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New portscape
by Przemysław Myszka

The European Sea Ports Organisation (ESPO) has recently commissioned the consultancy Deloitte to report 
on the transformative impact of global trends and events on the European port industry, including the 
coronavirus pandemic, the green and digital (r)evolutions, the changing political environment, urbanisation, 
and demographics. “More than before, port managers will have to play their important role as matchmakers, 
facilitators and neutral partners in the modern port ecosystem,” Annaleena Mäkilä, ESPO’s Chair, underlined 
in the introduction to Europe’s Ports at the Crossroads of Transitions. It seems that the port sector will have 

to reinvent itself yet again. The ancients used to say: nothing new under the sun. Or is it?

T he fundamental question is quali-
tative: will next-generation ports 
be, indeed, so much different 
from what we have got today? 

Key takeaways from Deloitte and ESPO’s Europe’s Ports at the Crossroads of Transitions

The report’s short answer would be: yes. 
Or rather: they should be to become a fit-
ting match for a digital and green economy.  
As such, Deloitte reached out to 55 senior 

port leaders and experts from across the 
EU to get a perspective on the industry’s 
prospects, with a particular emphasis on 
how the role of port authorities can change.

The four horsemen of change

According to Deloitte consultants, four 
overarching factors will reshape the port 
sector towards 2030 and beyond. First, the 
environment, which counts for adapting 

to the adverse effects of climate change 
and (co)developing greening solutions. 
Second, technology, which will help ports 
to improve across a plethora of activity 

fields. Third, geopolitics and its power 
to either make or break trade that drives 
port volumes. Lastly, demographics inf lu-
encing commerce and port-city relations.

Environment

Two-thirds of the interviewed authori-
ties considered sustainability to be the no. 1 
trend impacting their ports. Rising tempera-
tures will affect the industry directly. The 
global mean sea level is expected to increase 

between 0.29 and 2.4 metres, making it nec-
essary to upgrade the existing infrastruc-
ture or replace it with a completely new one 
to cope with higher water. More frequent 
severe weather events will put pressure on 

the infrastructure, too (think of storms), 
and affect both people and machinery (heat 
waves, for example).

The environmental factor also stands 
for the energy transition. According to 

http://www.baltictransportjournal.com
https://www.espo.be/media/Deloitte-ESPO%20study%20-%20Europe%E2%80%99s%20ports%20at%20the%20crossroads%20of%20transitions.pdf
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Late adoption driven Competitive driven Value driven Regulatory driven
1 Late adoption driven: similar practices that have been applied by successful actors within an industry. Competitive 

driven: following the drive to improve the level of operational efficiency. Value driven: internal values stemming from 
a uniformly trained pool of employees and consultants. Regulatory driven: resulting from formal and informal pres-
sure from governments, or even from other stakeholders that influence an organisation, such as powerful customers.

Fig. 1. Maritime shipping emission projections 2018-20501, 2

1 Depending on the scenario, the share of maritime emissions (CO2) as part of global emissions will either remain 
stable or grow by 40% by mid-century

2 The scenarios originate from the International Maritime Organization’s Fourth Greenhouse Gas Study 2020 
and are based on GDP and population projections from the so-called Shared Socio-Economic Pathways (SSPs) 
developed by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, as well as the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development’s long-term baseline projection (OECD 2018)

Source for all figs.: Deloitte and ESPO’s Europe’s Ports at the Crossroads of Transitions (2021)

Fig. 2. Driver of sustainability reporting1

ESPO’s Trends in EU Port Governance, 
25% of European ports have more than 
50% of their traffic linked to energy com-
modities. As the EU’s economy shifts away 
from fossil fuels, so will port cargo traffic 
(and revenue streams). Some enterprises 
may ultimately dwindle, like those han-
dling crude oil or coal. Others, such as 
petrochemical companies, will need to 
change gear, exploring more and more 
boldly the use of renewables for producing 
electrofuels and P2Chemicals. According 
to another Deloitte study, conducted on 
behalf of the Flemish government’s Agency 
for Innovation and Entrepreneurship, 
industries such as refineries, steel, iron, 
non-metallic minerals production, and 
chemicals emit almost 75% of the indus-
trial emissions. “These industries will 
need to cut greenhouse gas emissions by 
45-55% and improve energy efficiency 
with at least 32.5% by 2030,” say Deloitte 
experts. As a result, they might as well 
find themselves turning into exporters 
one day rather than importers.

