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In this edition of the Journal, we take stock of 2021 so far. As the 
industry timidly emerged from a pandemic-ridden 2020 there was 
anticipation that things would not return to normal any time soon, 
but few could have predicted one of the world’s largest shipping 
routes being completely blocked. 

The obstruction of the Suez Canal was just the first of many chal-
lenging events the supply chain has been faced with this year. 

With this in mind it is now time to consider how ports and terminals 
best react to the ongoing disruption, as it does not look to subside any 
time soon. 

Kris Kosmala, a supply chain thought leader, notes in his article for 
PTI, “What we have learned during the prolonged disruption is that the 
terminal can only be as efficient as the terminal users allow them to 
be.” He argues that data insights in particular ought to be shared with 
third parties beyond ports and terminals in order to have a smooth 
flowing supply chain process.

Kosmala also provides his thoughts on the state of just-in-time arriv-
als and how successful automation at container terminals has been in 
dealing with fluctuating traffic. 

We also hear the thoughts of renowned industry commentator and 
CEO of Vespucci Maritime Lars Jensen who evaluates whether contain-
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er capacity at ports needs to be increased, and by how much if so. He 
also provides his thoughts on what tools a terminal can look to in order 
to mitigate supply chain disruption in the short-term.

Change is afoot at one of the industry’s biggest players, Navis, which 
was acquired by Accel-KKR in June 2021. PTI spoke exclusively to Be-
noit de la Tour, President & CEO, Navis about the new ownership and 
discuss what’s next for the company.

A clear focus is being put on cloud technology and moving both the 
company’s products and customers to the cloud. De la Tour comment-
ed that due in great part to the pandemic, as well as recent challenges, 
ports and terminals will continue to invest in the cloud and in innova-
tive technologies designed to manage costs, increase capacity utilisa-
tion and keep cargo flowing without disruption. 

Finally, we hear from INFORM about how the company has wit-
nessed an uptick in interest for its optimisers since the beginning of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. In an exclusive interview with PTI Dr. Eva Sav-
elsberg, Senior Vice President, INFORM, talks about how the market 
is adapting to the challenges it is facing and its new “Linker”, a proven 
middleware, which has been successfully integrated into its Syncrotess 
Rail Scheduler, an add-on solution to optimise train unloading and 
loading processes. 

Beth Maundrill
Head of Editorial 
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To say that the container shipping supply 
chain has been under pressure in 2021 
would be the understatement of the cen-
tury. More than 18 months after the first 
outbreaks of COVID-19 were reported 
from China the ripple effects impacting 
the container shipping sector are right 
now larger than at any time during the 
pandemic.

Container ports and terminals are caught 
up in these problems as well, and a simplis-
tic view would be that they are the bottle-
necks preventing a resumption of normal-
ity in the end-to-end supply chain. Such 
an explanation would be appealing for the 
reason that it is indeed simple and visually 
vessels can factually be seen waiting in line 
outside key ports and terminals.

The solution would therefore also appear 
to point to improvement in terminal effi-
ciency and potentially increasing the capac-
ity of key terminals across the world.

However, a closer inspection of the sup-
ply chain shows that often ports are caught 
between a rock and a hard place with lim-

PORTS CAUGHT  
IN THE MIDDLE
Lars Jensen, CEO, Vespucci Maritime

ited ability to improve the key underlying 
causes of the congestion.

Consider a hypothetical terminal han-
dling 1.1 million TEU per year. This equals 
3,000 TEU per day on average. If the flow 
is balanced that means 1,500 TEU for im-
port and 1,500 TEU for export. Also, hypo-
thetically and simplistically, assume under 
normal conditions the exports are gated in 
two days prior to vessel arrival and imports 
are gated out two days after vessel arrival.  
This means that every TEU spends two days 
in port. Realistically this would be more. At 
any given point in time there will thus be 
3,000 TEU in port awaiting to be loaded 
to the vessel and 3,000 TEU awaiting pick-
up by the importer. 6,000 TEU is therefore 
stacked up in the terminal.

CHAOS HITS 
Suddenly the pandemic strikes. Importers 
now take much longer to pick up contain-
ers. This could be due to truck and chassis 
shortage – which again is partly caused by 
warehousing issues leading containers to 

be left on a chassis longer than usual. As-
sume the importers on average take two 
days more before pickup.

Also, the vessels are now arriving later to 
berth than anticipated due to severe sched-
ule reliability problems and the containers 
are therefore on average gated in two days 
earlier than vessel berthing compared to 
the normal situation. 

This highly simplistic example now means 
that there will be 12,000 TEU stacked up in 
the terminal at any given point in time.

Now we get to yet another problem. Even 
the most efficient of terminals begin to run 
into problems when the yards become fully 
loaded with containers. For anyone who has 
ever played the game “Tetris”, this is almost 
the same. As long as there are plenty of emp-
ty lines on top of the “working” line, the game 
is easy to play. But when the stack fills up and 
there is only very limited empty space left the 
game becomes exponentially harder to play 
and eventually ends up being impossible.

Of course, the above are highly simplistic 
calculations and differs from port to port, 
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but the reality is that the severe delay of 
the container vessels combined with the 
increased time for shippers to pick up cargo 
rapidly can lead to gridlock in even a very 
efficient terminal.

What can a terminal then do to alleviate 
the situation short-term, and should some-
thing be done longer term to prevent the 
situation from arising again?

In the short term there are a couple of 
tools a terminal can use, although it can 
differ from location to location with which 
lead-time they can be implemented.

One tool is to reduce the gate-in time al-
lowed to prevent cargo from entering the 
terminal too far in advance of vessel arrival. 
This helps the terminal but can in turn cre-
ate severe problems for the exporter. An-
other tool is to increase demurrage charges 
to encourage early gate-out, but this only 
works to the extent that the importer is 
physically able to even get hold of a truck 
and chassis – which under the current cir-
cumstances is not always possible.

On a longer timeframe it is relevant to 
ask the question as to whether the terminal 
capacity needs to be increased.

Based on the current situation the an-
swer appears to be “yes”, but there is a 
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major caveat. In most terminals this was 
not a structural problem prior to the pan-
demic. Hence what is really being asked is 
whether terminals should have “surge ca-
pacity” available to use in times of severe 
pressure. This could sound appealing right 
now but in reality this is same as saying ter-
minals should at all times have a significant 
amount of over capacity to be able to han-
dle major disruptive events seen only with 
decades in between. Such a “surge capaci-
ty” would therefore come at a cost – in real-
ity this is ensuring a deliberate overcapacity 
to cater for a very rare event.

