
Technological disruption has altered every 
aspect of our lives. The changes caused 
by disruption have been so dramatic 
and irreversible that none of us could 
have foreseen them. In fact, our current 
world, with all of its high-tech distractions 
and ever-increasing connectivity, is 
incomprehensible to our very own parents. 

From voice-activated homes, to 
algorithms finding our new favourite 
bands, the incessant march of disruption 
has left no stone unturned. Maritime 
logistics is no different, with technological 
changes challenging traditional notions 
of supply chains, logistics networks and 
terminal operations. While many operators 
may be perturbed by the rate of change, 
sticking your head in the sand and hoping 
for the best is not a viable business model 
in such a competitive and dynamic sector. 

BIGGER, BETTER SHIPS  
The capacity of the biggest containerships 
afloat has risen sharply in the last five 
years and more than doubled since 2000. 
The basic economics explain this shift; 

larger sizes have led to a more cost-
efficient offering – something that is worth 
celebrating in our sector. The ships on the 
seas could get even bigger, within reason. 

Yet, larger ships require a different 
approach to loading, sorting and 
discharging cargo; an approach that many 
terminal operators have been slow to pick 
up. Port terminals require wider loading 
berths to accommodate these bigger 
ships and cranes with a greater reach 
and capacity. The cost-efficient offering 
of larger ships is tarnished if it takes the 
terminal operator twice as long to get the 
cargo off the ship and onto the next stage 
in the supply chain. 

Terminal operators need to wise up 
to the reality of larger ships, harnessing 
the latest technologies to help them 
accommodate these behemoths of the 
sea. For example, in the UK and Belgium 
– at DP World Southampton and DP World 
Antwerp Gateway – we have invested 
in state-of-the-art super post-panamax 
cranes that can handle the largest of ships. 
A greater reach with larger lifting capacities 

allows the decanting of large cargo ships at 
impressive speeds, making sure that we 
squeeze out any of the potential delays out 
of the supply chain. For us, as a primarily 
origin and destination operator, it’s 
extremely important to have fast, efficient 
craning capacity, as we are the first touch 
point for cargo leaving the shores, and the 
last when it comes ashore. 

In addition to the increased craning 
capacity we have at our terminals, 
we have also introduced autonomous 
cranes. Automating cranes and other 
terminal operations is nothing new, 
but developments and advances in 
autonomous technology and machine 
learning have meant we can better 
integrate autonomous cranes into our yard 
handling, as well as programming more 
sophisticated and complex loading and 
discharging procedures of containers. 

FORECASTING, TRACKING AND 
TRANSPARENCY 
Technological innovations that are also 
changing the way we manage, operate 
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and maintain our terminals are those 
technologies that allow for better 
forecasting and tracking, as well as 
providing greater stock transparency. 
Technologies within this subcategory are 
by no means ubiquitous and some require 
extensive investment, while others are 
relatively cheap to integrate into existing 
operations. 

As stated before, the maritime logistics 
industry is ripe for disruption and those 
who seek to dare to challenge the 
status quo will reap significant benefits 
in the future. Within the paradigm of 
modern trade and booming e-commerce, 
forecasting product cycles and changes in 
consumer demand, as well as providing 
transparency to merchants using your 
network, is crucial for creating successful 
and lasting partnerships. 

While consumers may purport to be 
more discerning than they actually are, 
merchants and suppliers are having to 
tighten up their supply chains in light of the 
numerous scandals that have taken place 
in a variety of sectors, such as garment 
manufacturing. Providing transparency and 
comprehensive logs of cargo information 
and port throughput to these merchants, 
which can easily be integrated into their 
systems, is going to become essential for 
terminal operators.

The DP World global network has 
invested heavily in our terminal ecosystems 

to improve our ability to forecast, track and 
provide reliable information at the drop 
of a hat. By using smarter technologies, 
we have helped drive efficiency savings 
and improved the service we offer our 
partners. Our ‘Where’s My Container’ 
service, for example, has been rolled out 
at our terminals in the UK and we are 
looking at rolling it out across our other 
European terminals in a phased manner. 
This gives our customers real-time insight 
as to where their cargo is by using their 
individual identification code, putting them 
at ease and helping them manage their 
customers’ expectations. 

We also displayed our sustainability 
efforts through DP World’s Solar Power and 
Global Education Programmes, and have 
also launched an innovation incubator 
‘InnoGate’ to encourage employees to 
think out of the box and develop ideas that 
improve what we do and how we do it. To 
date there have been 1,972 staff generated 
ideas that have led to 139 success stories.

