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Since the Covid crisis revealed the fragility of many international supply chains, European concerns have
been marked by worldwide geopolitical tensions and the goal of economic sovereignty, the wish to achieve
both decarbonisation and competitiveness (Draghi report), and issues of security and defence. With these
issues there has been renewed interest in sea transport and particularly the points of transfer between

sea and dry land: seaports.

SEAPORTS ON THE POLITICAL AGENDA
OF THE EUROPEAN UNION

Sea transport plays a vital role in the world economy,
as 80% of the tonnage of international merchandise
trade goes by sea. Coastal transport between Euro-
pean ports is also very substantial, and offers an alter-
native to land transport on certain major itineraries.

It is only quite recently that seaports became covered
by specific European legislation. This regulation ap-
plies to the supplying of port services (are they subject
to the general rules for opening to competition?) and
to the including of ports in the master plan for in-
frastructure that the TEN-T (Trans-European Trans-
port Network) constitutes.

The current changes affecting the geopolitical equili-
bria have led to a reconsideration of the role of seaports

and the European Parliament decided to request that
the European Commission develop a comprehensive
European port strategy. This should be presented in
2025.

 Common rules concerning the providing of port
services and the financial transparency of ports
(2017)

After two unsuccessful attempts to liberalize port ser-
vices (2001 and 2004), the European Commission pre-
sented a new draft regulation, adopted in 2017, which
does not subject the handling of merchandise or pas-
senger services to the opening to competition, but
rather focuses on establishing common rules for fi-
nancial transparency, the providing of port services
and infrastructure charges. This is the first legislative
act of the EU specifically applicable to ports.

1. - Regulation (EU) 2017/352 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 15 February 2017 establishing a framework for the provision of port services and common rules

on the financial transparency of ports
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Deep sea transport and coastal transport

It is customary to make a distinction between deep
sea transport, over long intercontinental distances,
and coastal navigation (short sea) between relatively
nearby ports, along a coastline for example.

These two types of transport can be complementary:
sea freight containers for world trade are shipped by
deep sea transport to a few major ports from which
they can be redistributed by coastal navigation to se-
condary ports. The same system applies, in the other
direction, for outgoing shipments.

In the European definition however, coastal navigation
refers to coastal transport connecting ports of the shores
of Europe and adjacent countries (particularly the en-
tire Mediterranean Basin: transport from Gothenburg to
Istanbul is thus considered to be coastal transport).
NB: European coastal transport is not the sum of the
domestic coastal transport of the European countries.

« Ports in European policy for transport infrastructure
The regulation of 13 June 2024 concerning the new orien-
tations of the EU for the development of the TEN-T?
thus defines the role of the ports (considering 54):
“Being the entry and exit points for the land infrastruc-
ture of the trans-European transport network, mari-
time ports play an important geostrategic role as
cross-border multimodal nodes which serve not only
as transport hubs, but can also be gateways for trade,
industrial clusters, military mobility and energy hubs.
[...] There is a need for diversification of energy sup-
plies, and accelerated roll-out of renewable energy.
Maritime ports can contribute to this goal through the
deployment of off-shore wind installations, production
of green hydrogen and transport and storage of lique-
fied natural gas. To strengthen synergies between
the transport and energy sector in the efforts to decar-
bonise the Union’s economy, maritime ports could
also play a role in transporting carbon dioxide through
pipelines or other modes of transport.”

As with airports, rail-road terminals and terminals
along inland waterways, sea and inland ports are
considered as transport hubs under the regulation
concerning the TEN-T.

» Towards a comprehensive European port strategy
To take into account a geopolitical context which is
undergoing profound reconfiguration (even before the
coming to power of the new President of the United
States), the European Parliament addressed maritime
and portissues in 2023.
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Based on an own-initiative report of Mr. Tom Berendsen
(Member of the European Parliament from the Nether-
lands), the European Parliament adopted with a very
large majority, on January 17, 2024, a resolution on the
construction of a comprehensive European port strategy”.