History has shown over the past few dec-
ades that the participants in the container 
supply chain have not been willing to pay 
extra for over capacity. Quite the opposite: 
the past few years of supply chain develop-
ment has mainly been focused on eliminat-
ing overcapacity and other “waste” in the 
supply chain.

Realistically this would also point to a 
future where, once the markets have nor-
malised, there will again be little willingness 
in the supply chain to pay for significant 
overcapacity to be idle as a buffer for the 
next major event which might be years or 
decades into the future.

“EVEN THE MOST EFFICIENT OF 
TERMINALS BEGIN TO RUN INTO 
PROBLEMS WHEN THE YARDS BECOME 
FULLY LOADED WITH CONTAINERS.” 
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SMART, AGILE AND  
INNOVATIVE - HOW  
SMALL AND MEDIUM  
SIZED PORTS CAN BE AT 
THE FOREFRONT OF DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION?
Ville Mäkeläinen, CBDO, and Pia Asikainen, Organisational Development Specialist, GISGRO

A growing pressure for digitalisation is 
pushing the maritime industry to invest 
in digital tools for logistics, asset manage-
ment, and other functions. There are pro-
jects for automatizing cargo transportation 
or digitising customs documentation, for 
example. Large ports are leading the trans-
formation, but there are many ways how 
small and medium sides ports can, and 
should, be the vanguards of digitalisation.

What is a small and medium sized port 
(SMP)? The definitions vary from the port’s 
annual freight handling volumes to market 

share or international connectivity1. Mostly 
used definitions utilise the amount of an-
nual freight in ports. In Europe only 17 ports 
exceed the limit of 50 million tons of freight 
annually, which is a commonly used number 
in definition of an SMP2. Internationally, only 
three of the European ports are included 
in the list of 15 biggest ports in the world3. 
In other words, a majority of ports match 
the definition of a small and medium sized 
port. SMPs have an important role in achiev-
ing ambitious goals of fighting the climate 
change in the maritime transport industry.

While large port organisations are com-
binations of different businesses and activi-
ties, SMPs often concentrate on the core 
function of providing infrastructure for the 
maritime transport, outsourcing the other 
related functions to their partners. The dif-
ference means SMPs may need to rely on 
the power of co-operation and take their 
partners along when planning different de-
velopment projects.

A single SMP authority may not have the 
resources to complete major port digitali-
sation projects, but would it be possible if 
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the effort was divided? Also, the business 
and working environment in ports may be 
quite traditional, so how to motivate eve-
ryone to take part in the development? 
Change resistance or fear of losing jobs are 
common feelings when talking about digi-
talisation. To be able to answer to the pres-
sure for digitalisation, we need to start to 
look at the opportunities behind the risks.

So, what are the opportunities in digital 
transformation, especially in small and me-
dium sized ports?

BE SMART
Lack of resources is considered to be one of 
the main issues blocking the digitalisation 
in SMPs. It is difficult to execute a digitis-
ing project when the amount of personnel 
is limited, and often lacks previous experi-
ence in digital processes. But here is where 
SMPs need to be smart: start digitising the 
assets or information you need in the daily 
work. It does not have to be the complete 
process of cargo handling at once; how-
ever, simply an easy access to information 
about the available storage areas for your 
stevedoring company might already save 
loads of time and effort.

SMPs often work closely with the local 
community and are tightly connected to hin-
terland transport chains4. Also, a large por-
tion of the operations may be outsourced, 
meaning the number of stakeholders in a 
port area is also large. To make the digitalisa-
tion efforts worth a while, it is important to 

bear in mind the needs of different parties 
and involve them into the process. The asset 
information of the port’s infrastructure can 
be shared with partners who actually use the 
assets in the port area, bringing more effec-
tiveness to the communication. This is how 
you make sure the investment to the devel-
opment brings benefits to a wider group, 
not just to one team or a division of a port 
company. In addition, the costs of the pro-
ject may be shared when you work together 
with the stakeholders. 

Being smart does not refer only to tech-
nologies, but also to ways of doing things. 
On many occasions new digital technology 
improves the efficiency, but only if it match-
es to the port’s specific needs and process-
es and is properly implemented along with 
training to the employees. Involvement of 
the personnel in the digitalisation process 
gives an SMP a competitive edge, as the 
processes are planned to serve the actual 
needs of personnel and the clients in the 
everyday work of the port.

BE AGILE
One major benefit of an SMP is that a small 
and often also a flat organisation structure 
is more agile when reacting to changes in 
the business environment. A maintenance 
team with a dozen of people can adapt to 
the new digital ways of working more con-
veniently than a team of hundred workers. 
Updating strategies and activities accord-
ing to the clients’ and the industry’s needs 

is easier when there is less bureaucracy in-
volved in decision making.

Being a pioneer means that sometimes 
you need to test and modify different tools 
to find out which one works the best with 
your processes. In an SMP the organisation 
typically involves a larger variety of opera-
tions and teams in the assessment of the 
tools, so the selected tools are more likely 
to serve most in the organisation. This 
saves costs as a larger portion of the per-
sonnel can benefit from the tools and the 
work done in the assessment phase.

Being agile does not mean the port 
needs to change according to each feed-
back from a client. But instead, you need to 
have processes capable of changing when 
it is beneficial for your business. The pro-
cedures follow the changes in the business 
environment, but the solid base brings sta-
bility and evolves when needed.

BE INNOVATIVE
Digital tools offer possibilities to develop 
new services for clients or other stakehold-
ers. Easy exchange of information can ben-
efit both parties by giving opportunities 
to improve processes. In digitised ports 
people do not waste time and money in 
searching information from folders, when 
they can utilise simple platforms to find it. 
The information may also be a new type 
of service: sharing up-to-date information 
on a public website or directly to shipping 
companies, pilots or local authorities.

