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PORT PLANNING, DESIGN 
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The significance of Europe’s ports
Europe as a whole has more than 1,000 seaports. It is significant 
that the large majority of these ports are small and medium-
sized: there are 700 ports which each handle less than one million 
tonnes per year. At the other end of the spectrum are about 
ten mega-ports which handle more than 50 million tonnes per 
year. In terms of direct employment the European port sector 
represents more than 350,000 jobs.

The major ports of Europe have witnessed a tremendous 
increase in traffic over the past 20 years. This trend is expected 
to continue for the future, especially for container traffic where 
strong growth figures will remain. This development is mainly 
caused by the fast growth of the Asian markets and more in 
particular by imports from China.

To accommodate this growth, European ports need to invest 
in new infrastructure capacity. One major bottleneck in that 
respect is the legal uncertainty created by the application of EU 
environmental rules. Major port development projects such as 
the recently opened Deurganckdok in Antwerp and the future 
Second Maasvlakte in Rotterdam have all encountered substantial 
delays because of this. Procedures involved are very lengthy and 
cumbersome and there is an urgent need for more efficiency. 

Competition from other transport modes
Competition from land-based transport modes is especially 
relevant for intra-European maritime transport, which is better 
known as short sea shipping. Although it is true that short sea 
shipping undergoes strong competition from road transport, its 
market share is growing again. Currently it counts for more than 
40 per cent of total intra-European transport which almost equals 
the share of road which is at 45 per cent. 

This development is strongly encouraged by the European 
Union, whose transport policy aims at encouraging shipping 
and inland navigation as environmental-friendly alternatives 
to congested road transport. Although seaports are in essence 
intermodal crossroads which need all types of transport for an 
efficient dispatch of cargo, many ports in Europe are making 
considerable investments to facilitate short sea shipping. 

Competition between sea and air transport is limited where it 
concerns cargo traffic. Air is an attractive option for the transport 
of high-value goods or cargo which has to be delivered at great 
speed. Still 90 per cent of Europe’s international cargo traffic 
passes by sea. Airline traffic however is a strong competitor for 
passenger transport. In the intercontinental market air has already 
won the battle decades ago, but on short-haul distances there 
is still strong competition from ferry transport in some parts of 
Europe such as the English Channel. With the inauguration of the 
Channel tunnel there is also fierce rivalry from rail.

Intercontinental maritime transport of passengers has made 
way for cruise shipping. Many old-established transatlantic liner 
companies, such as the Holland-America Line and Cunard, have 
shifted their business to this market. This is also an interesting niche 
for seaports. It is significant that for instance Rotterdam, Antwerp 
and Hamburg – which are none of them typical cruise destinations 
– have all recently invested in new terminal facilities for cruise ships. 
There is a great tourist potential for cities like Antwerp where cruise 
ships can moor at two minutes walking distance from the Cathedral-
of-our-Lady and the historical centre around the Grote Markt. 

Waterfront development
The first modern port concept emerged in the United Kingdom 
in the early 19th century. In terms of infrastructure lay-out, 
engineering, cargo handling techniques and management ports 
like London and Liverpool were forerunners which set the 
example for their continental competitors. At that time London 
was the world’s largest port, a position which it maintained until 
the Second World War. 
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History in a way repeated itself 150 years later when in 1981 
London set the trend for regeneration of obsolete port areas 
everywhere else in Europe. The Docklands project was a direct 
source of inspiration of similar projects in other port cities.

Although there are great differences between these projects, they 
have the common characteristic that run down and disused port 
areas are returned to the city for office, housing and recreational 
purposes and that the actual working port is moving out of the city. 
A classic example of such a trade-off is the HafenCity project in 
Hamburg. The revenue generated by the sale of prime waterfront 
locations at the old port area near the Hamburg city centre was 
used for the financing of the state-of-the-art Altenwerder container 
terminal at the south bank of the river Elbe.

Regeneration of the port city
The waterfront development phenomenon has occurred 
everywhere in Europe but has in many cases driven a wedge 
between cities and ports. An uninformed stranger visiting a city 
like Rotterdam or Antwerp will not immediately realise that these 
are major seaports. The visitor will only see a river with tourist 
launches and occasional barge traffic and redeveloped docklands 
with historical warehouses turned into trendy lofts. Old port 
cranes and museum ships may remind him that there was once 
port activity but it will not be obvious that, at some distance from 

the city centre, there is still a thriving port which ranks in the 
top-10 of the world.

More and more port managers start questioning whether this is 
a sustainable policy for the future. There is first of all the problem 
of space. With the expected growth rates in cargo traffic, there is 
a constant need for more port capacity. New greenfield sites are 
however not easily available and there is also strong environmental 
pressure to limit port expansion. This forces ports in many cases to 
return to the city and redevelop older areas for port activity.

There is of course an important paradox in all this. The 
‘NIMBY’ (Not in My Back Yard) phenomenon makes it difficult 
to have port activity close to urban areas. Still it may be the 
inevitable way forward for many ports. This demands efforts from 
two sides: port managers have to make sure that the port is as 
clean, quiet, safe and secure as possible whereas citizens must 
be made to realise that they need the port for their welfare and 
overall well-being. Only then can we see the regeneration of true 
port cities in Europe.

To gain local support for port activity, one above all needs to 
make the port more visible to the general public. Today it is often 
a question of ‘out of sight, out of mind’. People need to be made 
aware again that ports are in essence fascinating places. This is 
a particular challenge at an age of ISPS and other port security 
measures and demands a creative approach of port managers.
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Maasvlakte in Rotterdam has encountered substantial delays because of the legal uncertainty created by the application of EU environmental rules.


