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The freight fight  
– but with whom actually?

by Vitaly Chernov, Editor-in-Chief, PortNews.ru

Last year, less than 30 million tonnes of Russian cargo, some 3.6% of the country’s entire port traffic, 
went through the seaports of the Baltic States, Finland, and Ukraine, a 1.5-time-drop on the 2019 
volume. The devil is in the detail, so the picture is a mixed one. For instance, Finnish ports handled 7% 
year-on-year more Russian cargo in 2020, chiefly thanks to ore transshipment taking place in Kokkola 
(almost 3.0mt, up by 26% yoy). The country also took care of an increased batch of mineral fertilisers, an 
advance close to 10% yoy, totalling nearly 1.5mt. This points out the lack of dry bulk handling facilities 
in Russia. However, a number of infrastructure projects aimed at increasing Russian ports’ capacity, 
both in the Baltic and in other regions, are either already in the pipeline or in the planning phase. As 
such, Russia might as well end up with not only its stevedores competing for Russian goods handled 
outside the country’s borders but also against each other on their own turf. At the same time, Russia 
is also eyeing redirecting Belarusian trade, oil products and fertilisers, towards its Baltic seaports.

Investments in port handling capacity to re-capture Russian cargo traffic in the Baltic

Grains

Another commodity of which trans-
shipment through non-Russian ports 
rose in 2020 were grains, up to 1.1mt via 
the Baltics. Here also, there’s a short-
age of dedicated handling capacity in 
the Russian part of the Gulf of Finland. 
Some minor grain loads are taken care 
of in St. Petersburg (160kt last year) 

by non-dedicated terminals, notice-
ably more in Kaliningrad (600kt), the 
bulk of which is being shipped from the 
Sodrugestvo Soya terminal. Sodrugestvo, 
an international agro-industrial group 
based in Luxembourg, wanted to con-
struct a grain terminal in the Batareynaya 
Bay in the Leningrad Oblast, but these 

plans were shelved due to protests of 
locals and environmentalists. Tehnotrans 
is set to build the Vysotsk Grain Terminal 
with an annual capacity of 4mt. New 
Technological Company is also look-
ing into building a grain terminal in 
Vysotsk, diversifying the port’s port-
folio away from coal and oil handling.
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Coal

Speaking of coal, its shipments via 
the Baltics dropped five-and-half times 
to 2.8mt and by 37% yoy to 600kt via 
Finland. Meanwhile, coal exports from the 
Russian Gulf of Finland seaports went up 
by 8% yoy to 45.2mt. Interestingly, there’s 
only one Russian coal-dedicated termi-
nal in the Baltic, the Ust-Luga-located 
Rosterminalugol. Even with its modern 
equipment, the facility cannot take over 
the entirety of the country’s Baltic coal 
exports. The question of whether Russia 

really lacks coal terminals is a tricky 
one, especially in the light of the fact 
that Western Europe has been turning 
its energy-back on coal for some time now.

The Far East market, therefore, seems 
more promising, the issue here being whether 
a terminal in the Baltic is the best spot for 
serving that direction. There might be a risk 
in investing in a solely coal-handling facil-
ity. Nevertheless, it is telling that back at 
the break of 2018 and 2019, the operator of 
the Ust-Luga Container Terminal invested 

in coal handling equipment to make up 
for the dwindling traffic of what was sup-
posed to be their main line of business.

The Russian rail freight haulier 
TransContainer has recently recon-
ciled the two seemingly distinct cargoes 
by starting to carry coal (and solid bitu-
men) in containers in order to source 
more containerised freight for the east-
bound leg of the New Silk Road. As such, 
the Far East coal transportation business 
became even more competitive in Russia.
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Fertilisers

Russia is still dependent on ports of 
neighbouring countries in terms of han-
dling mineral fertilisers as it lacks dedicated 
deep-water terminals. That said, mineral 
and chemical fertilisers have a distinctive 
advantage over other bulk goods. While the 
situation in the oil and coal markets is diffi-
cult to predict, alternative energy technolo-
gies are more and more nibbling at them; 
the long-term demand for fertilisers is stable 
– as the world’s population grows, so does 
the demand for crops.

Nevertheless, Russia has yet to supply 
enough port handling capacity. Exports 
of mineral fertilisers amounted to 29mt in 
2019, with one-third handled in non-Rus-
sian Baltic seaports. The volumes flowing 
via domestic ports are primarily handled 

by non-dedicated terminals through the 
involvement of a variety of schemes, includ-
ing containers. Containerising fertilisers 
appears to be the right way to go, but han-
dling them at multi-purpose terminals is 
always less profitable vs exporting them via 
dedicated facilities, hence enormous flows 
still going to foreign ports.

