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All for one, and one for all
by Przemysław Myszka

This year’s edition of the World Ports Conference of the International Association of Ports and Harbors 
(IAPH’s) took place in late June. Shortly after the event, we sat down with the organisation’s new 
President, Capt. Karuppiah Subramaniam from the Port Klang, Malaysia, to summarise the meeting 
and talk about the trends shaping the port industry and its relations with other players in the logistics 
chain. It seems that now more than ever, cross-industry collaboration in the fields of sustainability 
and digitalisation is needed for ports and their partners to address the growing need for greater 

resilience as new black swans can take off and pick altitude very fast.

�	What are your key takeaways from the 
2021 instalment of IAPH’s World Ports 
Conference?

Most of the discussion revolved around the 
most topical issues the maritime world is grap-
pling with at the moment. These include the 
pandemic, the disruption it has caused, and 
how have ports adapted to the new situation. It 
was done with the view to prepare the sector for 
any future upheaval – natural disasters or cyber 
threats, among others – by asking ourselves: did 
we draw lessons from the coronavirus?
Sustainability and environmental care were 
also high on the agenda. The key questions 
here were: why and how can ports and ship-
ping do more? It, in turn, was a segue into 
talking about technological developments 
and the ways they can aid our industry in 
becoming greener. One of the hottest topics 
was alternative fuels. The main focus was 
placed on what ports need to do to secure 
sufficient bunkering capacities for not merely 
the brave pioneering shipping companies 
but also in the long-term for a market that is 
believed to nothing but grow in the coming 
decades. It will be a complex task, as the dif-
ferent alternatives to traditional marine fuels 
will have their peculiarities, such as distinct 
storage requirements. All because liquefied 
natural gas and ammonia, for example, differ 
from each other to a far greater extent than 
various grades of low sulphur bunker do. The 
key takeaway from all of this is that we have 
a clearer picture of what ought to be done 
to secure the port’s role as a vital link in the 
future sustainable and digital supply chain.

�	Was the port sector prepared for the 
coronavirus pandemic?

Ports keeping global trade running wasn’t only 
the result of having sufficient capacity in place 
before COVID-19 broke out. The sector has had 
its fair share of crises before 2020, including 
other pathogens like SARS or MERS. Although 

these weren’t as virulent as the one we are cur-
rently battling, we have learnt from the past 
outbreaks. Lessons that have led to measures 
that have been put in practice now.
Such experiences have built the overall resil-
ience of the industry; that and the fact that 
no country can afford to shoot itself in the 
foot by neglecting its harbours. If there is 
anything synonymous with trade, ports are 
undoubtedly it. Trade and transportation 
should also be agile – and ports had proven 
to be flexible when the time came. Health 
safety procedures had to be implemented, and 
nobody in the port community challenged 
the rules put forward by relevant authori-
ties. Distancing, hand washing, and wear-
ing masks meant that we could handle cargo 
needed in the hinterland or another country. 
If that resulted in ports becoming more and 
more alike hospitals, then be it.
We are also very fortunate that the port 
industry is global in scope and very well 
networked. Owing to such platforms as 
IAPH, we could quickly get together and 
exchange best practices. The organisation 
also promptly set up the COVID Task Force 
to analyse the situation and keep the mem-
bers up to speed. The team has produced 
recommendations, a sort of a checklist of 
what-and-when can be best done to keep 
a tight rein on the spread of the pathogen.
The more we learn and adapt, the better we 
will be prepared for the next unknown. It may 
be very different from what we are currently 
dealing with, but we will have the skills and 
tools to address the problems. Working hard 
now will undoubtedly be more beneficial 
than shooting from the hip when something 
new comes closing in.
After all, a closed port is no port at all. To use 
my site, Klang, as an example. Alike in other 
parts of the globe, the situation was at a certain 
point grave. As such, the government went for 
a complete lockdown. This move, however, got 
our port turned into one huge storage area. 
Continuing so would inevitably choke our 

ability to handle freight traffic efficiently. We 
were wing-footed in approaching the govern-
ment and explaining that there must be the 
possibility to get the goods outside port gates. 
Luckily, that was what happened, and we could 
carry on operating. Certain manufacturers 
have their facilities closed due to anti-COVID 
measures. Still, they will need the materials to 
ramp up the production once the restrictions 
are lifted. Getting their containers from under-
neath dozens of other boxes amidst other par-
ties wanting to do the same surely wouldn’t help 
get their manufacturing back online.

�	Are ports sustainable?