“LACK OF 
RESOURCES IS 
CONSIDERED TO BE 
ONE OF THE MAIN 
ISSUES BLOCKING 
THE DIGITALISATION 
IN SMPS.”
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In the future, cargo operations are expect-
ed to decrease, but new business opportuni-
ties for ports will arise from logistic services 
and leisure use5, for example. How could 
these opportunities be seized? The maritime 
industry is known to be on the more tradi-
tional side, but in the logistics digital tools 
have already secured a solid ground. Also, 
the owners of leisure boats are very used to 
using digital platforms in searching informa-

tion, for example. Being a digital port may 
provide a head start in reeling those groups 
of clients in. Some digital services can even 
offer enough added value to the client for 
them becoming a new business model with 
extra fees collected from the clients.

In the era of digitalisation many pro-
cesses and operations are changing due to 
regulations. Being ahead of these changes 
means opportunities to differentiate from 
competition. Providing information about 
the port’s environmental performance to 
the public or adding the current weather 
broadcasts to the website is easier with 
modern digital tools, and those can become 
the extra service port’s clients appreciate. 

SMPS ARE SHOWING THE WAY TO THE 
FUTURE
Many SMPs are already on their path of 
becoming a digital port. For these SMPs, 
new ways of utilising digital data are inte-
grated to the everyday work, and the SMPs 
are constantly developing their processes 
in order to use the new tools even better. 
Small and medium sized ports are not rest-
ing on their laurels, but they are taking the 
advantage of improving their competitive-
ness and making the processes more effi-
cient with digitalisation.

In addition to utilising the digitalisation 
in ports’ everyday business, SMPs provide 
a fruitful “living lab” for digitalisation re-
searchers, as their operations are relatively 
limited and therefore, the effects of digital-
isation can more easily be quantified than 
in large transportation hubs. The state-of-
art digital tools can be implemented and 
tested in the real-life environment, and 
with information sharing and co-operation 
the whole industry benefits from the de-
velopment. SMPs really can lead the way 
to smarter maritime transport and to the 
more sustainable future.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Ville Mäkeläinen is a port digitalisa-
tion expert and CBDO at GISGRO. He 
has worked with ports globally for 
several years and has executed doz-
ens of digitalisation projects together 
with his clients. His expertise includes 
digitalisation project management, 3D 
surveys and inspections and utilization 
of online platforms and data in port 
management.

Pia Asikainen works as an Organiza-
tional Development Specialist at GIS-
GRO. Her expertise includes process 
development and certified manage-
ment systems for quality, environ-
ment, and safety, and she has worked 
with port industry for several years. 
Processes designed for easier and 
more efficient working life are her big-
gest interests.

ABOUT THE ORGANISATION 

GISGRO is a complete smart port 
management system that helps SMPs, 
their clients, and their subcontractors 
work smarter. With the ability to view 
and utilize port operations and asset 
data quickly and easily, ports gain the 
power to effectively oversee and opti-
mize virtually all port operations. 

REFERENCES: 

1.  2 Seas Magazine 2014. http://archive.
interreg4a-2mers.eu/2seas-files/page_
ext_attachments/1602/PAC2_2SEAS_
MAGAZINE_EN.pdf 

2.  Eurostat 2020, Maritime freight and 
vessels statistics. https://ec.europa.
eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.
php?title=Maritime_ports_freight_and_
passenger_statistics&oldid=218671#Rot
terdam.2C_Antwerpen_and_Hamburg_
stayed_top_three_ports_in_2019

3.  World Shipping Council / European 
Commission. https://ec.europa.eu/
transport/sites/default/files/_static/
pdf/infographie-web_en.pdf

4.  Feng & Notteboom 2013, Peripheral 
challenge by Small and Medium Sized 
Ports (SMPs) in Multi-Port Gateway 
Regions: the case study of northeast of 
China, Polish Maritime Research, Special 
Issue Vol 20, pages 55-66. https://core.
ac.uk/download/pdf/45438701.pdf

5.  Port Economics 2021, Future scenarios 
for maritime transport in Europe 
2021. https://www.porteconomics.eu/
four-future-scenarios-for-maritime-
transport-in-europe/

“TO MAKE THE 
DIGITALISATION 
EFFORTS WORTH 
A WHILE, IT IS 
IMPORTANT TO 
BEAR IN MIND THE 
NEEDS OF DIFFERENT 
PARTIES AND INVOLVE 
THEM INTO THE 
PROCESS.”
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Can you recall Chinese New Year 2020? It 
was then that the pandemic-induced lock-
downs in China prevented Chinese workers 
coming back to work in factories and ports. 
From that moment onwards, the world of 
supply chains relying on seaborne transpor-
tation has never looked normal. 

Before long, suppliers in Europe and 
North America started seeing the first signs 
of new behaviour amongst their customers. 
Little did they know that the proverbial but-
terfly wings were about to unleash a hurri-
cane on their well-honed supply chain tac-
tics and strategies. 

In the world of supply chain manage-
ment, the bullwhip effect is something to be 
avoided at any cost. The crack of the whip 
in the early 2020 produced a mother-of-a-
bullwhip effect felt across inter-connected 
global supply chains until today.

What started as a workforce reliability 
problem has quickly turned into an inventory 
catch up game. As soon as the factories of Chi-
na started humming again, the new produc-
tion output and the backlog started swelling 
up across export terminals. Container ships 
normally filled up to 85% needed to be loaded 
full, taking precious extra hours at berths. 

TERMINAL VELOCITY
Kris Kosmala, Industry Thought Leader, Rotterdam/Singapore  

Predictably, importing supply chain man-
agers reacted to disruptions by ordering 
more, just in case. The bleak outlook of 
significantly lower throughput levels for im-
port container ports in Q2 2020 has rapidly 
transformed into an acute capacity short-
age as delayed ships, loaded to the rafters, 
arrived at their destination ports.

While the shippers grappled with re-sizing 
their inventories and orders, the virus devel-
oped its own agenda, throwing port work-
forces around the world for a spin. Soon, 
delays in unloading the ships turned into 
shortages of ships and equipment at the 
exporting terminals. Delays formed in China 
travelled rapidly to importing terminals, as 
illustrated by the ships queuing at major des-
tination ports and waiting for their delayed 
access to the berths, then viciously bounced 
back jamming export terminals in Asia.

