
The year 2016 brought a range of 
challenges and opportunities for European 
ports. This paper intends to summarize 
the main developments in nine distinctive 
themes. 

LOW VOLUME GROWTH 
The year 2016 will go down in history as 
another year of sluggish cargo volume 
growth. A few European ports present 
rather healthy growth figures, but the vast 
majority faces a very weak or even negative 
growth. Table 1 provides an overview for 
a number of larger European ports based 
on provisional or partial figures for 2016. 
In 2015, the cargo tonnage handled in 
the entire European port system was still 
4.6% below the 2008 volumes. The first 
estimates for 2016 suggested that it too 
would fail to beat the 2008 record.

The low growth situation of the past 
years has resulted in a few interesting 
developments. Firstly, it is evident 

that quite a few European ports are 
engaged in port area transformation 
processes on a scale never seen before. 
Such transformation includes the 
reconfiguration of existing port areas, the 
decommissioning of obsolete terminals 
and the implementation of more flexible 
land planning tools. In a few cases entire 
terminals moved, as demonstrated by the 
transfer of the large scale MPET container 
terminal (TIL/PSA) from the Delwaidedock 
on the right bank to the Deurgankdock left 
bank in the port of Antwerp. This move 
not only increased the capacity of the 
terminal from around 5 million TEU to 9 
million TEU, it also opened the door to a 
redevelopment of the Delwaidedock site 
for (non-container based) port activities. 

Secondly, cargo volumes now play 
an ever smaller role in the external 
communication of ports. Obviously, this 
is particularly the case for ports that are 
facing a traffic decline. While maritime 

traffic remains a key performance indicator 
of ports (also having a huge impact on the 
revenue streams of port authorities), other 
indicators related to logistics performance, 
sustainability, innovation and economic 
impact are gaining ground. 

The third development shows that 
quite a few ports are searching for other 
types of activities. For example, traditional 
(dry) bulk terminals are making room for 
offshore wind farms, bio-energy terminals, 
trader-inspired tank storage sites and a 
range of postponed manufacturing and 
logistics activities. 

LOWERING TRADE BARRIERS: QUO VADIS?      
The planned Brexit negotiations, the 
uncertainty on the future US trade policy 
in the wake of the election of Donald 
Trump, and the difficulties surrounding 
new bilateral and multilateral trade 
agreements are just some of the 
developments affecting the post-World 
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War II focus on free trade. The resulting 
volatility and uncertainty in global trade 
flows challenges European ports and port 
actors to show a higher flexibility and 
resilience while inserting ports in global 
production and logistics networks.  

CHINESE INVESTMENTS IN THE EUROPEAN 
PORT INDUSTRY 
China was in the news for much of 2016. 
Chinese outward investments are growing 
rapidly, also in Europe, while overall 
economic growth in China is at its lowest 
level in decades. Chinese companies are 
slowly but surely entering key infrastructures 
in Europe. The involvement of China Cosco 
group in Piraeus is a very visible example of 
how the country is enlarging its footprint in 
the European port system. However, there 
are many smaller and less visible transactions 
all around Europe and at the same time, 
the One Belt One Road (OBOR) initiative is 
gaining momentum. While European policy 
makers are still figuring out how to place 
OBOR within the TEN-T policy, quite a few 
European seaports and inland logistics 
platforms are strategically positioning 
themselves in the fast developing Eurasian 
rail land bridges and the evolving Euro-China 
maritime connectivity.  

A MAJOR SHAKE-UP IN THE CONTAINER 
SHIPPING INDUSTRY 
The year 2016 brought one of the biggest 
consolidation waves in the container 
shipping industry: Cosco/China Shipping, 
CMA CGM/NOL, Hapag Lloyd/UASC and 
Maersk Line/ Hamburg Sued, as well as 
the planned creation of a Japanese super 
carrier combination of K-Line, MOL and 
NYK Line. 

At the same time, carriers are preparing 
for a very different alliance structure. By 
Q2 2017 three big alliances will dominate 
the business: 2M, Ocean Alliance and 
THE Alliance. And when we almost got 
used to the idea that the major carriers 
are too big to fail, Hanjin became the first 
large victim of the continued weak market 

conditions. The year 2016 underlined 
once again that there are no certainties 
anymore for ports. Alliances and carrier 
consolidation are having their full impact 
on port competition. As port loyalty is not 
guaranteed in the era of mega alliances 
and large individual carriers, it is very 
possible that winners of today could well 
be the losers of tomorrow.  

MEGA CONTAINER VESSELS: LOVE IT OR 
LOATHE IT
The introduction of ever larger container 
vessels up to 20,000 TEU was once seen 
as a blessing for global trade and maritime 
operations. The economies of scale at sea 
brought by these giants lowered the unit 
cost per container transported. However, 
in recent years and particularly in 2016 
more and more parties raised concerns 
on the distribution of costs and benefits 
of these large ships among the actors 
involved and on the impact of mega ships 
on supply chains, terminal operations, 
public spending in nautical accessibility 
and the society at large. Even some 
shipping lines are now reassessing the 
drive towards ever larger vessels. Maybe 
we reached the limits or maybe we are just 
encountering a dip in our mega thinking.   