Synergies will be highly sought-after: 
governments and heavyweight energy com-
panies investing in large-scale infrastruc-
ture for harvesting renewable energy, tech-
firms developing innovative solutions for 
storing it and converting it into new fuel 
types, and port authorities providing the 
land so that supply and demand can meet 
each other in the most convenient place 
(for the shipping and trucking sectors to 
lower their carbon footprints).

The EU Green Deal, coupled with a gen-
erational shift in values, can have a pro-
found effect on consumer patterns: less car 
ownership and flight-shame can translate 
into lower demand for fuel but higher for 
ferry traffic (necessitating good & green 
public mobility options to and from ports 
– by train, bus, or bike).

Technology

Some 57% of interviewed parties con-
sidered technological innovation to be the 
no. 1 or 2 trend impacting their ports. In 
reality, the picture is a mixed one. On the 
one hand, a piece of port-tech news breaks 
now and then, e.g., about using Artificial 
Intelligence or digital twin for better  
port/terminal planning and maintenance. 
On the other hand, when one takes a step 
back and looks at the bigger picture, the 
individual news bits might get overshad-
owed by the fact that other seaports still 
haven’t tapped into the digital revolution 
(and in the Baltic alone, we have got any-
thing between 100 and 200 ports).

The latter stems from different reasons, 
among many, the lack of funds or tech-
savvy personnel, or outright negligence 
(“the municipality will back up our busi-
ness no matter how deep the cargo volume 
dip,” as heard behind-the-scenes during one 
regional port conference). Then again, sev-
eral companies have made the small- and 
medium-sized ports their target market, 
rightly calculating that modern technology 
should be inclusive. There are also national 
authorities that push forward the port-ship-
ping tech agenda thanks to EU funds.

On the f lip side, there are also voices 
of enterprises engaged in aggressive 

marketing, concerned with selling what-
ever they’ve got on their shelves only, 
not caring about addressing the specific 
needs of their potential port clients.  
It seems that when a market matures, it 
inevitably also attracts scam artists.

The authors of the Deloitte-ESPO 
report strongly emphasise the develop-
ment of port community systems (PCS)  
as a tool that can notably contribute to 
the authorities’ role as matchmakers. 
PCSes can help ports become trusted  
and independent parties that handle 
sensitive data from competing parties 
to improve the performance of the whole 

http://www.baltictransportjournal.com
https://www.espo.be/media/Trends_in_EU_ports_governance_2016_FINAL_VERSION.pdf
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Fig. 3. Maturity of innovative solutions
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Fig. 4. Impact of technology on ports and port trade
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logistics chain that goes through a given 
harbour.

And winning the trust and ensur-
ing independence in taking care of data 
exchange are precisely the things that 
sometimes make implementing a PCS 
such a struggle. When asked during the 
latest World Ports Conference, organ-
ised by the International Association of 
Ports and Harbors, Masaharu Shinohara, 
Executive Officer of the Kobe-Osaka 
International Port Corporation, admit-
ted that immense effort had been put into 
building trust among the stakeholders to 
convince them that sharing data will ben-
efit all involved. However, there might be 
structural difficulties in setting up a PCS, 
e.g., when the port authority is involved 
in stevedoring itself. As it often does,  
a lot will depend on culture, but even in 

Fig. 5. Use cases of digital and innovation in ports based on Industry 4.0

Use case 
(non exhaustive)

Example of use case in ports Value generation
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things
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m
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Robotics Automation of processes Automation of port processes 
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Improving environmental 
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such a collective and orderly society as 
Japan, developing a data exchange plat-
form wasn’t a task one could easily breeze 
through. I also remember listening to 
Richard Morton from the International 
Port Community Systems Association, 
who said that we could head towards inte-
grated regional PCSes at best. As things 
stand today, a global system is virtually 
impossible to set up (or, at least, the costs 
of getting it online would outweigh the 
benefits).

That said, Europe’s Ports at the 
Crossroads of Transitions reads that the 
sharp increase in e-commerce brought 
about by the coronavirus pandemic will 
necessitate greater transparency across the 
supply chain as these (often high value) 
consignments are more time-sensitive 
than your usual container shipments. 

