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CONTAINER
HANDLING

As the Middle East continues to grow, it is quickly becoming one 
of the success stories of the maritime industry. The huge increase 
in container throughput has already driven more than US$38 
billion in port investment and a further US$40 billion is ready to 
be poured into port construction across the Arabian Peninsula and 
neighbouring countries. Undoubtedly, the region is an exciting 
place to be at the moment. So, when I was approached to take 
part in the very first TOC Middle East conference in Oman this 
September, I was delighted to accept the organiser’s offer.

On 21st September, I will join my industry colleagues from 
Moffatt & Nichol, Jade Software and ABB Crane Systems to discuss 
the future of terminal automation and debate how technology is 
opening up new possibilities to terminal operators across the Middle 
East. As the region’s port community is growing phenomenally, there 
are a number of advantages that process automation technology can 
bring to terminals in terms of improving efficiency and productivity, 
and we will offer an insight into the business benefits.

Going beyond the norm
One of the key issues that I will be looking at during the 
session is whether terminals can go beyond the existing norms 
for productivity and automation. Many operators believe 
that a technology ‘stepchange’ will happen and that it will be 
instrumental in improving productivity. Terminals in the Middle 
East, such as those owned by Gulf Stevedoring Contracting 
Company of Saudi Arabia, who are aggressively pursuing more 
business, realise that they cannot just continually expand their 
facilities to handle increased cargo volumes. They are instead 
looking to technology as a way of improving efficiency and 

throughput capacity, reducing congestion and lowering emissions, 
especially for gate operations. 

Automation projects no longer have to be just for the high-end 
mega terminals and are certainly becoming the norm; however, 
most operators still question whether there is an adequate return 
on investment. In most cases, customers who implement smaller, 
process automation projects, be it at the gates, the vessel or in the 
yard, realise payback in less than a year, which is considerably quicker 
than other large-scale equipment automation projects. However, it is 
important to understand that a terminal-wide automation scheme, 
that may involve ASCs or a change in operating modes, is far more 
complex and can involve a longer payback period.  

Implementing automation
When considering automation, terminal operators, especially 
those in the Middle East, should be looking at implementing 
targeted, incremental projects that offer a quicker return on their 
investment with less risk. Gate automation systems that leverage 
automated equipment and driver identification capabilities, for 
example, allow arrival times to be scheduled in advance and 
peak flows smoothed out and in my opinion, are one of the 
most powerful aspects of terminal automation. At TOC Middle 
East, I will be providing terminal operators with a unique 
insight into the technology and project management involved in 
implementing such projects. 

In general, best practice strongly suggests that operators start with 
a clear business case that aligns the critical operational requirements 
with system functions. This reduces complexity and ensures a 
clear return on investment, and that you implement only what is 
required. It is also hugely important to choose suppliers with proven 
data integration and system test plans that work in conjunction 
with the TOS or the host systems that are already in place. 

I am looking forward to the TOC Middle East conference and 
I believe that it will be an excellent forum to help the terminal 
operators gather and create a plan to meet the growing demand for 
imported goods in the region. Terminal automation and technology 
are key to achieve operational excellence and I am keen to ensure 
that operators in the Middle East fully understand the benefits to 
their business both now and five years down the line.

Allen Thomas, Chief Operating Officer at APS Technology Group, will 
be discussing the future of terminal automation technology at the first 
TOC Middle East conference in Oman, from 20 – 21 September 2010.  
His session takes place on Day 2,  at 2pm.
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The Port of Salalah, host to this year’s TOC Middle East.

Allen Thomas has over 12 years 

of experience in IT and process 

automation systems and is an 

industry leader on the application 

of Automated Gate Systems, OCR, 

RFID, and GPS location systems for shipping lines, 

marine terminal operators and railroads worldwide 

including Maersk Sealand, Mitsui O.S.K., DP World, 

HHLA, APM Terminals, Ports America, and Norfolk 

Southern Railroad. Prior to joining APS, Mr. Thomas 

served as a business analyst and IT project manager 

for Sea Land Service (now Maersk Sealand) where he 

was responsible for project management and global 

implementation of terminal automation systems. 

APS Technology Group is a leading provider of 

OCR and automation technology solutions for marine 

and intermodal terminals. The solutions improve 

the productivity, efficiency and cost effectiveness 

of container operations by increasing the visibility, 

velocity, and volume of cargo moving through a 

terminal’s gate, rail, vessel and yard operations. 

To register as a visitor or delegate at TOC Middle 
East, telephone +44 (0) 20 7017 7023, or email  
suzanne.tiago@toc-events.com

Web:  www.tocevents-me.com 
www.aps-technology.com 
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