Four issues are particularly highlighted in this report:

- Foreign influence which can have “negative conse-
quences for the competitiveness” of the ports involved,

- Security, to prevent risks of espionage and sabotage,
risks to intellectual property, drug and arms trafficking,

- The energy transition, for investment in ports, terminals
and infrastructure, the circular economy, modal trans-
fer, hinterland connectivity. Labor management dia-
logue in terms of continuing education and training
throughout people’s working life is also mentioned.

- The competitiveness of ports and companies of
the EU. European legislation must not hurt the com-
petitiveness of EU ports or cause commercial leaks
towards ports located outside of the EU. For fair
competition, it is also important to eliminate practi-
ces such as under-pricing, and to adopt a common
customs code.

- The President of the Commission included in the en-
gagement letter of the new European commissioner
in charge of transport, the Greek Apostolos Tzitzi-
késtas®, the goal of developing a comprehensive Euro-
pean port strategy for an “Alliance of European ports”®.

Very recently, the various initiatives of the President of the
United States concerning customs and international
commerce as awhole only increased the timeliness of
strategic thinking by the European Union regarding its
economic sovereignty and its place in an international
system which is now undergoing reconfiguration.

2. - Regulation (EU) 2024/1679 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 on Union guidelines for the development of the trans-European transport network,
amending Regulations (EU) 2021/1153 and (EU) No 913/2010 and repealing Regulation (EU) No 1315/2013.

3. - See Report on the construction of a comprehensive European port strategy (2023/2059(INI), Commission for transport and tourism, rapporteur Tom Berendsen,

December 15, 2023
4. - See his biography published by the Commission.

5. - His engagement letter signed by U. von der Leyen specifies p. 6: “You will also propose a new industrial maritime strategy to enhance the competitiveness, sustainability
and resilience of Europe’s maritime manufacturing sector. (...) You should develop a comprehensive EU Port Strategy working with other relevant Commissioners and looking
at all major issues facing ports. It should notably focus on security and competitiveness, building on the work of the European Ports Alliance.”

e

THINK TANK >TRANSPORT >DEVELOPPEMENT

NTERMODALITE > ENVIRONNEMENT

THE OPSTE BULLETIN
TRANSPORT POLICIES AND STRATEGIES IN EUROPE


https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32024R1679
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-9-2023-0443_FR.html
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/20fc52a7-de0b-403a-89d2-34396ae88c49_en?filename=CV%20Tzitzikostas.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/de676935-f28c-41c1-bbd2-e54646c82941_en

SEAPORTS IN EUROPE : DIVERSITY,
COMPETITION AND COOPERATION

JULY 2025

Netherlands  Belgium Latvia Finland Estonia Greece Denmark Sweden Lithuania Malta Slovenia

Spain Cyprus Ireland Italy Portugal Croatia Bulgaria France Poland Romania Germany UE27

Sea transport in Europe, tonnes /inhabitant / year, 2023
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The uneven importance of sea transport
from one country to another

With this outlook, the OPSTE prepared an appraisal of the
situation of the seaports of various European countries in
orderto compare their options in the face of the changes
in progress and the announced European strategy.
Comparing port activities in Europe, we see right away
that there are substantial differences from one country
to another in terms of the extent of sea transport, mea-
sured according to the total tonnage per inhabitant
and per year. For an average within the European Union
of 7.5 tonnes per year and per inhabitant, the Nether-
lands has a traffic of 30.4 tonnes, Belgium has 23.1
tonnes, versus 4 tonnes in France, 3.7 tonnes in Poland,
3.6 tonnes in Romania and 3.2 tonnes in Germany.
For this latter country in particular, this does not mean
that sea transport and port activities are unimportant.
On the one hand, this ratio per inhabitant applies to
83 million inhabitants (Hamburg is the third largest port
in Europe), and on the other hand the major ports of
Belgium and the Netherlands are all nearby and direc-
tly linked to Germany.

