
The digital ideas and visions are not new. 
New is their level of maturity. There 
has been an overwhelming amount of 
technology hype, but also a growing 
understanding that digitization will play 
a critical role in the logistics and terminal 
industry. Digitization is becoming a core 
component of business and business 
strategy. This ensures that the acceleration 
of the development and convergence 
of technologies into a broad range of 
powerful solutions will only continue.

While startups give most of the 
impetus, incumbents like Maersk and 
HHLA, Kuehne & Nagel and DSV are 
gradually digitizing their processes. 
With rising investments in learning and 
experimenting, but also into collective 
efforts to reach standardization and 
interoperability. Now, digital solutions are 
ripe for scale. However, this requires that 

stakeholders in the logistics and terminal 
industries overcome their deeply rooted 
fears when it comes to true collaboration 
in the individual and common interest and 
the exchange of data.

INVESTORS SEIZE OPPORTUNITIES IN THE 
MARITIME INDUSTRY
In 2019, over $1 billion has been invested 
in maritime technology companies 
according to UK consultancy Thetius. But 
when stripping off the $1 billion Flexport 
funding that was secured in February 2019, 
it appears in fact venture funding declined 
by 24%. Fewer deals were made to a total 
of 8%, but the average size of deals has 
increased by 18% from $2.2m to $2.7m. 

Investments show where interest, focus 
and expectation lie. Another finding from 
the Thetius report is the 60% increase 
in the number of venture funds that are 

dedicated to maritime, logistics, and trade 
in the last 18 months.

INDUSTRY AND TECHNOLOGY CONTEXT
Digitizing the supply chain aims at 
improving the management of the 
flows of goods to increase speed and 
velocity, reduce costs and working capital 
needs, and avoid error and supply chain 
disruption. The effort is about information, 
new capabilities, integration and 
automation. Eventually, digitization will 
lead to the entirely connected and fully 
automated logistics and port ecosystem. 
This, to capture the total value that the 
assets and resources in the system can 
create. That is the overarching vision or 
core idea of digitization.

Beyond the better grip on the topic, 
current drivers of digitization in the 
maritime industry are the shifts in the 
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global trade landscape and the effects 
of trade wars. Also, the environmental 
pressures – starting with IMO 2020 – as 
well as customer expectations in respect 
to digital integration and the efforts of 
maritime players to stay or move ahead 
of the curve by creating new areas of 
differentiation and competitive edge. 
These pressures increase the readiness to 
review digitization strategies and consider 
collective action across the industry.

The internet of things (IoT) is the key 
to generating data and capturing the 
advantages of the digital world. Artificial 
intelligence (AI) is used to analyse the 
data and quickly drive decisions.

Meanwhile, blockchain offers radically 
new possibilities to collaborate in an 
effective and decentralised manner. 

Robotic technologies can revolutionise 
warehousing and create a new standard in 
terminal automation and robotics process 
automation (RPA) can automate back 
offices. 

DIGITIZATION IS IMPACTING LOGISTICS
Full-stack challengers can offer existing 
capabilities more efficiently. The new 
entrants disaggregate and attack the most 
profitable areas. Large parts of the logistics 
value chain are prone to commoditisation. 
Although the digital threat is immanent, 

radical change does not come overnight. 
However, traditional logistics companies 
are working on understanding how to 
digitize their businesses to escape the 
threat and capture opportunities instead.

What are the key components logistics 
companies offer? Of course, there is 
the ‘what’, i.e. the access to transport, 
handling and warehousing capacity and 
capabilities. However, there is also the 
‘how’ and this is where digitization plays 
out. For instance, how fast a quotation 
can be submitted, how effectively data is 
transformed into value through analytics, 
how easy customer and vendor systems 
can be integrated, and how previously 
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manual, expensive and error prone tasks 
are automated. Therefore, startups and 
incumbents seek ways to change the 
‘how’ the logistics business is performed.

Consequently, a broad range of digital 
companies, marketplaces and platforms 
have emerged. They can be considered 
substitutional, complementary or 
supplementary. Digital forwarders and 
digital freight marketplaces like Flexport 
and Freighthub, Uber Freight and Amazon 
Full Truckload Service are the challengers 
of the incumbents. Flexe and Stockspots, 
both operating in the on-demand 
warehousing space are complementing 
the current offers, providing new options 
for small and mid-sized enterprises 
(SMEs). Elementum and Roambee with 
their analytics tools and capabilities are 
providing supplementary products and 
services that help logistics providers but 
also original equipment manufacturers 
(OEM) and fast-moving consumer goods 
(FMCG) companies to better manage their 
supply chains.