CONSUMER TRENDS DRIVING 
TECHNOLOGICAL DISRUPTION 
Disruption often feels like it appears from 
nowhere, but there is always a driving 
force, whether it is conscious or not. In our 
game, the customer is king. The changing 
rate of consumer demand, the form that 
demand takes, and the expectations 
customers have of the supply chain’s 

ability to deliver, are all driving substantial 
technological shifts. 

One of the major trends driving 
technological disruption within port 
ecosystems is the need for speed, fuelled 
by the ever-growing offering of next day 
deliveries. As merchants continue to 
offer faster and cheaper delivery times 
on goods, the logistics supply chain is 
having to streamline itself, squeezing out 
inefficiencies and investing in technology 
that helps them live up to lofty customer 
expectations. 

When speed is the name of the game, 
and ships are getting bigger, integration is 
the route to success. Getting containers 
off of the bigger ships and onto the next 
stage in the chain in a timely manner is 
key for any terminal operator. For many 
of these operators, a lack of clarity and 
organization in this stage of the supply 
chain is a major cause of delays, incurring 
costs and frustrating merchants at the 
same time. Intermodal port offerings that 
integrate sea, road, rail and even barge, 
with automated loading systems and 
stock oversight are becoming more of a 
prominent model within maritime logistics, 
as providers are seeking to cut out cost 
by gaining back those minutes, hours and 
days that would be lost by using more 
traditional operations. 

We have seen first-hand the difference 
an intermodal model can make. At DP 
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World Constanta in Romania, our operation 
allows cargo to be removed from incoming 
ships and onto rail heading across the 
country and with the potential to reach the 
hinterlands of west Europe at a lightning 
fast rate. This level of integration is made 
possible by the technology we use to 
forecast and streamline our operations. 

As such, we are aiming to encourage 
a port-centric model throughout our 
terminals. For example, London Gateway’s 
logistics park offers importers an exciting 
opportunity to tighten up their supply chain 
solutions, cutting costs, time and carbon 
emissions by locating their landed cargos 
closer to major population centres. The 
development of a Common User Facility 
(CUF) means that logistics services and 
activities can be offered on a ‘pay-as-you-
go’ basis, ranging from basic devanning to 
cross-docking, storage and value-added 
activities such as pick-and-pack, labelling, 
pre-retail and distribution. 

As well as reducing costs, port-centric 
logistics can also streamline operations 
and improve customer service because 
containers are unloaded, checked, stored, 
picked and distributed from a single port-
based location. As a result, customers 
benefit from lower costs, shorter lead 
times, a more efficient supply chain, 
a reduced carbon footprint, and cost-
effective logistics and distribution. We 
want to help our customers perfect the 
port-to-shelf element of their supply chain.

CLEANER SOLUTIONS
With the International Maritime Organization 
meeting recently in an attempt to thrash out 
a pathway for shippers to aid in the global 
effort to decarbonize, DP World has already 
been recognized for its leadership position 
by the Carbon Disclosure Programme (CDP). 
Technological advances are allowing us, as 
terminal operators, to offer cleaner and 
better solutions to our partners, something 
that we have an economic and social 
imperative to do. 

Larger ships still need fuel. In order 
to harness the efficiency savings of 
emerging technology and decarbonize our 
operations, we have put cleaner, renewable 
energy at the heart of our network’s 
future. At our facility in Antwerp, we have 
built an onsite bio-gas plant and installed 
wind turbines to decarbonize our terminal 
operations. Our Antwerp Gateway terminal 
is the greenest terminal in the Port of 
Antwerp. In some terminals, we have taken 
this further by installing electrified cranes 
to help load and unload ships and aid yard 
work, as well as integrating electrified 
barges. As renewable energy becomes 
ever more cost-effective due to advances 
in technology, we are planning to continue 

our journey to creating a zero-carbon 
logistics network.

Remote control cranes in our terminals 
at DP World Yarimca and Rotterdam World 
Gateway are energy saving through more 
accurate positioning on the ship with 
smoother and efficient movements, giving 
consistent productivity that’s unaffected by 
external factors. At DP World London Gateway, 
our grid connected cranes regenerate energy 
back into the electricity grid for reuse.

Our latest straddle carriers are using 
hybrid technology that harnesses 
regenerative energy and stores it into 
the battery for future use. We continue 
to investigate other concepts and 
technologies for existing RTGs and Straddle 
Carriers to further reduce the carbon 
footprint of our operations.

CONCLUSION 
Technological advances, and the 
subsequent disruption they cause, can 
make our ports greener, bigger and 
better. But this will not happen overnight. 
Changes of this magnitude require terminal 
operators to think differently about their 
operations, how they can be improved 
and where technology will bring the 
greatest gain, whether it’s to their internal 
processes and systems or to the service 
they are offering their customers. Changes 
are never easy to undertake, but when the 
alternative is being left behind, the entire 
sector has to move forward.  
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