Atypology thus takes shape, distinguishing the logistics
countries (with the Netherlands and Belgium as
the main gateways — access portals — for Europe with
the rest of the world), the transit countries (particularly
the Nordic countries and Baltic countries in relation
with Russia and the landlocked countries of Central
Europe), island countries (Greece, Malta), etc. and last-
ly the countries that are continental or partially served
via the ports of another country (France, Poland, Ger-
many). This disparity raises the issue of the purpose
and the scope of a common European policy in this
regard.

Hierarchy of seaports

From a geographic standpoint, European seaports
belong to distinct sets, the western and northern

coastlines (Atlantic, English Channel, North Sea, Baltic)
and the southern coastline (Western and Eastern Me-
diterranean). These coastlines are spaces for massive
regional trade: it is coastal trade (short sea) in the
European sense, including the ports of the European
Union and nearby countries. For deep sea transport,
the ports of the North and South coastlines can be
in competition, particularly to handle trade between
Europe and Asia.

In each country, a functional hierarchy of ports is often
reflected in institutional divisions. It distinguishes the
first rank ports (“major maritime ports” in the French
government vocabulary), which compete to attract
intercontinental traffic and serve vast inland areas. In
the economy of the ports, we see economies of scale
(the handling of large quantities of freight is, all other
things being equal, less costly per unit handled than
fragmented handling of smaller quantities), econo-
mies of scope (the proximity and thus the possibility of
associating diverse activities: long and short distance
sea transport, commercial, logistical and industrial
activities linked to the port, etc.) and lastly a club effect’.

If it has a larger number and greater diversity of desti-
nations served, one port can be more valuable than
another one for a sea transport client, a shipper. As
people in the business say, “traffic attracts traffic,”
without going as far as the “winner takes all” situation
observed in the digital world in which one single com-
pany can establish its offer of services as a dominant
solution. In the northern range of Europe in particular,
several large ports which are close to each other are
struggling to obtain the position of hub of regular lines,
the central node in the container transport network,
through their nautical characteristics, the diversity of
their services, their prices and performances (particu-
larly in terms of transit times), the efficacy of their cus-
toms and sanitary services, their [T systems, the inland
transport to their hinterland, etc.

6. - We speak of a club effect when the use of a network (telephone, internet, etc.) creates satisfaction which increases with the number of users. In a maritime context, the presence
at one port of shipowners and carriers in relation with a large number of different destinations increases the connections of the port and, through a snowball effect, attracts still more

carriers and shipping companies.
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The main ports of Europe: container traffic, millions of tonnes, 2021
Source : Eurostat

The recent evolution shows however a trend towards
the polarization of traffic around the two largest ports
(see the diagram “Evolution of the total tonnage of the
top five European ports, 2005-2023", page 10).

Competition between ports is particularly fierce for
container traffic. On the one hand, itis the traffic which
receives the highest added value per tonne handled
(and thus brings in the highest port income), by com-
parison with bulk shipments. On the other hand, as the
value per tonne of a loaded container is substantially
greater than that of other merchandise, it therefore
justifies longer land transport with a rationale of opti-
mization of the total transport costs. The hinterland
for container transport is generally larger than that of
other products, which leads to a partial covering of the
hinterlands of several ports, and in which competition
is fully present.

In addition to the large ports which play domestic and
international roles, there are regional ports which
serve a hinterland which is relatively limited and so-
metimes linked to the major international ports
by local connections (feeders for container transport).
In all areas there are also numerous local ports with
fishing and pleasure craft activities, but with commer-
cial merchandise and passenger traffic with is limited
or even non-existent.
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Institutional statuses and management modes

The European ports can be classified according to two
different criteria: on the one hand the predominance of
the Central Government or on the contrary of local en-
tities through their governing bodies, and on the other
by the management model, tool port or landlord port.

