept of the trans-European 
transport network (TEN-T) as expressed 
below:

“The trans-European transport 
network should best be developed 
through a dual-layer structure consisting 
of a comprehensive network and a 
core network based on a common 
and transparent methodology, those 
two layers being the highest level of 
infrastructure planning within the Union”.

Article 20 - point 2 - of the Regulation 
clarifies the criteria for inclusion of 
seaports in the comprehensive network. 
For the ports of the core network nothing 
is said apart from they should have "the 
availability of alternative clean fuels".

However, the preparatory work of the 
Commission shows that the core ports 
must meet at least one of the following 
criteria: 
• Seaports belonging to a primary city node
• To have a total annual throughput 

(taking as a basis the average of the 
most recent three years of Eurostat 
data) > 1% of the EU total through 
an interpolation formula that, for the 
i-th port, provides the sum of two 
separate addenda considered from 
the following categories: a) bulk cargo; 
b) non-bulk cargo, and the subsequent 
comparison with the average values of 
reference for each addend calculated 
for the whole EU seaports

• Access to NUTS 1 Region: The largest 
seaport per each NUTS 1 Region with 
access to sea, for each continuous 
coastline

EU Member States which have obtained 
the highest number of ports included in 
the core list were UK and Italy with 14 
ports each (considering Felixstowe and 
Harwich as different ports), and Spain 
with 13 ports.

The number of core ports proposed in 
2011 by the European Commission was 
increased during the process of approval 
of the Regulations by both the European 
Parliament and the Council. It’s important 
to note that the core requirement is the 
main element for access to most of the 
European funds allocated in accordance 
with the Regulation No 1316/2013, 
establishing the Connecting Europe 
Facility.

Table 3 Focus:  Top 10 EU Ports (Y. 2014) – unit: thousand tonnes
*Source: UK Department for Transport

BREXIT BLUES 

Britain leaving the European Union ‘Brexit’ 
will certainly influence the future port 
statistics in the EU. In 2014, UK ports, 
according to Eurostat, handled 503.2 
million tonnes of cargoes (13.3 % of the EU 
total throughput), ranking second after The 
Netherlands.

Of these, 45% were for traffic with other 
EU Countries (especially The Netherlands, 
France and Belgium both for imports and 
for exports).

It’s clear that the future of these trades 
will depend on several geopolitical factors 
including the exchange rate of sterling 
against other European currencies, the 
agreements to be signed in the field of 
foreign trade, and the rules on maritime 
transport goods (which are now more 
restrictive compared to other modes of 
transport).
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UNION ASSISTANCE 
In the transport sector, the amount 
of union financial assistance shall not 
exceed a maximum of 20% of eligible 
costs for infrastructure projects in ports 
that rises to 30% for projects relating to 
the Motorways of the Sea. For ports that 
belong to Member States eligible for 
funding from the Cohesion Fund, the co-
financing percentages are even higher. 

It’s therefore clear that belonging to 
the network of a ports core opens up 
great prospects for European funds for 
infrastructure development. The proposal 
of the Commission of 2011, concerned 
the ports traffic from 2007 to 2009, when 
the crisis was in progress, but 2007 and 
2008 were two very good years for the 
European maritime sector.

CORE PORT THROUGHPUT
European ports know that in the 
Regulation not all core ports exceed the 
threshold of throughput. For example, 
in Italy the other criteria were used 
to include Naples, Bari, Palermo and 
Ancona.  

However, the crisis has left its mark for 
the EU; the total traffic of 2014, in fact, 
is still more than 170 million tons less 
than in 2007. What if we were to apply 
the criteria of the Regulation to the 2012-
2014 period (the latest available data by 
Eurostat)?

The quotients EU 28 are equal to 
22.851 thousand tonnes for bulk cargo 
and 14.652 thousand tonnes for non-
bulk cargo (unitised and not unitised). 
The answer is that some European ports 
would not reach the criterion of traffic 
thresholds.

REVISION OF THE REGULATION 
One particular aspect of economic crisis 
– in  my opinion – is that if the Regulation 
saws its implementation today, e.g. La 
Spezia, the second Italian port gateway 
for containers (despite 1.26 million TEU 
assigned by Eurostat in 2014; 1.30 million 
TEU according to the Port Authority), would 
be excluded from  the list of core ports. 

The revision of the Regulation is 
scheduled for 2023, but from 2015 the 
Member States should report every two 
years to the Commission the changes 
that occurred to their programmes in a 
positive or negative way (for the latter 
over a statistical period of six years). 
Furthermore the concept of “core” node 
is not static but dynamic.

In order to have greater efficiency in 
the quality of European port policy, the 
number of ports belonging to the core list 
should be reduced overall.
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Figure 1 Comparison Espo (equalised) and Eurostat data for selected European ports – unit: change %
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