Sustainability has been in IAPH’s limelight 
for a couple of years now, and even more so 
with the establishment of the World Ports 
Sustainability Program (WPSP) in March 
2018. The overarching aim is to help our 
industry fulfil its part of the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Agenda and its 17 
Sustainable Development Goals. IAPH should 
take particular pride in bringing the shipping 
sector to partake in WPSP; working together 
towards a common goal made perfect sense, 
even though we have different targets and 
focus areas within the logistics chain.
Our organisation is also behind the 
Environmental Shipping Index (ESI), a tool 
with which a given ship can be measured 
against the caps put in place by the International 
Maritime Organization. Ports, in turn, can use 
the ESI to implement environmentally differen-
tiated fees to reward the parties going beyond 
the regulatory minimum, incentivising other 
shipowners and operators to follow suit.
The place ports occupy in the logistics chain 
comes with its unique set of advantages and 
handicaps. They may have limited influence 
over other parties, say, they cannot all of 
a sudden tell somebody to use rail instead 
of road transportation to cut port-related 
carbon footprint. Ports can often convince 
competing stakeholders to jointly work 
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around a shared good like environmental 
protection or smoother freight traffic by 
acting as neutral platforms. There is a grow-
ing understanding that we will bear substan-
tial costs if we do nothing instead of greening 
our businesses. Moreover, there is consent 
that we aren’t moving fast enough. In short: 
all for one, and one for all. And at the double!
One of the priorities of my presidency will be to 
gather together the industry stakeholders, see 
where they are when it comes to sustainability, 
and jointly come up with solutions to shift into 
high gear. It doesn’t matter whether you are  
a big port or a tiny harbour – all can contribute 
to fostering the change we so urgently need. Or, 
to put it more bullishly, there is no place to hide. 
Climate change – and public opinion – will 
come after you should you decide, for whatever 
reasons, that the best case for your business is 
to stay low. There is no such thing as a port that 
is under the sustainability radar.

�	What is your take on how technology is 
changing the port industry? Should we 
be alarmed or embrace the change with 
arms open wide?

With the help of the World Bank, we have 
recently done a survey to gauge the port 
industry’s level of digitalisation. One of the 
main takeaways is that technology itself isn’t 
a problem. Speaking figuratively, the ‘shelves’ 
are heavy with all sorts of products and ser-
vices. The issue is, however, with people’s 
willingness to tap into the digital revolution. 
Lack of trust is among the major obstacles, 
namely, will this-and-that technology work 
for me. And if data is the new oil, can I have 

confidence that no unwelcome party will 
access information critical to my business – 
either by somebody’s mistake, as a result of 
software error, or due to fraudulent activity.
The port industry is also encouraged by 
other sectors to facilitate trade through 
innovative means. Think of e-commerce 
and its rapid development in the wake of 
the pandemic. Surely, new infrastructure 
will give you extra capacity. But gains can 
easily be thwarted if there are bottlenecks 
in the flow of data. There must be an under-
standing that a smooth exchange of infor-
mation will benefit the entire logistics chain. 
Therefore, trust-building should be one of 
the fundamental interests for ports.
That said, ports have their requests, too, in 
this regard. It takes a considerable amount 
of time and money to erect a brand-new ter-
minal. But suppose somebody’s timetable is 
all over the place, leading to a situation when 
all of a sudden there is a long port call queue. 
In that case, it is hard to swallow the argu-
ment that it is the ports’ fault they don’t pro-
vide sufficient capacity. Additionally, though 
they should, in theory, provide economies 
of scale, mega-ships can do the opposite by 
lowering berth utilisation versus handling 
smaller ships that carry the same amount 
of cargo. But here’s the thing – ports and 
shipping are mutually dependent on each 
other. We won’t make any progress by just 
venting our frustrations. Conversely, there 
are numerous examples of how ports, ship-
ping lines, and overland forwarders work 
together to get things done better rather 
than pointing the finger at one another.
Still, technology is similar to sustainability 

– there is no running away from it if you 
want to stay in the game. Governments have 
come to realise the situation and are sup-
porting their maritime sector in the digital 
transition. Apart from investing in technol-
ogy, the transformation will require a gen-
erational change, too; people who will run 
the new systems. As such, I’m not afraid that 
technology will drive mass unemployment 
across the port industry. Quite the oppo-
site, it may attract young talent that will 
work in a modern environment and see the 
change towards which everybody is work-
ing. In addition, we will see a lot of reskill-
ing and upskilling of the current workforce 
to keep it in the loop. Those persons are, 
after all, experienced workers who can drop 
pearls of wisdom on the newbies. Even auto-
mated facilities – and self-operating ships 
in the future – have the human backbone 
to straighten things out if need be.

�	How much different will ports of the 
future be from what we have currently?

The port landscape has already changed in 
just a couple of years. We are experiencing 
a shift from focusing purely on cargo or 
passenger traffic, maybe with the addition 
of some manufacturing taking place right 
next to a quay, to facilitating developments 
that cross industries. Ports have heretofore 
taken part in the development of the off-
shore wind industry, something which will 
be further coupled with the production of 
next-gen energy carriers sometime soon.
Port-based technology incubators also aren’t 
a novelty today. Ports have turned into full-
blown technology test-beds – from seem-
ingly small developments like robots for 
cleaning sea and riverbeds to scrutinising 
the use of potentially revolutionary marine 
fuels such as ammonia or fuel cells.
On the passenger side, more attention is paid 
to aesthetics and other-than-core function-
alities when designing a ferry or cruise ter-
minal. In this sense, ports are re-becoming 
parts of their cities – places to go to and 
spend some quality time, not only heavy-
duty industrial sites fenced from the out-
side world. On a personal note, it is why 
we are rebranding Klang – from a port to 
a maritime hub, a place that is much more 
than just shovelling cargo over the berths or 
where the gangway takes passengers from  
a ship right onto the city’s streets.
As ports do, the choice of particular solutions 
will differ. Yet, the overall trajectory towards 
a more sustainable and digital future has been 
set for all of us. As such, there is no excuse for 
dragging one’s feet nor paddling apart while 
being in the same boat. �
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