Container terminals are usually pretty 
good at managing disruptive events with 
contingency workforces and overtime. Those 
measures did not stand a chance against 
the reality of the pandemic. And without 
humans, nothing moves in the terminal, no 
matter the degree of its automation. There 
is a silver lining in the current situation. This 

prolonged period of serious crisis allows us to 
evaluate significance of technology in keep-
ing maritime operations on even keel.

AUTOMATION – WHAT IS IT GOOD FOR? 
The case for terminal automation has been 
confirmed by the speed with which highly 
automated Chinese ports reached full ca-
pacity after the series of debilitating lock-
downs and export production delays. Simi-
lar rapid recovery has not been experienced 
by ports with lesser automation.

However, terminal automation has its lim-
its. Normally, it is seen as a way to reduce 
reliance on human labour. In other words, 
automated vision envisions half of the peo-
ple unloading twice the size of the ship in 
the same time window as a smaller ship. 
Seemingly, a great boost in efficiency re-
flected in increased productivity. 

The problem with productivity is that the 
only way you can achieve that in a terminal 
is by adding more people and adding more 
automated machinery to serve more ships 
concurrently. If automation focuses on elim-
inating people by replacing them with intel-
ligent machinery, it doesn’t mean that the 
terminal increases productivity and gains 
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operational resilience. By itself, the automa-
tion is really powerless against the whiplash 
of consecutive disruptions.

The real promise of highly sophisticated 
equipment is its ability to reliably generate 
utilisation and performance data which in 
turn allows for quick and efficient re-allo-
cation of terminals’ resources. We always 
knew that in maritime supply chain man-
agement, faster flow of detailed and precise 
data plays a critical role. 

What we have learned during the pro-
longed disruption is that the terminal can 
only be as efficient as the terminal users al-
low them to be. The data insights obtained 
by the terminal must flow to multiple exter-
nal parties forming terminal’s and port’s eco-
system and vice versa. And I mean insights, 
not just raw data. This flow today is still too 
spotty, too fragmented, and too non-stand-
ard to prevent maritime supply chains from 
buckling under sustained pressure.

ARRIVING JUST-IN-TIME 
The most visible, but not the most impor-
tant, issue today is terminals’ inability to 
accommodate ships coming in out of sched-
ule. Plenty of angst built up among the car-
riers about their ships sailing as quickly as 
possible to their destinations only to be told 
that there is no berth space to accommo-
date them. The Just-in-Time (JIT) Port Call 
initiative is still in its early stages. Eventually, 
it will enable a digital JIT port call process 
management that will facilitate vessel arriv-
al handling so that waiting time is eliminated 
or significantly reduced. That’s tomorrow.

Today, some terminals implement berth 
planning optimisation with point solutions 
which attempt to address the issue of utilis-
ing linear berth space. Intuitively, they make 
sense, but the problem of berthing the 
vessel is not solely a problem of allocating 
3,000m of quay to 400m long behemoths. 

Where the vessel is positioned has to be 
connected to the planning and the optimal 
movement of horizontal transports. Quan-
tity of shore equipment requires optimal 
workforce allocation. Each one of those 
has cost objectives. That has not stopped 
the IT vendors to continue offering the ter-
minals four very different silo technology 
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solutions, each requiring custom integra-
tion to terminal’s TOS.

Looking at the carrier-terminal interface, 
the advances of earlier years have reached 
their limits. The most often cited barrier to 
higher efficiency is lack of standardisation of 
data and processes leading to bottlenecks 
forming in processing documentation that 
accompanies the containers. 

Proliferation of different technologies, 
data definitions and data exchange meth-
ods when carriers, terminals and shippers 
communicate with each other is the cause 
of the problem. The effort of Digital Con-
tainer Shipping Association (DCSA) on the 
DCSA Information Model will eventually 
provide common industry language to de-
scribe data definitions and form interface 
standards. That’s the future. The present is 
still affected by silos and custom-built inter-
faces and data inconsistencies.

Passive distribution of data (ETAs, ATAs, 
EDTs, RDTs; truck turn time, etc.) through 
port and terminal information systems ex-
posed shortcomings of such an approach in 
times of prolonged disruption. The biggest 
problem is that a passive system does not 
allow the terminals to see in real time the 
plans and responses of the beneficial cargo 
owners (BCO) or shippers. In other words, 
letting shippers know that the ship arrived 
and is being unloaded is not enough if the 
terminal doesn’t know that those BCOs or 
shippers will not be able to pick up their 
containers within the agreed free days. 
Implementing a passive gate slot booking 
system does not do anything to solve this 
information mismatch problem. All in all, 
plenty of scope for process-wide improve-
ment that has to be driven by much smarter 
insight management.

REACHING CAPACITY 
Once the yards reach capacity, terminals 
without sufficient real estate and without so-
phisticated yard optimisation tools that con-
sider space, moving equipment, people, and 
evacuation intentions of the shippers is not 
going to cope well. Yards that are inefficiently 
emptied out lead to ships taking longer to 
unload and load, which in turn introduces 
more uncertainty into transportation plan-

ning by the importing or exporting BCOs and 
shippers. Since their TMS solutions are rarely 
integrated to terminal information systems 
in real time, the time lag between data and 
insight creates its own bullwhip effect and 
rapidly spreads the disturbances throughout 
shippers’ own networks.

In conclusion, container ports are very 
dynamic and complex environments. Their 
present processes and support systems 
were sufficient to face and solve constant 
challenges of supply and demand up till now. 
The pandemic has ruthlessly exposed gaps 
that would have been papered over under 
typical operational circumstances known 
from the past. Hopefully, the industry has 
learned new lessons and will re-evaluate 
supply chain techniques, tactics, technology 
solutions, and future investments.

The turn from steady state to one in which 
small changes in demand and supply cause 
oscillating and increasing reverberations in 
capacity, production, and resource availabili-
ty throughout the supply chain is a cataclysm 
as much as opportunity to change. I hope 
that lasting change and the innovation that 
is still needed is on everybody’s mind. The 
industry should not waste this crisis.

“WHAT WE HAVE LEARNED DURING 
THE PROLONGED DISRUPTION IS 
THAT THE TERMINAL CAN ONLY BE 
AS EFFICIENT AS THE TERMINAL 
USERS ALLOW THEM TO BE.”

EDITION 112    9 

INDUSTRY MOVING FORWARD 



Speaking to PTI Dr. Eva Savelsberg, Senior Vice 
President, INFORM’s Logistics Division, pro-
vides insight on the state of the industry today 
with its ongoing challenges. She also provides 
insight into the company’s focus in the rail 
sector with new solutions and TOS add-ons.