Looking at the volumes, the Baltic (St. 
Petersburg’s Baltic Bulk Terminal, and Ust-
Luga’s European Sulfur Terminal and New 
Communal Technologies) and Arctic (the 
Murmansk Bulk Terminal) are the most 
suitable regions to receive new capacity; 
smaller volumes are exported via southern 
ports (Tuapse, Novorossiysk), whereas in 
the Far East, handling of mineral fertilizers 
is close to zero (except for a slight amount 

taken care of in Vladivostok; here coal and 
oil shipments appropriate the bulk of the rail 
trunk’s capacity, plus, of course, the growing 
New Silk Road traffic doesn’t make it easier 
to secure a train slot).

Although promising, it can turn out to 
be a hard nut to crack to re-direct fertilis-
ers to Russian ports. Fertiliser logistics have 
been well-functioning in the Baltic States 
for decades. Essential investments in the 
development of these dedicated facilities 
were also supported by Russian stakehold-
ers. Till lately, the state law wasn’t particu-
larly helpful either, with Russian standards 
prohibiting the storage of mineral fertilis-
ers closer than 500 m from water. That 
said, the country’s parliament has recently 
passed a bill on loosening the requirements.
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Belarus’ trade

According to 2019 data, Belarus exported 
$2.78b in potash fertilisers (around 6.7mt), 
making it the second-largest exporter of this 
commodity in the world. Brazil ($561m), 
China ($353m), India ($347m), Indonesia 
($174m), and United States ($127m) were 
the main clients (what’s interesting, $578k 
worth of potash fertilisers was imported). 
In total, Belarus has the capacity to export 
some 10mt/year of different fertilisers 
grades: potash, nitrogen, and mixed.

Historically, the Lithuanian Port of 
Klaipėda has been Belarus’ gateway. The two 
countries have, over the years, put a lot of 
money into developing cross-border rail con-
nections. Yet, in late February this year, the 

Belarusian Transport and Communications 
Minister Aleksei Avramenko said, after a 
Belarusian-Russian intergovernmental 
meeting on taking Belarus’ oil products to 
Russian Baltic ports, that also potash fer-
tilisers can go the same avenue. Quoted 
by the Belarusian Telegraph Agency, 
Avramenko noted, “We will trial these 
routes by exporting oil products. […] Not 
only potash fertilizers, but forestry prod-
ucts, cargoes of the mechanical engineering 
industry, and so on.” According to a take-
or-pay agreement, oil terminals of Ust-Luga 
and the Petersburg Oil Terminal (POT) 
are to handle almost 10mt of Belarusian 
liquid bulk in the coming three years.

However, it remains to be seen whether 
these agreements, trials, evaluations, paper-
work and ceremonies, etc., will materialise. 
The first deliveries of Belarusian oil products 
to Russian ports have already begun, but 
nobody can be sure for now how stable and 
long-term this cargo traffic will be. Logistics-
wise, exports via Russia have never been 
considered reasonable – the economic out-
come would have to be that either Russian 
Railways would lose money on providing 
its services or the margin on Belarusian 
fertilisers would be considerably shaved 
off. It had been a custom of the Belarusian 
authorities to transport-play the Lithuanian 
and Russian sides against each other.
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Port capacity coming online

The whole situation can change radically 
in five years’ time. New terminal projects 
have been blueprinted for all areas where 
Russia operates its seaports, with the most 
ambitious plans reserved for the Baltic.

Two years ago, in February 2019, news broke 
out about the 70mt of annual handling capac-
ity Primorsk Multipurpose Transshipment 
Complex (PMTC), an investment valued back 
then at RUB90.6b (€1.21b) and planned to be 
up and running by 2022. The new deep-water 
(18 m) port, spanning over 780 ha, is to handle 
coal and ore (up to 25mt/year), mineral ferti-
lisers (7.0mt), containers, other general cargo, 
and grains (6.0mt). The PMTC will function 
as a special economic zone. Site development 
is underway.

Russia will also continue to vigorously 
develop Ust-Luga, the biggest seaport in the 
Baltic, as regards freight turnover and the 
region’s first to break the 100mt/year barrier 
(in 2018 and 2020). The first phase of setting 
up Lugaport, a 24mt/year multi-purpose ter-
minal (evenly split into 8.0mt for ore and coal, 
general cargo, and grains), has recently been 
completed. Some 47 ha were reclaimed, the 
quays and yards are ready for Novotrans to 
furnish them with superstructures.

Next, the Ultramar terminal is under 
construction in Ust-Luga. At first, it will 
offer 295 m of berthing length, making it 
possible to serve over 170 calls per year, 
which should translate into 5.0mt of cargo. 
When fully operational, the quay wall will 
increase to 844.7 m, ship call capacity to 

nearly 430, and freight turnover up to 12mt. 
The construction of hydraulic engineering 
structures is afoot.

Another project in Ust-Luga is the 
EuroChem terminal. Upon completion of 
all three phases, the facility will be able to 
handle up to 6.02mt/year, with the actual 
throughput utilisation rate expected to 
be as high as 5.55mt. The terminal has 
already obtained state expert approval from 
Glavgosexpertiza (a non-profit organisation 
established for executing works and render-
ing services to exercise the powers of the 
Ministry of Construction of Russia in the 
sphere of organisation and conducting state 
expert appraisals of design documentation 
and engineering survey results).