In this regard, the Deloitte-ESPO report 
brings forth findings from an e-commerce 
study by SearchNode. According to these, 
during the 2020 summer season, when 
the lockdowns were less strict, 92% of the 
respondents still experienced a growth in 
their online revenues; 57% indicated the 
pandemic imposes challenges because of  
a disrupted supply chain, and 43% pointed 
to challenges regarding fulfilling the 
demand for products. Deloitte-ESPO 
authors further, “The pandemic acceler-
ated the expansion of e-commerce towards 
new firms, customers (e.g., elderly) and 
types of products (e.g., groceries and 
everyday necessities). A global consumer 
survey measuring the adoption of digi-
tal and low-touch activities suggests that 
new users drove over 50% of the increase 
in online grocery shopping, pick-up from 

Increased efficiency, reliability 
and transparency through 
platforms

Increased efficiency and 
transparency through automation

Improving environmental 
performance 

Improving safety and security

http://www.baltictransportjournal.com
https://searchnode.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Ecommerce-Trends-2021-SearchNode.pdf
https://searchnode.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Ecommerce-Trends-2021-SearchNode.pdf
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restaurants or other stores.” In conclusion, 
they say, “[…] this shift is likely to stick 
post-pandemic.”

Technological developments, of 
course, promise a broad range of 
improvements to daily and strategic 
port operations. To name but a few that 
have already proven their worth in the 

Baltic: automated mooring increases 
the speed of ships berthing and clawing 
away; onshore power supply decreases at 
berth particle emissions and noise pol-
lution; digital twins make maintenance 
work easier; drones help to monitor emis-
sions, take care of security, and make 
high altitude maintenance safer; software 

optimising vessel arrivals streamlines 
port traffic and berth usage; training 
centres ready new employees to work 
with remotely operated cargo handling 
equipment (including groups tradition-
ally excluded from heavy-duty on-site 
work, like women or people with mobil-
ity impairments).

Fig. 7. Technological innovation in and around the port ecosystem

Traditional E-commerce

Regional distribution center

Local warehouse

Stores

E-fulfillment
center

Urban logistics space

Parcel hubParcel hub

Parcel hub

Fig. 6. The e-commerce supply chain1

1 Where shipping firms, logistics providers and terminal operators are pursuing as much scale and mass as possible. Consumers increasingly expect faster and more 
f lexible services for the delivery of goods. Ports will have to manoeuvre between a changing demand and supply side, where they need to serve both “customers.” 
This leads to a push for more storage and buffering capacity in the port area.

http://www.baltictransportjournal.com
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Geopolitics

The Deloitte-ESPO report lists globali-
sation vs protectionism as the main geo-
political barrier to increasing trade, hence 
more significant volumes going over port 
quays. For instance, the authors under-
line that some 56 new trade-restrictive 
measures (tariff increases, import bans, 
export duties, and stricter export cus-
toms procedures), not related to the cor-
onavirus pandemic, were implemented 
globally mid-October 2019-to-mid-May 
2020. They also quote the World Trade 
Organization, which estimates the cumu-
lative trade coverage of import-restrictive 
measures implemented since 2009 – and 
still in force today – amounts to 8.7% of 
world imports. “This trend has grown 
steadily since 2009, and the increase in 
protectionism has led to a notable decline 
in global trade growth,” Europe’s Ports at 
the Crossroads of Transitions adds.

One of the signs of deglobalisation 
is the decreasing ratio of global trade 
to GDP since 2010. On a positive note, 
however, the EU has been able to coun-
ter this trend. Here trade (intra- and 
extra-EU) as a share of GDP was higher 
in 2019 than in 2008. “Calculations based 
on bilateral trade data show that intra-EU  
trade/GDP continued to grow, while 
extra-EU trade as a share of GDP fell 
from 2012 to 2016 but increased after-
wards. Therefore, the fall from 2012 to 
2016 in the global trade/GDP ratio orig-
inates from developments in non-EU 
countries,” Deloitte experts argue.

