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CUSTOMS AND 
SECURITY

A state-of-the-art container terminal demands state-of-the-art 
customs handling. Bert Wiersema, member of the management 
team for the Rotterdam Customs, explains how his organisation 
ensures that its operations at the Euromax Terminal are as 
efficient as possible. “Every step eliminated represents a saving.”

“We’ll soon do away with customs officials for the validation 
of customs documentation at the Euromax Terminal,” 
announces Bert Wiersema. “We will step back from the logistics 
flow.” Through intensive talks with ECT, Customs has opted 
for a different approach, which centres on the automated 
processing of onward transport documents. As under the old 
system, these have to be in the new procedure, the terminal’s 
computer system will play a central role. Wiersema explains how 
it works. “The Euromax Terminal has RTO-status (temporary 
storage premises). Every container that arrives at the terminal is 
automatically blocked by the terminal system. The container can 
only be released once those responsible for the cargo complete 
the appropriate follow-up declarations and send the correct 
onward transport documents to ECT. As soon as a match is 
made within the terminal system, the container can depart.”

The new procedure is a next step in the ongoing 
automation of customs procedures. Wiersema is convinced that 
it will benefit the business sector. “Every step you eliminate 
represents a saving.” The customs man recognises, however, 
that this development won’t immediately be welcomed by 
everyone in the logistics chain. Many forwarders are attached 
to the tried and tested method of presenting documents at 
the terminal gate. And that, in spite of the fact that Customs 
has long since introduced a simplified procedure enabling 
forwarders to validate transport documents in house and 
sending them to the terminal. “By withdrawing, we’re 
effectively forcing the parties involved to move in a direction 
we think is good for the port.”

Not a minute wasted
There’s no question of the Customs disappearing from view 
at the Euromax Terminal though. Alongside the administrative 
monitoring of all incoming and outgoing goods, the organisation 
also has a duty of inspection. One of the already standard checks 
involves testing containers for radioactivity. Both on entering 
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The customs scanner at Euromax is the fastest on the market, with a capacity of scanning over 150 containers an hour.
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and leaving the Euromax Terminal, trucks pass through a nuclear 
inspection gate. These are fully integrated into the terminal’s 
logistics system so no time is wasted. Wiersema: “Only in about 
0.1 per cent of cases is there reason to pull a container aside for 
further inspection.” Usually it’s a false alarm, as the Customs 
have learned from experience elsewhere in the port. Many 
products are naturally radioactive. Only very rarely further 
action is necessary. 

All modalities
All trains to and from the Euromax Terminal also pass through 
nuclear inspection gates at the entrance and exit to the rail 
terminal. Wiersema: “unlike those for the trucks, these gates do 
a second test immediately after having detected any radiation. 
Obviously, you don’t want to stop a train unless absolutely 
necessary.” The challenge now is to introduce nuclear inspection 
also on the waterside. After all, many containers are delivered 
or fetched by feeder or inland barge. Up until now Euromax 
and other container terminals in the port have no logical 
place to site such controls, although in theory the quay cranes 
would seem likely candidates. However, that would require an 
investment of more than a million euro per crane. Wiersema: 
“TNO (a leading Dutch scientific institution) is conducting 
research into quayside equipment. Using this equipment a ship 
can be scanned for a longer period of time and in addition the 
exact location of any radiation can be determined. As a customs 
authority we are involved in this project.”

The latest customs scan
What also remains is Customs’ traditional role of inspector: 
monitoring the contents of containers for contraband, drugs, 
fakes etc. In Rotterdam these controls are very efficient 
thanks to the introduction of scanning machines that allow 
an entire container to pass through. This means that not every 
container being inspected needs to be opened. Only when 
the scanner shows up something suspicious does Customs 
take further action. The customs scanner at Euromax is the 
latest – and fastest – type, with a capacity of 150 containers 
an hour compared with 20 containers per hour speed in the 
scanning machine elsewhere on the Maasvlakte. The speed 
of the Euromax scanner is due to the fact that the driver no 
longer needs to step out of the cab while scanning is in process. 

The new scanner is absolutely safe, assures Wiersema. “In this 
scan we use a new technology. You’d have to pass through the 
scan 10,000 times a year to achieve the legal limit of radiation 
exposure – an amount equivalent to flying back and forth 
to New York twice. After all, in our daily life we encounter 
radiation everywhere.” On the Euromax Terminal ECT staff 
will drive the selected containers from the stack through the 
scan and back. 

100 per cent scan?
The customs authority selects the containers to be scanned on 
the basis of extensive and advanced risk analyses. Throughout 
the entire port of Rotterdam, some 50,000 containers are 
visiting a scan machine annually. Wiersema is certainly no 
advocate of the 100 per cent controls countries like the USA 
in particular want to see introduced in future. “It creates a 
false sense of security. With 10 million TEU passing through 
the port every year, it’s just too much. It’s precisely then 
that attention lapses. Risk-analysis based checks represent an 
intrinsically better method. As Rotterdam Customs, we strive 
to find the right balance between a society which demands 
security and helping to facilitate the logistics of ever-greater 
container numbers.”

This article was originally published in the ECT magazine ‘Fast Forward’ 
(Euromax special 2008) and is republished here with kind permission. 

Caption...?

Europe Container Terminals is a member of the Hutchison Port Holdings group 

(HPH), the world’s biggest container stevedore with terminals on every Continent. 

No other operator can rival its know-how in the area of efficient, customer-

oriented container handling, including all kids of transportation related services.
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