REFLECTING ON RECENT SUPPLY CHAIN 
DISRUPTION, WHERE DO YOU SEE THE 
MOST SIGNIFICANT INVESTMENTS BEING 
MADE IN ORDER FOR PORTS TO AS 
RESILIENT AS POSSIBLE? 
It is no secret that the industry is eyeing 
port call optimisation as a major area of 
improvement to assist in getting ships into 
and out of ports more efficiently. We’ve 
also seen a significant uptick in interest 
for our broad range of optimisers since 
the pandemic began. It is very important 
for terminal operators to remember that 
you’re only as strong as your weakest link, 

TAKING STOCK OF  
THE SUPPLY CHAIN:
CHALLENGES REMAIN BUT  
OPTIMISATION OFFERS RELIEF 
Interview with Dr. Eva Savelsberg, Senior Vice President, INFORM’s Logistics Division

and while improving port calls and STS 
operations is important, the periphery of 
these is also crucial. Optimizing the vehi-
cles that pick up and drop off containers 
to ship-to-shore (STS) cranes and the yard 
moves required to get containers our for 
loading are equally important. 

There is an increasing understanding that 
the logistics supply chain is interconnected 
and what affects one player has the strong 
potential to affect many. As we discussed 
early in the COVID-19 pandemic at the PTI 
webinar, Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Resil-
iency, technology, and AI/optimisation tools 
are very well-placed to help all operators 
remain resilient.

Watch it again! Access the AI and 
resiliency webinar here.

YOU SAID AT THE SMART DIGITAL PORTS 
OF THE FUTURE CONFERENCE IN SPRING 
2021 THAT HELPING SMALLER AND 
INLAND TERMINALS DIGITALISE THEIR 
OPERATIONS SHOULD BE A PRIORITY 
FOR THE INDUSTRY. HAVE YOU SEEN 
ANY INCREASE IN BUSINESS IN THESE 
AREAS?
Throughout 2020, the intermodal network 
in the US was pushed to its capacity, and 
there aren’t any signs of this letting up. In 
fact, as in industry, we’re starting to see 
congestion in most regions within the in-
termodal networks flowing on from the 
congestion at our seaports. The down-
side is that maritime terminals are better 
equipped, technology-wise, to remain re-
silient to these pressures. That said, we’ve 
seen a marked uptick in our intermodal 
solution offering over the past 12 months, 
both in the US and here in Europe. 
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WITH COVID-19 OUTBREAKS AFFECTING 
PORTS IN ASIA ONCE AGAIN, DO YOU THINK 
LESSONS HAVE BEEN LEARNED FROM 
2020? ARE PORTS HANDLING DISRUPTION 
IN A DIFFERENT WAY? 
COVID-19, for sure, has been a source of 
major disruption within the supply chain. 
We’re starting to see the same challenges 
faced in 2020 with ports closing in parts 
of Asia, and while I do think that we’ve 
learned our lessons, the simple truth is 
that we’re still not fully recovered from the 
disruptions of 2020. In fact, congestion is 
spreading and worsening. As an example, 
the ship logjam in Los Angeles has spread 
to the broader US West Coast, and Europe 
isn’t isolated either. Congestion is being re-
ported at all the major ports here too. 

I want to look at this in a larger picture here 
because we need to look at the broader chal-
lenge. Disruption isn’t just stemming from 
COVID-related issues. Nearly monthly, we’ve 
seen major disruptions worldwide. IIn late 
2020, the US Coast Guard closed almost all 
Louisiana ports in preparation for Hurricane 
Zeta. We've also seen disruption due to Hur-
ricane Ida making landfall in August 2021.  We 
had the Suez Canal issue earlier this year. We 

saw here in Germany the first high-water level 
on the Rhine, and vessels weren’t allowed to 
travel. The catastrophic flooding has impact-
ed the German rail network, and this is just 
to name but a few examples. The issue is cer-
tainly much larger than COVID-19. 

As we look at the system as a whole, it 
is under tremendous strain at the moment. 
I’d go so far as to say one could argue it is 
under an unprecedented amount of strain. 
I don’t think any individual lesson learned 
from the 2020 COVID-19 response is going 
to solve the issues we’re seeing. Two things 
will resolve the issue: one is time, and the 
other is the optimisation of the system.

Assuming demand ebbs after the holiday 
peeks and we see an ebbing of disruptions 
back to manageable levels, the system 
should recover. That’s a lot of assumptions 
and ‘ifs’. Alternatively, we need to take a 
global approach to assessing the system, 
again, as a whole, to allow for smarter deci-
sions to be made at the local level. 

Essentially, the global supply chain is a 
massive queuing system – something that 
we at INFORM are very used to optimising 
within the logistics industry. If we compare 
it to a container terminal, knowing which 

container to move where, when, and with 
what piece of equipment from a multitude 
of possible solutions is a complex problem, 
but a problem AI and operations research-
based algorithms are capable of solving in 
real-time. Applying a similar logic to the big 
picture is possibly the only way forward, but 
this will take a large amount of coordination 
within the industry from all players. Let’s 
see what happens over the coming years. 

FOLLOWING THE LAUNCH OF YOUR TRAIN 
LOAD OPTIMIZER AND ADD-ONS TO THE 
SYNROTESS RAIL SCHEDULER, RAIL 
OPTIMISATION IS CLEARLY IMPORTANT 
TO INFORM. WHAT REGIONS ARE YOU 
EXPLORING MOST AND WHY? 
INFORM has emerged as the market leader 
when it comes to rail optimisation. In Eu-
rope, we’re optimising the rail operations 
at HHLA Container Terminal Altenwerden 
(CTA), Europe’s largest container rail ter-
minal for intermodal transport. In the US, 
we’ve been working with GCT Deltaport to 
optimise their rail operations for several 
years now. In that time, we’ve adopted 
our “European” algorithms to align with 
the US market requirements. We’re also 

“THE SIMPLE TRUTH IS THAT WE’RE STILL NOT FULLY 
RECOVERED FROM THE DISRUPTIONS OF 2020. IN FACT, 
CONGESTION IS SPREADING AND WORSENING.”
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currently working to deploy our rail opti-
misation solution to DP World Vancouver, 
with go-live expected in early 2022. This is 
a particularly interesting project as we’re 
extending our optimisation from the inter-
modal yard into scheduling vehicles feed-
ing the rail area. There have been several 
recent technical papers that highlight the 
importance of feeding the rail area with 
well scheduled vehicle/container moves, 
and we certainly agree with that.