BEYOND PORTS AS ECONOMIC ENGINES 
In the past decades, European ports have 
developed a lot of initiatives to improve 
the public image of ports and to safeguard 
their licence to operate. Still, ports 
seem to face a lot of challenges in their 
development. Pressure groups, the media 
and the general public in many parts of 
Europe are not always convinced that ports 
are economic engines. The employment 
impacts of new port projects are being 
scrutinized given increased automation 
of terminals and logistics operations. 
The regional mobility and environmental 
impacts are magnified. The current weaker 
market situation undermines land claims 
for new port development. 

The above observations are not new. 

What made 2016 distinct is that some 
countries and port regions basically 
entered a danger zone - ports are now 
taken for granted and in some cases, 
past policies on the role of seaports as 
economic hubs are being questioned or 
even reversed. The public opinion and 
policy makers are focusing their attention 
to new ‘hot’ economic activities linked to 
the overall digitalisation of the economic 
system. Are they not forgetting that 
seaports can also play a key role in the new 
digital economy?   

SMART PORT THINKING
Innovation and IT are high on the agenda 
of many European ports. In 2016, more 
and more ports came to understand 
that coordination and integration in 
supply chains is key to their future 
competitiveness. Port-related actors 
and port authorities all over Europe are 
developing initiatives to strengthen the 
interconnectivity of ports in physical, 
digital and operational networks. The 
number of initiatives in this area grew 
exponentially last year. In this respect, 
the year 2016 brought a European-wide 
launch of smart port thinking. 

THE GREENING OF PORTS
Environmental issues are having an ever-
larger impact on port development and 
port operations: dredging and dredge 
disposal, wetlands preservation, emissions 
into the air (both from ships and from port 
facilities), water pollution, congestion, 
light and noise externalities and potential 
conflicts with commercial fishing and 
recreational uses of area waters. In 2016, 
many ports took on a more enterprising 
role in dealing with the environmental, 
energy and climate change challenges, 
partly because environmental aspects 
play an increasing role in attracting trading 
partners and potential investors. A port 
with a strong environmental record and a 
high level of community support is likely to 
be favoured by market players.

Table 1. Cargo growth 2015-2016 in a number of larger seaports in Europe
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Growth 2015-2016

All cargo million tons 2015 Growth 2016 Period Containerized cargo million TEU 2015 Growth 2016 Period
Rotterdam - the Netherlands 466.4 -1.9% 9m Rotterdam - the Netherlands 12.24 -0.4% 9m
Antwerp - Belgium 208.4 2.8% 12m Antwerp - Belgium 9.65 4.2% 12m
Hamburg - Germany 137.8 0.3% 9m Hamburg - Germany 8.82 -0.1% 9m
Amsterdam - the Netherlands 96.5 -5.4% 6m Bremerhaven - Germany 5.55 3.9% 6m
Algeciras - Spain 91.9 4.9% 11m Valencia - Spain 4.62 1.8% 11m
Marseille - France 81.7 0.3% 3m Algeciras - Spain 4.52 6.3% 11m
Valencia - Spain 70.1 1.5% 11m Genoa - Italy 2.24 1.8% 9m
Trieste - Italy 57.2 3.9% 8m Barcelona - Spain 1.965 13.4% 11m
Genua - Italy 50.2 -1.6% 9m Zeebrugge - Belgium 1.56 -7.2% 9m
Barcelona - Spain 45.9 4.0% 11m Sines - Portugal 1.332 8.0% 10m
Average growth 0.88% Average growth 3.17%
Weighted average growth 0.09% Weighted average growth 2.34%



AN EU PORT POLICY BREAKTHROUGH 
In December 2016, the European 
Parliament adopted the Ports Regulation, 
a legal framework for organising port 
services and financial transparency of 
ports in Europe. The adoption of the Ports 
Regulation ends a long process of some 15 
years. The compromise which was reached 
is hoped to provide a framework ensuring 
a level playing field, preventing risks of 
distortion of competition and avoiding 
unsustainable investments in ports. 

The next step is the implementation in 
the Member States. This is going to be an 
interesting exercise given the existence 
of a diversity of port governance models 
and different competitive settings in 
the European port system. While dock 
worker arrangements have been left 
out of the Ports Regulation, the year 
2016 brought advances towards making 
dock labour systems in various European 
countries more open, transparent and 
flexible. 

CONCLUSION
There are strong linkages between many of 
the trends and challenges discussed above. 
For example, the low volume growth spurs 
discussions on the role of ports as economic 
engines and the need for ever larger vessels. 
Lower trade barriers can support volume 
growth in European ports. The focus on smart 
and green ports further improves the public 
image of ports and might extend or even 
somewhat redefine the economic basis of 
ports. Dealing with all of these interlinkages 
was probably one of the greatest challenges 
to European ports in 2016. 
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