
Ports have been ever-present throughout human civilisation, yet only 
in recent times have we witnessed the emergence of mega-ports. 
Mega-ports can be considered truly indispensable nodes of the current 
globalised economic system. But what are mega-ports, who needs them, 
how does a port become one of them, and should we be glad about them; 
these are the questions that this paper seeks to address.

WHAT IS A MEGA-PORT?
There are three dimensions to a mega-port: the cargo volume it handles, 
the economic value it represents, and the land and water surface it utilises. 
Therefore, a mega-port can be ‘mega’ because of large throughput, 
economic force or sheer physical size. These dimensions can go together, 
but do not necessarily. For example, there are ports that handle a lot of 
cargo but do not generate that much economic value, because they do 
not have trade clusters (such as Singapore), industrial estates (such as 
Rotterdam) or thriving waterfronts (such as Barcelona) connected to the 
port. A mega-port has the power to contribute up to a third of a regional 
economy. 

There is a large variety in the size of port areas; some ports have large 
logistical and industrial areas integrated in or connected to a port, and 
some mega-ports take up to a third of the land surface of the city they 
are serving. I would suggest that only the ports that combine these three 
characteristics could be considered true mega-ports. 

WHO NEEDS MEGA-PORTS?
The development of a mega-port is driven by three forces: mega-ships, 
mega-cities and the facilitation of a globalised economic model. Ever-
larger ship size naturally implies larger terminals and ports as quays need 
to be longer and yards need to be bigger to accommodate larger ships. 
Moreover, economies of scale on the shipping side only make sense if 
port time is reduced, so larger ship size has meant the concentration of 
cargo in fewer ports. This means big ports get bigger, while smaller ports 
decline in mass. Mega-ships have also led to consolidation in the shipping 
sector which has in turn fuelled port concentration. The contemporary 
trend towards intensified collaboration via alliances in container shipping 
will lead to winners and losers in the ports sector.

Another important factor is urbanisation and the emergence of mega-
cities. This means that more cargo movements are concentrated in and 
around urban centres, therefore activity is becoming less scattered 
around the coastline. Urbanisation will continue at a rapid pace, especially 
in emerging economies, and this will result in mega-cities needing mega-
ports to cater for their needs. 

This creates a special challenge: ports need to be close to mega-cities 
to minimise land transport costs, but far enough from urban centres in 
order to be sustainable. All too often developing cities are constrained 
by an urban port that is no longer completely suitable for large ships but 
continues to occupy prime urban waterfront areas. Constructing a new 
mega-port can solve two problems at the same time – it liberates valuable 
urban land and gets a port site that is more suitable for large ships and 
efficient operations.

Over the last few decades spectacular trade growth has taken place which 
has fuelled maritime transport and port growth. This expansion of trade was 
built on a globalised economic model of outsourcing, global supply chains, 
and very cost-efficient maritime transport. Ports have been dubbed the 
‘frontline soldiers of globalisation’, and in line with that metaphor, mega-ports 
are destined to be the command centres of globalisation, essential nodes and 
cores of decision-making on the movement of global flows. One only has to 
review Hong Kong and Singapore’s activities to witness this in action.

HOW TO BECOME A MEGA-PORT
There are three key factors in establishing a mega-port:

PLANNING
First and foremost, before anything else, a port authority must plan ahead. 
This means planners should have a clear strategic vision and be ahead of 
the curve. The ‘curve’ being competitors. Reservation of land to realise the 
predefined vision is vitally important as it allows planners to strike when 
the time is right without delay. In order to implement the construction of a 
mega-port, one must show dexterity and courage. It is essential to defy the 
traffic prognoses that everybody else uses without creating white elephants, 
especially if there are concerns that the boom in intercontinental trade has 
come to an end.

INNOVATION
The second key factor after planning is innovation. Mega-ports often mean 
mega-complexity considering the wide variety of clients and trade routes 
coming together in one dynamic space. Building a mega-port is building for 
the future, so a keen interest in questioning business-as-usual and applying 
new technologies and inventions to the port business is required. It is more 
than reasonable to be cynical regarding a mega-port’s legitimacy if it does not 
have links to applied science and research and development. 

INTERLINKAGES
The third key factor relates to the creation of interlinkages within the local 
economy. It is not just the mega-port that counts – it is what the mega-port 
means to the local economy, or - more often - the economy of the mega-city or 
the country it services. This means facilitating clusters, creating incentives for 
high value added sectors somehow related to the port, and being attractive 
to decision-makers.

There are not a lot of ports that have managed to pull off these three tricks 
at the same time. But it is not impossible, as the example of Singapore shows.