After a closed meeting involving 
Yevgeny Ditrikh, at that time the Minister 
of Transport of the Russian Federation, 
Aleksandr Drozdenko, Governor of 
the Leningrad Oblast, authorities of 
Rosmorrechflot, Rosmorport and Russian 
Railways, as well as representatives of termi-
nals operating in the port, the Minister said 
that the new terminals would increase Ust-
Luga’s capacity by 42mt/year. According to 
the Ministry’s data, some 133mt/year can be 
currently taken care of in the port. The 42mt 
figure comes from the following calculations: 
the port’s rail approach throughput capacity 
is 118mt/year, while the Russian Railways’ 
President Oleg Belozerov said at the meet-
ing that in 2019 some 76mt were delivered to 
the port by train. Thus, the capacity margin 

is 42mt/year. It should be noted that rail-
way logistics in the port is the responsibility 
of PULtrans dealing with online requests 
(as per the taxi aggregation model), while 
downtime periods can be reduced thanks 
to loop-type railway lines within the port. 
The head of Russian Railways also said 
unmanned technologies are to be intro-
duced into railway logistics in the future. 
Unlike other port projects in Russia, Ust-
Luga has no problems with rail connectivity.

Moving outside the Baltic, the 
Liinahamari Port project in the Murmansk 
region will be a multi-purpose facility able 
to ship out 4.0mt/year of mineral fertiliz-
ers. It has recently obtained the Arctic Zone 
resident status (which is either an individ-
ual entrepreneur or a legal entity that has 
entered into an agreement to invest in the 
region; residents are then included in a spe-
cial register and provided with tax benefits, 
insurance premiums for new jobs, can apply 
for a free customs zone, may obtain land 
in the Arctic Zone without bidding, etc.).

Looking to the south, the OTEKO pro-
ject foresees adding 5.0mt of mineral fer-
tilisers handling capacity to the Taman 
dry bulk cargo terminal; the terminal’s 
second phase is under construction (but so 
far, there has been no handling of mineral 
fertilisers). In the Far East, the Nakhodka 
Fertilizer Plant is planned for construc-
tion, the production of which is to be 
channelled through the Port of Vostochny 
(shipment volumes are being estimated).

REPORT

Photo: UMMC Seaport & Railway Projects Photo: Gazprom

Photo: EISA

http://www.baltictransportjournal.com


REPORT

2/2021 | Baltic Transport Journal | 59

Competition: external-turned-internal

The yearly capacity of al l the 
announced Baltic projects is thus as fol-
lows: over 25mt of coal (vs the demand 
for 5.0mt), 19mt of mineral fertilisers 
(10mt), 18mt of grains (500kt), and 8.0mt 
of ore (6-7mt).

In view of the expected excess of bulk 
cargo handling facilities, especially those 
handling grains and coal, we should take 
note that Russian Baltic terminals will 
compete with each other rather than 
with foreign facilities, as it is the cur-
rent public narration.

Investors are aware of that. For example, 
initiators of the PMTC project are count-
ing on the establishment of a special eco-
nomic zone in Primorsk. “We will be able 
to offer quite attractive terms of handling to 
cargo owners, and that will be our competi-
tive advantage,” Dmitry Temkin, Deputy 

General Director Project Engineering, 
Primorsk MRC, said in June 2020.

Another issue comes from the fact that 
erecting a terminal does not have to mean 
that freight traffic will automatically enter 
the new premises. Consignors like to work 
through their own facilities (and they have 
made investments in Baltic ports) or to 
deal with partners whom they have been 
working with for years. Logistics and the 
competitiveness thereof play and will play 

a major role. Rosmorport has been insist-
ing on increasing port charges by 3% as 
well as considering the introduction of 
investment dues in ports; these moves 
surely won’t improve the situation. 

Taking all things together, it seems 
fair to summarise the whole topic by 
underscoring that the main struggle 
for Russian dry bulk cargo will develop 
within the country. On the other hand, 
healthy competition is always beneficial.

The Information & Analytical Agency PortNews was created and registered as a Russian media outlet in 
2004. Today, it’s a leading and widely read source of news on the maritime and river transport industry 
(with exclusive insights into the Russian market). The Agency’s website is regularly visited by about 
8,000 readers a day from all over the world. PortNews is also a recognized channel for the business, 
government, and the media to interact with each other. Please go to www.portnews.ru for more info.

Tab. 1. Handling of Russian dry bulk in non-Russian ports – current vs future capacity of Russ

Type of cargo Handling via foreign 
ports

Announced 
additional capacity in 
Russian Baltic ports

Expected excessive 
capacity

Grains 0.5 >18 >17.5
Coal 5.0 >25 >20
Mineral fertilisers 10 19 9.0
Ore <8.0 <7.0 1.0
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