Further reading! Automating rail 
operations: considering the full picture. 

INFORM RECENTLY ANNOUNCED THAT 
HAS SUCCESSFULLY INTEGRATED 
“LINKER”, A PROVEN MIDDLEWARE, 
INTO ITS SYNROTESS RAIL SCHEDULER. 
LINKER ALLOWS THOSE USING A NAVIS 
TOS TO INTRODUCE SYNCROTESS – IS 
THERE OPPORTUNITY BEYOND THOSE 
USING NAVIS TOS TO USE THIS ADD-ON? 
Absolutely. Linker is a proven middleware 
to connect Syncrotess and Navis’s N4 
TOS. That said, INFORM has experience 
implementing our add-on optimisation 
modules to a broad range of terminal 
operating systems, from industry-leading 
systems to in-house systems. We take a 
TOS agnostic approach when it comes to 
adding optimisation into the terminal op-
erations tool kit. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Dr. Eva Savelsberg is Senior Vice Presi-
dent of Inform’s Logistics Division. She 
specialises in Optimisation Software 
that renders a wide range of opera-
tional processes more productive, 
agile, and reliable. Eva is also lecturer 
at the University of Aachen (RWTH), 
where she received her PhD in me-
chanical Engineering in 2002. Eva has 
published 5 books and over 40 papers 
on innovation in freight transportation.

ABOUT THE ORGANISATION 

Inform specialises in AI and optimisa-
tion software to improve operational 
decision making. Based in Aachen, 
Germany, the company has been in 
the optimisation business for 50 years 
and serves a wide span of logistics 
industries including maritime, inter-
modal, and inland terminals. With a 
broad range of standalone and add-
on software modules, Inform’s unique 
blend of algorithmic based software 
expertise, rich industry experience, 
and big world thinking delivers huge 
value for their customers. 

IS THERE SCOPE FOR LINKER AND 
SYNCROTESS BEYOND THE NORTH 
AMERICAN MARKET?
Of course. As a proven middleware be-
tween Syncrotess and Navis’s N4 TOS, there 
are no regional constraints. Any terminal 
operating the standard N4 TOS should ben-
efit from a streamlined deployment of IN-
FORM’s optimisation modules for Rail.

AND MOVING FORWARD, WHAT 
OTHER PLANS DOES INFORM HAVE TO 
INTEGRATE ADD-ONS TO SYNCROTESS? 
As announced at PTI’s Container Terminal 
Automation Conference 2021, we’ve recently 
updated our Train Load Optimizer to include 
a new submodule called the Train Builder. 
We’re constantly evaluating the markets we 
operate in and talking with our customers and 
prospects to best understand how optimisa-
tion can deliver solutions to their operational 
challenges. In 2019 we released our Machine 
Learning module, which has delivered sub-
stantial results to HHLA Container Terminal 
Bucherkai (CTB), including further decreases 
in costly rehandles as well as reductions in 
loaded travel and improved yard block utili-
sation. We brought Linker online in late 2020 
and Train Builder this year. We’re committed 
to ensuring that our products meet the needs 
of our customers and the industries we work 
in and enjoy finding new ways to apply proven 
optimisation algorithms as well as developing 
new AI techniques to solve the challenges of 
our industry. 

"WE’VE RECENTLY UPDATED OUR TRAIN LOAD 
OPTIMIZER TO INCLUDE A NEW SUBMODULE 
CALLED THE TRAIN BUILDER."
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Last month, Oakland, California-based 
Navis completed its acquisition by Accel-
KKR, a leading Silicon Valley-based technol-
ogy investment firm with a strong focus on 
supply chain software companies. PTI spoke 
with Navis CEO, Benoit de la Tour to learn 
more about Navis’ new ownership and dis-
cuss what’s next for the company. From 
an eye on strategic growth to accelerating 
the industry’s shift to SaaS-based technol-
ogy solutions, de la Tour shares more about 
what the future holds for the company and 
its customers around the globe.

WHAT ARE ACCEL-KKR’S PRIORITIES FOR 
INVESTMENT WITHIN THE NAVIS PRODUCT 
PORTFOLIO?
As a leading technology investor and inves-
tor in supply chain businesses, Accel-KKR 
has extensive experience with cloud and 
subscription-based models, understands 
what is required to accelerate growth, and 
can be a strategic partner for Navis’ busi-
ness transformation within the cloud and 
beyond. 

NAVIS EYES STRATEGIC 
GROWTH
Interview with Benoit de la Tour, President & CEO, Navis

With the acquisition complete, Navis and 
Accel-KKR are jointly focused on expand-
ing Navis’ existing software portfolio, par-
ticularly in the areas of operational system 
optimisation, visibility and control, cloud 
technology and sustainability. 

NAVIS HAS PREVIOUSLY MADE ITS OWN 
STRATEGIC ACQUISITIONS, IS THERE 
ROOM FOR MORE UNDER ACCEL-KKR 
LEADERSHIP? IF SO, WHAT AREAS WOULD 
YOU BE LOOKING TO INVEST?
Yes. Part of Accel-KKR’s aim is to support 
strategic mergers and acquisition activity, 
and provide the financial backing needed 
for Navis to pursue technology investments 
that - together with our existing software 
portfolio - bring even greater efficiency, 
control and predictability to ocean and 
landside logistics.

HOW DO YOU SEE NAVIS GROWING UNDER 
ACCEL-KKR?
We expect to grow in a number of ways. 
From a solutions perspective, as men-

tioned, we will focus on innovating our 
existing technology solutions, as well as 
the addition of new value-add solutions 
and services to our portfolio over time. By 
introducing more powerful business intelli-
gence and analytics capabilities, predictive 
visibility to see ahead of planned opera-
tions, new mobile applications improving 
vessel operations, reefer monitoring, and 
improved data services, we fully expect to 
continue growing our user footprint well 
beyond container terminals to support 
other critical entities involved in the move-
ment of cargo through the supply chain 
globally. 