Staying in Europe, the publication also 
puts Brexit in the limelight, specifically, 
giving eight UK ports the ‘Freeport’ label, 
which makes them an area exempt from 
customs duties and tariffs. The move by 
Boris Johnson’s cabinet is supported by 

the view that freeports can 
attract businesses and jobs to 
locations that would otherwise 
struggle. This is countered by 
the report’s authors who say, 
“Assuming a stable market, 
they [freeports] do not boost 
employment or trade growth 
overall, they just move eco-
nomic activity from one place 
to another – a zero sum game, 
potentially from the EU to 
the UK mainland.” Naming 
certain port-related activi-
ties “footloose,” such as HQs 
of maritime firms or water-
bound production plants, they 
warn against them moving to 
the UK, not creating any added 
value for the entire industry, 
just clipping some of their 
costs at the expense of the 
national budget. The report 
also highlights Brexit’s imme-
diate trade impact: a decrease 
of 29% and 41% for imports and exports 
from/to the EU, respectively, in January.

The publication also mentions the Arctic. 
The northernmost ocean is expected to be 
summer-ice-free as early as 2040, making 
it easier to get at the world’s 13% and 30% 
of undiscovered oil and gas, plus uranium, 
rare earth minerals, and fish stocks.

China’s rising overseas involvement 
is also touched upon, primarily in the 
context of seizing critical assets like 
transport infrastructure. The question is 
whether it’s a legitimate concern or anti-
Chinese sentiment. Taking over the port 
authority of the Greek Piraeus, with the 
EU’s consent, appears to be an isolated 
example that took place in extraordinary 

Fig. 8. Total trade-restrictive border measures against the EU 
registered in 20191

1 On a European level, 438 active trade and investment barriers 
in 58 third countries were present in 2019. This indicates that 
protectionism is becoming structurally ingrained in EU’s trade 
relations with many partners. In 2019, for the first time, border 
measures (52%) took up the largest share, followed by behind-the-
border measures (43%). From the newly added trade measures in 
2019, 65% consisted of border measures.

Demographics

Authors of Europe’s Ports at the 
Crossroads of Transitions remind, “The 
rise and fall of major maritime centres 
has been historically linked to population 
growth (growing demand), population 
distribution (demand concentration) and 
imbalance (shifting demand and supply 
costs).” They, however, further, “Over 
the next ten years, a strong growth in 
port volumes coming from pure demo-
graphic growth should not be expected in 
the EU.” It appears that two things stand 
behind it. Europe’s population is getting 
older, and, in the words of the World 
Economic Forum, “Millennials will be 

the first generation to earn less than 
their parents,” and that “Millennials 
have it worse than any other genera-
tion.” Trends such as minimalism and 
low- or zero-waste can put their two pen-
nyworth, too, to a long-lasting decrease 
in consumption (or, at least, a profound 
shift from owning to sharing/subscrib-
ing products and services).

That said, demographics will fuel 
another trend impacting ports, namely 
urban development. It isn’t an ‘if ’ issue 
– the EU’s level of urbanisation is antic-
ipated to increase to 83.7% in 2050, 
reads the Deloitte-ESPO report. Tackled 

incorrectly, it can boil over into urban 
sprawl, creating an array of difficulties – 
with lack of proper housing, inadequate 
provision of public services, or impaired 
mobility. With trucks heading to and 
from the port and vans trying to deliver 
all those time-sensitive e-commerce par-
cels, city logistics can become a growing 
nightmare should more people decide to 
own more cars (and ride them alone).

There is also the allure of living by the 
waterfront, partly driven by aesthetics 
but also as a confirmation of one’s social 
status (read: wallet size). As such, there 
is an evident tension between cities and 

circumstances, not likely to be mim-
icked in the foreseeable future. Under 
the rule of COSCO, Piraeus has grown 
into one of Europe’s container heavy-
weights. Nevertheless, thereby hangs  
a tale, as I wrote in a separate piece on 
the EU’s increasingly assertive stance 
against China. Then again, politics aside, 
authors of the Deloitte-ESPO report note, 
“In 2020, China temporarily became, by 
replacing the US, EU’s greatest trading 
and investment partner.” It also reminds 
the times, a couple of decades ago, when 
people in the US feared that the Japanese 
will take over the country (Japan is still 
the US’ biggest lender, but China is the 
one on the firing line nowadays).