DIGITAL PORTS AND TERMINALS
In the maritime industry digitization has 
gained in focus, demonstrated by specific 
initiatives, ranging from platforms and 
portals, to data sharing efforts, new 
monitoring systems, vessel automation 
and cybersecurity strategies. The range of 
maturing solutions shows that digitization 
has reached a tipping point. However, the 
digitization of transport and logistics is still 
missing scale.

After a period of search and confusion 
the industry has embarked on a more 
structured approach to digitization. This 
was marked by the creation of the Digital 
Container Shipping Association (DCSA) in 
2019. Testbeds and accelerators are also 
on the rise. In 2019, Inmarsat, Cargotec, 
Shell, HHLA and Wärtsilä launched the 
second cycle of the Trade & Transport 
Impact Program in search for 10 mature 
startups. Singapore’s largest shipping 
company, Eastern Pacific Shipping (EPS), 
teams up with investor and accelerator 
Techstars to create a global maritime 
accelerator.

In 2019, we saw the creation of the 
Operational Technology Cyber Security 
Alliance (OTCSA) which helps companies 
to address the OT security risks. The 
members are ABB, Check Point Software, 
BlackBerry Cylance, Forescout, Fortinet, 
Microsoft, Mocana, NCC Group, Qualys, 
SCADAFence, Splunk and Wärtsilä. But 
many more companies are improving their 
capabilities and cyber defense systems.

With Hapag Lloyd and ONE announcing 
to join, five of the largest six carriers are now 
expected to be on the TradeLens platform. 
Hamburg Süd launched INSTANT, a digital 

application for container booking. Bunker 
procurement platform Bunker Connect 
announced integration with BunkerTrust. 
The Port Collaborative Decision Making 
(PortCDM) initiative achieved adoption of 
the port call message format S-211 which 
allows ships and ports to exchange port 
call data in a standardized way to enhance 
coordination and synchronization of port 
visits.

The journey continues in 2020. By 
the end of 2020, the first autonomous 
tug built by ABB and Keppel Offshore & 
Marine is scheduled to commence service 
in the Port of Singapore.

WHAT'S NEXT?
The biggest shift brought about by 
digitization is the need to look at the 
supply chain end-to-end. In the connected 
supply net, companies can no longer 
remain in their siloes. They are forced to 
look beyond their own company borders. 
Collaborating efficiently requires replacing 
the archaic IT systems, causing large 
amounts of data entry-type paperwork.

Managing the shift from competition 
to collaboration will be critical for future 
competitiveness. The prerequisite to 
achieve this is that the stakeholders 
overcome their fears which stand in 
the way of true collaboration. Some 
homework in respect to the appropriate 
technological systems and their 
governance frameworks is still to be done.

FAST FORWARD: THE INDUSTRY IN 2045
In 25 years, the world will surely be 
different from what it is today and 
certainly also from what we think it may 
be by then. Cause human creativity is 
limitless. How things will be done is very 
unlikely to predict. But there are relatively 
safe bets to make in respect to what the 
future economy will be able to produce.

Certainly, our future world will be 
digitally connected. The leading platform 
players will be driving and dominating 
ecosystems – probably at a scale five or 
even ten times of what we know today. 
Survival requires that the SMEs organize 
themselves also in digitally connected 
probably highly decentralized peer-
to-peer interaction enabling systems 
as an alternative to the leading mega-
companies. Necessities will force 
government to work out the governance.

In 2045, this continuously growing 
connectedness will have produced data 
oceans which allow analytics companies 
to predict future events in the logistics 
and terminal industry with a very high 
level of accuracy. Data will largely steer 
the world. Considering the consequences 
of population growth and the scale of the 
Asian and global economy by 2045, there 

is no doubt that parties will have resolved 
the current data ownership challenges. 
The data industry will have outperformed 
the world of platforms. Data will be 
commodity, analytics competitive 
advantage. Based on the data, business 
processes and the utilization of assets 
will have been widely automated. That 
indicates how the future port will function 
– data-based, totally integrated, where 
this is possible, and automated. It is also 
likely to be highly sustainable.

Most interesting will be the road 
towards that vision. The hardest part is to 
empower the SMEs. Without government 
intervention this might not happen. 
Analog large incumbents will need to seek 
and find ways to reinvent themselves. 
But change will not come from inside. 
While innovation can be driven internally, 
transformation cannot. It is to be started in 
a separate ecosystem. This “alto-ego” has 
not the same DNA and requires therefore 
a very different mindset, skillset and 
approach. Those who manage to operate, 
innovate and transform in parallel are 
the ones that secure their chances to 
last – at least this will be the case in the 
increasingly digitally transformed world. 
However, in economies that struggle to 
transform incumbents will see the gap 
between them and those located in a 
world that moves digitally ahead growing 
by the day. This is a reality government 
needs to factor into their thinking about 
digital strategies and policy frameworks.
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