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During the latest BTJ Trip 2022 \ Sweden, we conducted a few interviews, the first being with Björn Boström, 
our long-standing Partner, who has been managing the seaport in Ystad for over 14 years. We talked, 
among others, about the port’s newest investments and plans, the (unexpected) impact of the coronavirus 
pandemic, the rationale behind doing things in a green way, and the particulars of finding port workers.

No day like the other
by Przemysław Myszka and Przemysław Opłocki

�	You are approaching one and a half 
decades in the port industry. What are 
your feelings about that? Is it easy or 
challenging to employ people in the 
sector today?

Indeed, ports are very special places. I have 
been working all my life in the transport 
industry, starting in the ferry business at 14 
with a summer docker job. In other words, it 
has been from the jetty to a port’s head office 
career. Shipping, likewise port operations, 
is extremely fun to deal with. One day isn’t 
like the other. Having a schedule comes in 
handy – to make sport of yourself at the end 
of the day that completely different things 
and problems had to be tackled.
Nowadays, it is very challenging to hire the 
right person for the port business. On the posi-
tive side, dockers tend to stay till retirement. 
On the one hand, you have a person that 
accumulates a wealth of experience through-
out the years. On the other, one could reply, 
how to inject young blood into the system 
if seasoned personnel fills all the positions? 
A proper mix is the best solution, therefore. 
That said, sometimes, a port cannot offer fixed, 
full-time employment from day one. Even if 
you find someone willing to become a port 
worker, they may realise that a permanent job, 
doing something different, might suit them 
better in the short term. Still, if one is truly 
committed, the port industry will approach 
that person with a good offer.
Then again, with fairly low unemployment 
levels and all that head-hunting from other 
industries, it can get pretty expensive to just 
look for a suitable worker. To rub salt into 
the wounds, Sweden’s transport & logis-
tics sector is more or less transparent to the 
public eye. Whereas there aren’t so many 
shipping lines flying the country’s flag, we 
have 52 commercial seaports – all the way 
from the border with Norway to the one 
with Finland. These are just 9,000 people, of 
which one-third are white, and two-thirds are 
blue collar. However, they are responsible for 
taking care of 90-95% of Sweden’s export & 
import. Not to sound too bold, but the state’s 
industries depend on us. The port strike that 
started in Gothenburg several years ago viv-
idly showed how fragile the system could be.

�	How about COVID-19? Passenger 
traffic plummeted across the (Baltic) 
board. Was it the same for you?

The pandemic gave us new records – and 
believe it or not, also on the passenger side 
of things. The Polish route saw a decrease 
due to travel restrictions. Conversely, the 
Bornholm service practically boomed. 
While it is a Danish island, many Danes 
view it as exotic. As a result, it was a per-
fect destination for a staycation. Denmark’s 
state was supportive, too. The cabinet 
acknowledged that its citizens won’t be 
‘lykke’ should they stay indoors till king-
dom come, even if their houses and apart-
ments are top-notch ‘hygge.’ Promoting 
domestic tourism was henceforth made 
one of the priorities. Ferry lines, for exam-
ple, received money from the state for 
lowering the ticket prices or, in the case 
of services connecting remote locations, 
entirely free. Our figures benefited from 
that as about 97% of Bornholm’s traffic 
goes via our port. Funnily enough, the pan-
demic made Ystad one of Denmark’s larg-
est domestic seaports.
Meanwhile, the government in Stockholm 
closed down all borders ahead of Christmas 
2020... Many Danish families were deprived 
of the possibility to spend that time with 
their closest ones – either travelling by ferry 
or transiting the region of Skåne. Together 
with the municipality, we got engaged in 
lobbying, which eventually led the Swedish 
and Danish governments to realise that 
there must be transit options should this 
situation occur again.
Increased ferry cruise traffic is yet another 
side-effect of COVID-19. The cruises between 
Helsinki and Stockholm were brought to 
a halt by the pandemic. The shipping lines 
found themselves in dire straits – ships and 
crews to upkeep but nowhere to go. Talks 
from the past were revived, and intra-Bal-
tic cruise itineraries, such as Stockholm-
Mariehamn-Visby-Ystad, were set up before 
long. Luckily, this coincided with the launch-
ing of our new ferry berths. Earlier, we simply 
couldn’t serve those cruise ferries. As you 
witnessed during the ceremony, taking in 
Viking Line’s Viking Cinderella was smooth 

sailing. About one year ago, we hosted Silja 
Symphony of the Tallink & Silja Line, the big-
gest vessel ever to call Ystad.
Cargo-wise, traffic was more affected by 
ship repositioning rather than us putting in 
place new infrastructure or the pandemic. For 
example, capacity was lost because Polferries 
laid up Nova Star and moved Baltivia onto the 
Gdańsk-Nynäshamn service. In effect, the 
2020 result for trucks & trailers wasn’t all shiny. 
Then again, 2021 returned with a vengeance. 
The new infrastructure allowed FRS Baltic to 
launch the so-called King’s Line in September 
2020. Their ship started berthing at Polferries’ 
former place, while the Polish line moved 
to one of the new berths. This, of course, 
wouldn’t be possible as all capacity would be 
taken without the new quay. FRS Baltic added 
noticeably to our spreadsheet’s passenger 
and private cars columns (mainly Germans 
and those with camper vans).