http://www.baltictransportjournal.com
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/07/millennials-will-be-the-first-generation-to-earn-less-than-their-parents/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/07/millennials-will-be-the-first-generation-to-earn-less-than-their-parents/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/07/millennials-will-be-the-first-generation-to-earn-less-than-their-parents/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/03/millennial-wealth-inequality-how-the-western-worlds-young-adults-are-suffering
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/03/millennial-wealth-inequality-how-the-western-worlds-young-adults-are-suffering
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/03/millennial-wealth-inequality-how-the-western-worlds-young-adults-are-suffering
https://mega.nz/file/AvoSSRSA#OMvJXTSKyQ-oDGvuY4OothTM5QVegCGwbv7W378Ma1U
https://baltictransportjournal.com/index.php?id=1326
https://baltictransportjournal.com/index.php?id=1326
https://baltictransportjournal.com/index.php?id=1326


MARITIME

36 | Baltic Transport Journal | 3-4/2021

Fuel Part of future mix? 
(% participants)

Engine type View on 
technology maturity

View on applicability 
to shipping

Advantages Disadvantages

Green Hydrogen 65%

Combustion Medium Medium Cross-sector applications –
possibly faster R&D

Cost
Relatively low energy density
Cryogenic storage conditions
Need for renewable electricity 
Inefficiency in 
conversion/production

Electric (fuel cell) Low High Less space for engine and 
better specs than combustion

Green Ammonia 55%
Combustion Medium High Relatively high energy density

Already developed experience
Cost
Toxicity

Electric (fuel cell) Low High Less space for engine and 
better specs than combustion

Biofuels 10% Combustion High Low Easy to implement in 
current engines

Limited feedstock, unlikely to be 
available, large difference between 
types of biofuels, difficult to check 
compliance

Methanol 10% Combustion Rarely mentioned Rarely mentioned

Batteries < 5% Electric High Medium (ship size 
dependent) Mature technology Extremely low energy density 

Size and weight of batteries

Nuclear < 5% Heat Medium Low Mature technology
Very high investment, 
social aversion, rarely mentioned by 
decisionmakers

their ports. The tricky part is to have the 
best of two worlds – efficient cargo and 
passenger serving ports and attractive 
space for urban development. It takes 
two to tango, with both parties under-
standing each other’s needs. On the one 
hand, ports are often one of the biggest 
economic powerhouses in and around the 

Fig. 10. Maritime industry perspective on alternative fuels

city (if not the largest), providing revenue 
and generating jobs. On the other hand, 
they can also be one of the central sources 
of, e.g., pollution or traffic congestion. 
Even though they aren’t the ones who 
drive the ships and trucks, the negative 
glare of public scrutiny often falls on 
them for the nuisances caused by port 

externalities. Ports are also dependent 
on their cities as markets and employee 
pools. Having stars in their eyes, local 
and central governments can rely on 
future ports as drivers of decarbonisation 
by supporting such initiatives as coupling 
offshore wind energy farms with hydro-
gen production to offer low/zero-carbon 
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Fig. 9. Changes in trade intensity as share of gross output1

1 Trade intensity (the ratio of gross exports to gross output) in almost all goods-producing value chains has fallen between 2007 and 2017. Trade is still growing 
in absolute terms, but the share of output moving across the world’s borders has fallen from 28.1% in 2007 to 22.5% in 2017.

http://www.baltictransportjournal.com


MARITIME

3-4/2021 | Baltic Transport Journal | 37

Operators

General 
interest 

Blue 
economy

Industry

Energy

Shipping

Port 
Authority

Trade
Economic 
Growth

Digital 
Transition

Inland, 
dry ports,…

Green Deal/ 
/Paris 

Agreement/ 
Energy 

transition

Employ-
ment

Maritime 
spatial 

planning

Social and 
environmen

tal 
objectives

Geopolitical 
– military -
strategic 

assets

Regional, 
national 

government

Local 
community

Digitisation

Hinterland 
connections

Fig. 11. Energy from renewable sources used in transport in the EU-28, and Iceland, Norway and Turkey (%)Fig. 12. Modal split of EU’s external and internal 
trade

2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020

10

5

% Energy from renewable sources used in transport In the EU

EU Intra-trade modal share EU-27, 2018

20%

21%
47%

12%

EU external trade modal share, 2018

51%

29%

13%

4%

Rail

Road

Air

Maritime

Fig. 13. Benefits generated by modern ports (non-exhaustive)

Fig. 14. Port environment, stakeholders, and interests
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farms but also announcing far-reach-
ing plans of using energy from them 
to supply green hydrogen throughout 
Central Europe, including for the needs 
of the transportation sector.