WHAT CHANGES, IF ANY, ARE PLANNED 
FOR NAVIS IN THE NEAR FUTURE?
While there are big aspirations on the ho-
rizon, in the near-term, Navis will continue 
to operate business as usual. We have been 
and will remain committed to delivering in-
dustry-leading operational solutions to our 
global customers that help them save time, 
money, better plan for and optimise their 
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operations, gain much needed visibility, 
boost productivity and speed up the move-
ment of cargo through the supply chain. 

YOU SAY THAT BOTH PARTIES WILL 
CONTINUE TO INVEST IN SOLUTIONS 
THAT CAN BE INTEGRATED TO IMPROVE 
OPERATIONS AND PERFORMANCE, ARE YOU 
ANTICIPATING NEW SOFTWARE THIS YEAR 
OR SIGNIFICANT UPGRADES TO EXISTING 
TOOLS?
There will certainly be an acceleration of 
the move to cloud technology, including 
with existing solutions like N4 SaaS and 
Octopi, as well as new innovations that are 
developed over time. Investing in cloud-
based solutions enables vast advantages 
over on-premise software, including faster 
delivery of new functionality, enhanced se-
curity, ease of use and much more. We can 
also support their external users by more 
easily offering data services for customers 
to connect with their shipping partners and 
control how their data is distributed.

WILL NAVIS BE LOOKING TO EXPAND ITS 
PRODUCT PORTFOLIO?
Yes, we will continue to introduce new ca-
pabilities and move Navis solutions - and 
customers - to the cloud over time. In late 
2020, Navis launched the N4 Terminal 
Operating System (TOS) as a cloud-based 
solution, marking our entry into the cloud 
arena with impressive results. Since that 
time, more than 50 customers use Navis 
applications via the Navis cloud, and that 
number continues to rise, particularly as 
more and more terminals realise the ben-
efits of moving from on-premise to cloud-
based software delivery models. Container 
Terminal of Port of Durres (CTPD) is among 
the forward-looking terminals that have 
recently made the strategic push to transi-
tion from previously manual operations to 
Navis’ N4 SaaS, with many more to follow. 

ABOUT THE ORGANISATION 

Navis is a provider of operational tech-
nologies and services that unlock great-
er performance and efficiency for the 
world’s leading organisations across the 
cargo supply chain. Navis combines indus-
try best practices with innovative technol-
ogy and world-class services, to provide 
comprehensive management of the sup-
ply chain for safer, smarter and more effi-
cient cargo operations. Navis Rail offers a 
SaaS suite for the planning and optimisa-
tion of freight railroads including the net-
work, schedule, traffic cars, locomotives 
and crew. www.navis.com

Additionally, we will also continue to push 
forward in areas that customers view as true 
value-add for their operations. From our 
recently-launched Managed Services Store 
to our Berth Window Management solution, 
to a greater focus on industry-leading inland 
solutions for intermodal and inland termi-
nals, we are focused on expanding our port-
folio to address the needs that customers 
have today, and the future issues that supply 
chain stakeholders want to address. 

NAVIS SAID THE ACQUISITION COMES AT A 
TIME OF “UNPRECEDENTED DEMAND FOR 
OPTIMISED OPERATING SOLUTIONS” BY 
OPERATORS – CAN YOU BE MORE SPECIFIC 
ABOUT WHERE THE DEMAND IS COMING 
FROM, WHICH REGIONS, WHAT TYPE OF 
OPERATORS (RAIL, PORTS, INLAND...) AND 
HOW NAVIS PLANS TO MEET THAT DEMAND?
There are two recent surveys that come to 
mind that provide great insight into what 
inland, ocean, and intermodal operators 
are looking for operationally in the future. 
The Navis N4 SaaS survey, which was con-
ducted in late 2020, identified strong inter-
est in SaaS solutions, indicating that indus-
try adoption of SaaS will increase 67% in 
the next few years. The same survey also 
found that market interest in cloud solu-
tions has raised nearly 40% compared to 
2019 (54% in 2019 vs. 93% in 2020), with 
nearly 80% of respondents already in the 
planning and implementation process with 
an existing timeline to move some or all of 
their applications to the cloud.

On the inland side, our recently released 
Navis Rail survey offered a strong indication 
of what rail executives expect in the latter 
part of this year and through 2022. The sur-
vey showed that 60% plan to invest in au-
tomation, 58% in enterprise-wide planning 
and operational systems and 43% in artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) and machine learning 
(ML) over the next three years. 

These are all areas that Navis is actively 
supporting customers today, as well as de-
veloping solutions that will enable their fu-
ture successes. 

WHERE DO YOU THINK PORTS AND 
TERMINALS ARE LOOKING TO MAKE MOST 
INVESTMENTS IN THE NEAR FUTURE TO 
IMPROVE OPERATIONS?
Due in great part to the pandemic, as well as 
the recent challenges at many of the world's 
busiest trading hubs, ports and terminals will 
continue to invest in the cloud and in innova-
tive technologies designed to manage costs, 
increase capacity utilisation and keep cargo 
flowing without disruption. I believe we will 
also see growing interest in and demand for 
cloud-based solutions to provide additional 
layers of security to protect port operations 
from cybersecurity events. I believe we’ll see 
more automation to improve safety within 
the workplace, and investment for efficiency 
improvements to support a more sustain-
able supply chain. 

“WE WILL CONTINUE 
TO INTRODUCE 
NEW CAPABILITIES 
AND MOVE NAVIS 
SOLUTIONS - AND 
CUSTOMERS - TO THE 
CLOUD OVER TIME.” 
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DISRUPTION AND 
PANDEMIC CHAOS SHINES 
LIGHT ON SUPPLY CHAIN 
VULNERABILITIES
Supply chain visibility and digitalisation 
innovation are more important than ever 
due to the chaos caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic, with other events such as the 
obstruction of the Suez Canal and closure 
of the Port of Yantian showing how fragile 
logistics operations still are.

The growth of e-commerce, exacerbated 
by the pandemic, has increased the burden 
on gateways and transshipment hubs that 
were already struggling to manage the de-
mands of changing customer and end-user 
expectations. 

Speaking to PTI, Aymeric Chandavoine, 
Head of Logistics and Services at A.P. Moller 
-Maersk (Maersk), said digitalisation has 
become more important in the effort to 
transport goods efficiently. 