SHOULD WE WELCOME MEGA-PORTS? 
This depends - as always - on perspective. One can be against mega-ports 
because they imply the decline of smaller ports. Shipping lines might actually 
prefer a larger variety of slightly smaller ports so that they have more choice, 
or - to put it more bluntly - more possibility to play one port against another 
for rates. Mega-ports can also be environmental hotspots because they 
concentrate a lot of the negative impacts that can be associated with ports 
and shipping, so they bear a large responsibility to be cleaner and greener.
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However, mega-ports are also great forces of progress. They are the arenas 
in which new ideas are tested and applied, and thus, where high-productivity 
can be attained. If planned well, mega-ports can be real, driving economic 
engines. As alluded to earlier, because of the added focus on mega-ports, 
they are actually often the greenest ports, as size justifies massive green 
investments.

CONCLUSION 
Recent decades have seen the emergence of mega-ports; ports that are 
gigantic in terms of cargo, economic value and the land (and sea) surface 

that they represent. The port sector is facing larger ships and larger cities 
as globalisation advances, and mega-ports are the logical response to this. 

Yet this is only just the beginning. Trade growth might have flattened, 
but there will be more mega-ports in the years to come, and even more 
effort to achieve mega-port status from authorities around the world. Not 
all of these efforts will be successful. Success is grounded in meticulous 
planning, a sincere interest in innovation, and the creation of links within 
the local economy. These factors must be harmonised to ensure success. 

A mega-port development can be a force for good, as long as we are 
prepared to get the most out of them as a collective. Sound ports policies 
are - more than ever before in history - of huge importance.
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Mega-ports provide big opportunities, as was highlighted in the article "The 
last few years of mega-ports". However, they are also risky undertakings. 
Over the last years, these risks have become more apparent. These are 
related to the possibilities of carriers to shifting cargo from one port to 
another. As ships have become bigger, carriers have merged and alliances 
become more important, these risks have become much more substantial 
than ever before. The article below assesses these risks and gives some 
suggestions on how to mitigate these.

For ports, growing bigger is a way to adapt to requirements of the 
shipping industry, as a way to stay relevant. Ships have become bigger, 
so ports will also need to get bigger in order to handle them effectively. 
We explained this in the article "The new era of mega-ports". Ports that 
are too small, with too many fragmented terminals and without sufficient 
quays, depth or yard space will become redundant. So, there is a logic of 
upsizing ports that follows the upsizing of ships.

This development is risky for ports, whilst growing bigger, your 
competitor ports are most likely doing something similar. In most parts 
of the world, there is competition between ports, so various ports will be 
vying for mega-port status - even if demand for container port capacity is 
lagging. 

This is the reality unfolding at the moment. In most world regions, 
port capacity is already far bigger than the demand for containerised 
goods. Over the last few years new container port capacity has been 
added irrespective of actual demand, similar to what has happened in the 
container shipping industry. Our projections show that also in the longer 
term (2030) the projected port capacity will be bigger than demand in 
most parts of the world. Too many ports for too little cargo means that 
some ports will become redundant.

For the moment, most of the ports that become redundant seem to be 
the smaller ports. In Europe, for example, the container ports that have 
seen spectacular decreases in their volumes are Taranto, Malaga and 
Savona; all ports that are located fairly closely to larger container ports 
that have done better.

But it also affects the biggest ports. A prominent example is the Belgian 
port of Zeebrugge, which in 2015, lost more than a quarter of its container 
volumes and saw one of its terminals become redundant: its container 
cranes were shipped to the nearby port of Antwerp. 

Such developments can be very abrupt and are related to increased 
concentration of the container shipping industry. Ports have become more 
dependent on one alliance, sometimes even on one carrier. Our research 
shows that half of the main Mediterranean container ports is for more 
than half of its Far East-Med volumes dependent on just one container 
shipping alliance. And the situation has gone worse since we wrote the 
article "The new era of mega-ports". Some of the largest carriers merged, 
the number of alliances will go from four to three in 2017 and some 
analysts are already speculating about a world of two alliances. 

HOW TO MITIGATE THIS RISK?
One way would be to halt the concentration in container shipping industry. 
This is obviously not in the hands of ports, but of competition authorities 
like the Federal Maritime Commission in the US and the European 
Commission. Their assessment of impacts of concentration in the shipping 
industry has been primarily focused on impacts on the clients of shipping 
companies, but they should also assess the impacts on ports  and the 
return on investments in port infrastructure.

Ports could mitigate risks by diversification. The room they have for 
diversifying shipping lines is limited, but they could try to reduce the risk 
of them changing ports by forging stronger links with shippers, so the 
clients of shipping lines. If shippers have a strong connection to a certain 
port, it will be more difficult for a shipping line to ignore this port. Even 
more so if value added activities take place in the port, that cannot easily 
be replicated in other ports. Diversification of activities could be another 
way to mitigate risks. Not only containers, not only cargo handling. 

And finally, an effective risk mitigation measure could be more 
coordination amongst ports. The risk of port redundancy is increased 
by ports building up capacity independent of each other. The result can 
be that large chunks of new capacity becomes available when nobody 
actually needs it. More coordination between ports could mean that 
new port capacity is more in line with demand, so less prone to risk of 
underutilisation.

THE RISK OF MEGA-PORTS
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