The EU intends to tackle their Member 
States’ imported greenhouse gas emis-
sions, too. For instance, the Stockholm 
Environment Institute released in 2018 
the two-piece series Att se hela bilden 
(Seeing the Whole Picture), in which it 
attempted to factor in the carbon foot-
print Swedes generate both domesti-
cally and abroad. While the former is 
all sunshine and rainbows, as one could 
expect, the latter unveils a considerably 

darker image. With the Carbon Border 
Adjustment Mechanism, the European 
Commission will place a carbon price 
on imports from less climate-ambitious 
economies. “As the EU is determined 
to become carbon neutral in 2050 and 
maintains the highest environmental and 
climate protection goals in the world, it 
wants to implement such an instrument 
in order to raise the global climate ambi-
tions of EU trading partners, to preserve 
global competitiveness of EU companies 
and to prevent the relocation of EU indus-
try to countries with less ambitious emis-
sions rules (carbon leakage),” Deloitte 
experts analyse.

Post-corona

Authors of Europe’s Ports at the 
Crossroads of Transitions state, “Because 
the EU, compared to other areas world-
wide, remained in a relatively strong 
economic health despite the COVID-19 
pandemic, it is now in a good position to 
continue the energy transition.” We are 
talking about €1.8tr of money to boost the 
recovery. The message is also clear: those 
funds are to be used for making Europe’s 
economy (digitally) greener and overall 
more resilient.

“Even during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, investors continued to show inter-
est in greener companies while showing 
less interest in carbon-heavy incum-
bents,” reads the Deloitte-ESPO report 
in this context. It also reminds us that 
in the crisis years of 2007-2009, the EU 
invested €565m into the offshore wind 
energy industry, plus some €25b in feed-
in tariffs to make electricity it produces 
more economically viable. As a result, 
renewable energy sources overtook fossil 
in 2020 in electricity generation for the 
first time in the EU’s history. Yet, “While 
greening, digitalisation and growth are 
the clear priorities put forward for the 
national recovery plans, the national 
implementation very much differs both 
in terms of the size of the envelope and 
the way it will be spent, more in particu-
lar as regards investments for infrastruc-
ture and greening of transport. Different 
EU Member States have no port projects 
included at all.” On the contrary, even 
such up-to-date fossil diehard countries 
like Poland are finally getting involved 
in not only erecting their offshore wind 

Fig. 15. Share of electricity production in EU-27 (%)

fuels for shipping and overland transport. 
“The main goal of this external coop-
eration is often to leverage on external 
knowledge or de-risk certain events and 
investments.”

Looking at the numbers, it will be one 
of the most significant challenges of our 
times. “Given the (current) low production 
capacity (less than 2% of the energy mix) 
of hydrogen in European ports, resilient 
and safe transport chains need to be estab-
lished to import industrial use volumes.” 
The same holds for the carbon capture 
& storage and carbon capture utilisation 
technologies – ever promising to get that 
CO2 from industries and pump it into 
depleted gas fields in the North Sea or off 
the Norwegian coast. However, giving the 
devil his due, two ports in our corner of 
the world, Copenhagen and Gothenburg, 

have lately become part of cross-industry 
ventures to do precisely that.

Currently, the two most widely taken 
approaches to relieving port-city pres-
sure points are tweaking port operations 
using modern technologies or setting up a 
terminal/harbour/port from scratch (not 
too close yet not too far from the settle-
ment). The first is used for, e.g., stream-
lining cargo f lows to and from ferry and 
ro-ro terminals. It’s widely acknowledged 
that adding road capacity is a dead end, 
as traffic jams easily swallow the extra 
carriageway. The alternative is to opti-
mise the f low itself, chief ly by advising 
truck drivers on when exactly they should 
arrive at the, hopefully, automated gate. 
The decision to move harbour activities 
entirely is also made to improve the port’s 
competitive position through longer and 

deeper quays and better hinterland con-
nectivity. The Baltic Sea region saw sev-
eral such greenfield projects coming to 
fruition over the past couple of years, 
with others already in the pipeline.