Carriers such as Maersk have in recent 
years sought to change their business mod-
els to provide end-to-end supply chain so-

lutions, driven by and the ascent of the e-
commerce industry. 

The pandemic and other disruptions 
have demonstrated the fragility of global 
supply chains, which according to Chanda-
voine have for too long been “fragmented 
and structured into silos” while the world 
has become more interconnected. 

“While a decade ago disruptions were 
limited to regions, events today have a far 
bigger impact on operations in different 
parts of the global economy, but the chaos 
has created opportunities for stakehold-
ers,” according to Chandavoine. 

“The first opportunity is to think of logistics 
as one flow, connected through a network. 
This is not a string of events in isolation.

“The second one is the importance of 
digitisation. The industry has historically 
not invested enough in technology while 
supply chains are complex ecosystems 

that require a high degree of visibility, of 
predictability. 

“Technologies like our Tradelens block-
chain platform are now available to in-
crease this visibility and we can accelerate 
this digital transformation to build one 
source of truth.

“The digital capability gives visibility, the 
ability to predict. The global physical net-
work brings the levers to act. 

“Putting together the digital capabil-
ity and physical execution network are the 
foundations to build integrated logistics, re-
silient and agile supply chains.”

SURVIVING CRISES THROUGH TECHNOLOGY
The obstruction in March 2021 of the Suez 
Canal caused chaos across the world’s 
maritime sector, with many vessels delayed 
at anchor or forced to deviate around the 
Cape of Good Hope. 
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Consequently, ports in Europe faced se-
vere congestion once the backlog had lift-
ed, as did national infrastructure and stor-
age capacity. 

Smart technologies have become in-
creasingly more important, particularly for 
carriers. Maersk’s above-mentioned block-
chain-based TradeLens initiative is just one 
innovation designed to improve transpar-
ency and the flow of trade. 

Chandavoine believes while it is the car-
riers that have largely taken the initiative, 
all industry stakeholders have an important 
role to play, including ports and terminal 
operators, to create a supply chain that can 
cope with future disruption. 

“Supply chains change rapidly because 
the end customers, the consumers of 
goods, have more instant needs. 

“We need to be quicker; we need to be 
more agile. At the same time, our supply 
chains have become more complex, and 
that means our customers require more 
visibility and connectivity with their goods. 

“Also, when an event like COVID-19 oc-
curs, there are many changes needed more 
or less instantly and our ability to respond 
fast is crucial – and that goes both for carri-
ers and port and terminal operators.”

While growth is driven by similar phe-
nomena across the world, such as e-com-
merce and customer end-user demands, it 
is important to understand the challenges 
faced by different regions. 

Chandavoine went further, saying there 
is no viable business without a resilient and 
agile supply chain, which means logistics 
providers must think flexibly if they are to 
serve their customers.

“Supply chains enable global trades and 
connect the world from manufacturing to 
consumption,” he explained, before adding 
that the pandemic and other events had 
made obvious the complexity of logistics 
ecosystems. 

“No organisation is fully ready for events 
of this magnitude,” Chandavoine said. How-
ever, he claimed that Maersk had been able 
to react quickly to the disruption of 2020 
and 2021 and meet customer needs.

“For instance, our intercontinental rail 
from China to Europe was still moving our 
customer’s precious cargo, our Air Freight 
team were arranging additional capacity to 

meet our customers' needs in the hour of 
need and our Ocean teams were evaluating 
alternative routes to minimise the impact 
on customer’s supply chains.”

MEETING CUSTOMER NEEDS
Maersk posted profits of $3.7 billion in Q2 
2021, the 12th consecutive month in which 
it has improved year-on-year (YoY) and ex-
pects its performance in the next quarter 
to be even better. 

It has benefited from pandemic-induced 
high freight rates and low cost of fuel, as have 
all carriers, but Chandavoine credited its cus-
tomer-centric approach and transformation 
to focus on logistics and digitalisation.

“The success of Maersk’s integrator strat-
egy hinges on our ability to execute and 
orchestrate the end-to-end supply chain 
seamlessly. 

“It empowers our customers with bold de-
cision controls over outcomes like reliability, 
speed, cost, and sustainability among others. 

“To do so, Maersk has undergone a mas-
sive transformation in the last few years 
which has resulted in an unprecedented 
customer-centric view. Everything we do 
starts with our customers’ needs. 

“This puts our logistics and services busi-
ness in the front and centre of the conver-
sation and has triggered a fast-paced exten-
sion of our logistics capabilities. 

“We are expanding our capabilities 
around the world across transportation 
modes, from first to last-mile transporta-
tion, in road, rail, air, Ocean LCL, to give 
more choices to our customers; also in 
warehousing, in customs services, in 4PL 
and Supply-Chain Management Services. 

“We do it organically or by acquisition, 
like last year in the US with Performance 
Team and KGH Customs Services in Europe.”

DECARBONISING THROUGH 
DIGITALISATION
The subsequent disruption has empha-
sised the need for technologies that help 
the industry transport goods efficiently and 
cleanly, according to Chandavoine.

“At the same time as the digitisation ac-
celeration, we see that the decarbonisation 
is becoming central to the supply-chain 
long-term agenda,” Chandavoine said.

“We have made decarbonisation a prior-
ity, a business imperative. Around half of 
our top 200 customers have set or are in 
the process of setting ambitious science-
based targets.” 

Chandavoine said Maersk’s customers 
expect assistance in “decarbonising entire 
supply chains” and that it has made a num-
ber of innovations and investments as part 
of its overall offering, with 61% of its CO2 
emissions coming from vessel operations.

These include a 2,000 TEU feeder vessel 
with a methanol dual-fuel engine, which 
Maersk expects to be launched by 2023, 
and a portal that gives customers a com-
prehensive look at their carbon emissions 
in the supply chain.

“Coming back to technology and digitisa-
tion, we are also putting our investment in 
digitisation at the service of decarbonisa-
tion,” Chandavoine

“We recently launched a dashboard 
that provides customers a complete and 
detailed overview of greenhouse gas 
emissions. 

“We help our customers to set a scientific 
baseline for their emissions footprint, then 
enable them to set targets, optimise and 
track their progress over time, all this being 
visible at their fingertips.”

Written by Max Schwerdtfeger
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