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Vital yet underappreciated
by Monika Rozmarynowska, Consulting Projects Leader,  

Ewelina Ziajka, Market Analysis Specialist, and Ewelina Synak, Project Assistant, Actia Forum

Seaports are not only indispensable nodes for the proper functioning of global and regional supply 
chains, but they also propel local growth, increasingly so, in the so-called blue/green economy.  
Not to mention, they provide public services such as taking care of island-mainland ferry traffic.  
Port cargo traffic in the Baltic Sea region rose by 9% over the last five years, hitting a new all-time 

high in 2019. This success has many (bigger and smaller) fathers.

Since the end of the 1990s, the 
European Union’s transport pol-
icy has been channelled through 
the Trans-European Transport 

Network (TEN-T) programme, which 
over the years saw a few modifications, 
the latest dividing it into the Core and 
Comprehensive Networks. Consequently, 
ports that are included in the TEN-T fall 
into either of the two categories. In the 
Baltic, out of some 200 seaports, 87 belong 
to the dual-layer network. These handle 
around 70% of all freight traffic (a quar-
ter goes through the Russian Baltic ports). 
However, when it comes to being a modern, 
fit-for-future TEN-T port, the sheer mass 
of handled goods can as well be put on the 
back burner – making room for other activ-
ities to take the stage’s front and center.

Carve out
Although smaller ports also take care of 

cargo flows, it’s their role in developing the 

blue/green economy, connecting peripheral 
areas, and/or serving local industries that 
makes them stand out.

The regular short sea shipping services they 
offer are important for the transportation of 
both freight and passengers, which ensures 
uninterrupted access to markets and travel/job  
opportunities for businesses and people, 
including from more remote regions. Take, for 
instance, the Danish-Swedish pair of Helsingør-
Helsingborg and the stone’s throw ferry sea 
bridge between them – otherwise, going from 
one country to another would involve a sig-
nificantly longer overland route. The same 
holds true for the Port of Ystad whose number 
and frequency of ferry sailings gives Swedish, 
German, Polish, and Danish (Bornholm) 
import & export enterprises the possibility 
to efficiently and safely trade with each other 
essentially as the crow flies rather than hauling 
trucks round often congested roads.

The coasts of the Baltic Sea are as diverse 
as the countries that constitute the region. In 

Estonia, for example, there’s an abundance of 
inhabited islands that need secure links to the 
mainland. The port company Saarte Liinid 
has been established to manage 18 harbours, 
including two lake ones. The number of pas-
sengers and vehicles that went through Saarte 
Liinid’s quays amounted to two million travel-
lers and one million units in 2019, showcasing 
the importance of smaller ports for the coun-
try’s economy and personal (bearing in mind 
that Estonia’s population is around 1.33m).

Smaller Baltic ports are also involved in 
the works of heavy-duty industries, espe-
cially up in the north of the region where  
a significant number of top-class steel- and 
sawmills are located, plus mines. In Raahe, 
for instance, Rautaruukki’s steelworks pro-
vides the port with 90% of its cargo turno-
ver. Oxelösund would be another exam-
ple, where the port is owned 50/50 by 
SSAB, a specialist in processing raw mate-
rial to steel, and the local municipality. 
Sundsvall is, in turn, SCA’s export base for 
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the company’s exports of timber, pulp, and 
paper, with the town also being the main 
seat of the Swedish manufacturer.

Other ports have carved specialised 
niches out for themselves. Traditional ferry 
harbours like Rønne or Sassnitz/Mukran 
have invested in becoming cargo handling, 
logistics, operation, and service bases for 
the offshore wind industry. The German 
seaport has also been active in the estab-
lishment of an offshoot of the New Silk 
Road that goes by rail to Kaliningrad and 
then via sea to Germany.

Inequality against the whole TEN-T
While the importance of TEN-T 

Comprehensive Ports for their regions, 
towns, industries, and people should be evi-
dent, not least for making the EU greener, 
the understanding of their actual role is 
somewhat limited. This is clearly ref lected 
in the funding possibilities they have within 
the TEN-T financial vehicle, the Connecting 
Europe Facility (CEF). Out of the CEF enve-
lope for ports, as much as 85% is earmarked 
for the Core ones.