�	And how might things develop in the 
foreseeable future?

First, we trust that Polferries and Unity Line’s 
newbuilds will make good use of our latest 
investment. Naturally, the new ferries will 
benefit us. Still, Poland’s ferry business will 
be the biggest winner. I keep my fingers 
crossed for the newbuilding project to 
follow through. Otherwise, it might as well 
be the beginning of its end. Unfortunately, 
I must stress. Second-hand ferries are, well, 
second-hand ferries only. It is, therefore, the 
chance for them to bring their operations 
to the next level.
Second, southern Sweden suffers from inad-
equate port-hinterland connectivity. As a sea-
port, it is beyond our reach to invest in roads 
& railways outside our premises. Call it lobby-
ing, PR, or business development – it all boils 
down to convincing those with the author-
ity and funds that the country will be better 
off if it is easier to reach Ystad by road & rail.
In anticipation of the Swedish Transport 
Administration making favourable deci-
sions, we have begun working on the ‘Next 
Big Thing’ for our port, namely another 
ferry berth. The works are in the initial 
phase, but maybe one tailored to fast fer-
ries would be a sound investment.
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�	Tell us more about the latest invest-
ments, especially those elements that 
are invisible to the naked eye.

We strived to make the new quay investment 
as sustainable as possible: for the environ-
ment and economy’s sake. With the munici-
pality (responsible for the project) having lim-
ited funds, value for money was our guiding 
principle. That said, taking care of the envi-
ronment was a top priority, too. Fortunately 
enough, the eco-way of doing things was 
often the better solution. For instance, we 
decided to opt for a surface made of hexa 
stones instead of asphalt. Future-wise, it will 
save us a lot of money on maintenance. In the 
past, we spent around one million Swedish 
crowns per year on new asphalt. Thus far, the 
stones haven’t generated any costs – and the 
quay has been in operation for over one and 
a half years. If something breaks, we can – and 
by “we,” I mean the port’s staff – mend the 
damage ourselves. For asphalt, you need an 
external company to come in.
This one billion Swedish crown invest-
ment, which received the single biggest 
grant from the EU among all Swedish sea-
ports ever, includes the ferry berths as well 
as dredging, new breakwaters, and a land 
area made available for future activities.  
As such, the next project won’t be as big, 
say four hundred million – tops, because we 
have already set up the core infrastructure. 
Climate change-wise, we also raised the 
new port areas to make provision for the 
increased sea level. Estimates speak of one 
more meter in the Baltic by century-end.
And I must also underscore that the whole 
port offers onshore power supply to limit 

shipping emissions and noise pollution. 
The escalating electricity prices in south-
ern Sweden certainly do not gladden us. 
Still, to keep Ystad clean, so to say, we cover 
the spread so that three of the four fer-
ries with daily calls continue to ‘plug in.’ 
I hope Polferries’ Cracovia will be equipped 
to draw power from the shore.
The port is eco-friendly itself. Our vehi-
cle fleet is either 100% electric or runs on 
renewable diesel (HVO). Regarding the 
latter, there are only two pieces of machin-
ery we dare not to run on HVO. First is 
our workboat, whose engine is old, and 
nobody knows how it will react. That said, 
we don’t use it all that much. The other is 
our crane, also quite advanced in years. We 
cannot afford to lose it, as the fines for not 
discharging a vessel would be crushing.

The port authority is also investigating pro-
ducing its power through harvesting solar 
energy. Wind energy is another option, but 
it is small-scale only. Wave energy would be 
great, too. Regarding the new gas-driven 
Polish ferries, there is also room in our port to 
install a fixed LNG-filling station with a higher 
capacity than tank trucks. Providing locally-
sourced bioLNG would be even better. The 
investment would, however, have to come 
from a third party, as we aren’t a fuel supplier.

�	Are the talks about a potential port 
authority merger with Trelleborg still 
on the table?

Not at the moment. The concept is doable; 
carrying it out might be tricky from a legal/
market perspective, meaning not break-
ing any anti-competition laws, Swedish 
or EU’s. Then again, the voice of a united 
port authority would echo more strongly 
through decision-making corridors. Maybe 
we could, in that way, secure the hinterland 
connectivity investments to both Ystad and 
Trelleborg. Daily operations wouldn’t be 
all that affected. We could, among others, 
swap dockers if needed.

�	Do you have any digital investments 
in store?

Together with Unity Line, we are in a middle 
of a terminal operating system trial. If suc-
cessfully implemented, the solution will 
allow us, the lines, and forwarders to better 
track trucks & trailers and the movement 
thereof. We will also install a plate recogni-
tion system to automate the flow. Notably, 
one needs to have the shipowners aboard 
such data interchange projects.  �
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