As is the case with the environmen-
tal and technological factors inf lu-
encing each other, the same happens 
with demographics. According to UN 
Migration Agency’s projections, more 
than 100m people will live in areas 
where the average heat in the hot-
test month is likely to be too high for  
a human body to function well in the 
case of a temperature rise of two cen-
tigrade. In conjunction with political 
unrest, it might force people to move 
northbound to search for liveable con-
ditions – either in port-cities themselves 
or through them.
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https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/carbon_border_adjustment_mechanism_0.pdf
https://baltictransportjournal.com/index.php?id=1315
https://baltictransportjournal.com/index.php?id=1183


MARITIME

3-4/2021 | Baltic Transport Journal | 39

The European port of the future

The title is slightly misleading because not 
all ports are created equal. Port authorities also 
differ – from landlords to part-stevedores, and 
from state-, municipality-, industry-, private-, 
or even pension fund-owned. Then again, the 
authors of Europe’s Ports at the Crossroads of 
Transitions tell us that the same trends will 
influence even such contrasting seaports as 
Rotterdam and Saarte Liinid.

The future port will be a green and digi-
tal facilitator of innovation and cooperation, 
providing a neutral platform for all parties 
along the logistics chain to up their perfor-
mance. Filling those shoes will require plenty 
of investments in hard- and software infra-
structure as well as in people. A great deal of 
it will be done with the helping hand of local, 
state and international agendas, and other 

industries that need to green their credentials 
to win back the heart of sustainably oriented 
societies, activists and politicians.

In the more or less distant future, we 
may as well witness the fall and demise 
of the ‘traditional’ port model, focused 
on cargo and passenger volumes. Ports as 
clean energy generators and tech-break-
through accelerators? Perhaps. �

Fig. 16. Estimated impact of trends on different types of ports

Larger ports Smaller ports More industrialised 
ports

Less industrialised 
ports Urban ports

Capability match of 
traditional 

governance

Increased focus on sustainability Low

Increased focus on innovation Low

Shifting trade 
developments

Near-shoring High

Alternative trade 
routes High

Supply chain 
integration Medium

Security Medium

Increased community awareness High

Strongest effect No effect

Regulator Landlord Operator Investor Community builder

Traditional 
role

• Focus on controlling, 
surveillance, and policing 
functions to ensure the 
safety and security of 
ship and cargo 
operations (VTS)

• Focus on management, 
maintenance, and 
development of the port 
area, the provision of 
infrastructure, and the 
implementation of 
policies and the 
development of strategies

• Focus on technical-
nautical services and the 
physical transfer of 
cargo between sea and 
land

• Focus on aligning 
different stakeholders in 
the port area to 
improve the business 
climate, reach their 
sustainability goals, 
increase cohesion with 
city

Expected 
evolution of 

role

• Possible expansion of 
traditional role on for 
example: 

1. Regulation of 
autonomous 
drones/ships

2. Regulation of 
renewable fuels (e.g. 
bunkering 
requirements)

3. Regulation on cyber 
security 

• Ports take an even more 
proactive role and 
orchestrate all area 
developments within the 
port, leading to a strategic 
landlord role (such as 
strategic/pro active 
attraction of port 
industry, new 
industries/sectors, etc.)

• Operations can 
increase, depending on 
the chosen revenue 
model behind the 
sustainability transition 
(facilitating services or 
investing in 
infrastructure) and the 
digital transition 
(develop or not develop 
digital tools)

• Investments in 
sustainable and digital 
solutions increase, as 
part to be more 
diversified in their 
income streams and 
to offset a potential 
stagnation of trade 
and passenger 
movement, 
influencing revenues 

• A driving (e.g. PCS) and 
entrepreneurial role 
going beyond the port 
area and the port 
stakeholders, followed 
by a facilitating role in 
external logistics and 
maritime data sharing 
initiatives
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Fig. 17. Evolution and development of port authority roles

1 Very limited and dependent on port in question
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