The Motorways of the Sea (MoS) pro-
gramme, the maritime pillar of the TEN-T, 

has its limitations, too, from the perspec-
tive of the Comprehensive Ports. The idea 
behind the MoS concept is to encourage 
the establishment of sea or sea-river ship-
ping services between at least two ports by 
co-funding infrastructure and equipment 
as well as through simplifying adminis-
trative formalities. However, a particular 
MoS must include a Core Port. As such, 
two Comprehensive Ports cannot form a 
MoS. As well as onboarding a Core Port can 
prove to be beyond smaller ports’ depth, 
the same can be said about successfully 
going through the complicated and time-
consuming application procedure for CEF 
financing.

Smaller ports are not properly included 
in the CEF priorities. While there are pos-
sibilities for them to be involved in projects 
financed through other instruments, e.g. 
Interreg that’s supported via the European 
Regional Development Fund, this involve-
ment cannot provide the means for setting 
up crucial infrastructure. The TEN-T and 
CEF policy should be, therefore, aligned 
more with the needs of the Comprehensive 
Network. Specifically, the option for 
Comprehensive Ports to form consortia 

should be switched on. This way, we could 
witness the establishment of more MoS pro-
jects hence the redirection of freight f lows 
from roads onto the more eco-friendly ships.

This funding inequality acts against 
the development of the Comprehensive 
part of the TEN-T, thus the policy at large, 
which after all assumes the complementa-
rity within the entire Network. The CEF II 
budget for 2021-2027 and the revision of 
the TEN-T policy provide an opportunity 
to reconsider the financing priorities, with 
greater attention paid to the development 
requirements of Comprehensive Ports. More 
funds would be welcome, as well as making 
the rules for establishing MoS links, possi-
bly also with non-EU ports, more f lexible. 
Ultimately, this is transport & logistics, f lex-
ibility should be the name of the game. �

The full report is available for download 
upon request by contacting the BPO 

Secretariat at bpo.office@actiaforum.pl
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A balance between efficiency 
and sustainability

Interview with Villu Vatsfeld, CEO, Saarte Liinid, and Chairman, 
the Baltic Ports Organization’s Comprehensive Ports Working Group

Having attended a few hefty-numbered port industry conferences, a strong feeling has grown within 
me, namely that their agendas lean heavily towards bigger players whose cargo turnover goes 
into a few dozen million tonnes and more while their billions of euros development budgets are 
cramped with grandiose hard- and software projects on which an army of employees from across 
multiple divisions are working. Far too seldom do we hear from smaller ports – the challenges 
they are facing as well as the advancements they would be happy to share if only given the floor. 
That’s exactly why we’re talking to Villu Vatsfeld, who is running a port company that oversees 18 
smaller harbours in Estonia and chairing the Baltic Ports Organization’s (BPO) Comprehensive 
Ports Working Group (CPWG), about the future of small ports in Europe. We also picked his brain 
on the TEN-T policy, asked about smaller ports’ voice in Brussels and national cabinets, and looked 
into the peculiarities of small port development, including tapping into the digital revolution.

by Przemysław Myszka
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�	 You’ve recently become the Chair of the 
BPO’s CPWG. What has been the goal of 
setting up CPWG? What’s your take on the 
TEN-T policy and its split between Core and 
Comprehensive networks?

 The intention behind establishing the 
CPWG a few years ago was and still is 
the need to show how smaller ports are 
addressing the issues which cover the 
entire port industry, say participating in 
the larger logistics networks, diminish-
ing carbon footprint and digitalization, 
but within the specific environment 
they operate, distinct from larger ports, 
e.g., those listed in the TEN-T Core Net-
work. When the transport infrastruc-
ture policy was revised several years 
ago, EU policymakers reasoned that it 

would be useful to make a distinction 
between Core and Comprehensive net-
works, consequently assigning ports to 
one of the two categories. According to 
what was initially planned, the former 
is to be ready by 2030, while the latter 
– two decades later, in 2050. As such, 
a clear investment priority was also 
adopted. The rationale was reasonable 
enough – limited EU funds won’t satisfy 
the needs of all the bigger and small-
er ports within the same timeframe. 
In addition, there are other transport 
modes, notably rail and road, that are 
competing for the same envelope. In 
other words, economic efficiency was 
taken as the prime criterion: put money 
where it’ll deliver the most in return. 
As a result, one could have seen an 
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