In general, the model of ports as Central Government
properties (at least the largest ports) is found in the
countries of Southern Europe: Spain, France, Italy,
Greece, Romania but also Poland on the Baltic. The
central authorities are responsible in particular for the
attribution of funds for investment in infrastructure.
Conversely, the northern ports are the property of
local entities, often municipal (Antwerp, Rotterdam,
Hamburg and Bremen in particular) or regional. In the
operational management however, the ports that are
controlled by national authorities have broad auto-
nomy and involve local and regional authorities and
economic actors in their management.

With regard to the operating model, it is evolving eve-
rywhere, but at different rhythms, from the model of the
tool port, a technical instrument in the hands of a pu-
blic entity which handles most of its operational mana-
gement, to the model of the landlord port in which a
public entity (whether central or decentralized) is the

THE OPSTE BULLETIN
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owner of the land and the heavy infrastructure but as-
signs to companies, generally through tender offers,
the facility investments and the management of port
operations.

Ports, trading, logistics, industry

The large ports concentrate the passage of large
guantities of varied mineral, industrial, agricultural
and energy products. They generally have vast land
holdings, labour, a nearby network of suppliers and
clients and services to companies. They are thus sui-
ted to the industrial or commercial processing of pro-
ducts during the mandatory modal shift from a mode
of land transport to the maritime mode, or vice versa,
and their possible storage. Several large ports have
thus deliberately promoted the establishment of logis-
tical facilities and industries that process their pro-
ducts within industrial-port zones, which also deve-
lops the loyalty of the corresponding shippers in their
choices between competing ports. A development
strategy, starting from an upstream transformation (oil
refining for example), consists of developing down-
stream circuits for the use of this resource. Drawing on
the spatial proximity, the industries in a port zone de-
velop a circular economy, in which the by-products
or the wastes of some are resources for others. Rot-
terdam and Antwerp, in the northern range, are the
most remarkable examples of this process (see the
map “Activities at the site of the port of Rotterdam,
contai- ners and general merchandise, dry bulk, che-
micals, liquid bulk, distribution, other,” page 21).

In addition to the direct jobs in the industrial zone,
of which the activity develops loyalty and feeds the
port’s activity, there are also an equivalent number of
induced jobs (i.e. the jobs created by the consumption
demand of the employees counted in the direct and
indirect jobs) in the surrounding economy and beyond.
In the case of Antwerp, this means about 41,000 ma-
ri-time jobs, 79,000 non-maritime jobs in the industrial
zone and 134,000 jobs induced in the regional economy.

Extent and service to the hinterlands

In addition to its volume of traffic, the power of a port
is measured by the extent of the land area that it
serves, for both shipping and receiving; its hinterland.

One exception to this rule is the case of container
transport hubs: while some of them play both a role of
transshipment of boxes from one ship to another and
service to the nearby hinterland, others are essential-
ly transfer sites which have no relationship with the
nearby regional economy other than the management
of facilities and the mobilization of labour. Marsaxlokk
in Malta, Piraeus in Greece, Gioia Tauro in Italy and
Algeciras in Spain are in this category, although the
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authorities are encouraging stronger involvement of
these ports in the local and national economy.

The preeminent role of certain ports (Rotterdam,
Antwerp and Hamburg first and foremost) requires
and allows for service to a vast hinterland, going
beyond national borders and to the heart of Europe.
They are in competition with each other as well as with
domestic ports of lesser importance.

In 2011, the freight accessibility index to European
territories contrasted the dense core of Northwestern
Europe (where the largest seaports are found) and the
more or less distant peripheries. The green zone of
better accessibility is indeed the hinterland of the
large ports of the current northern range.

The competition between the ports for the carving up
of the hinterlands involves the qualities of the ports in
the strict sense, mentioned above, but also the effi-
cacy of the inland access to the hinterland. From this
perspective, the modal breakdown of the land traffic
linked to the European ports shows notable diffe-
rences. While the ports of the northern range have
intense use of alternative modes to road transport
(waterway or rail), the southern ports mainly use the
road network, with the exception of the transport of
liquid and gaseous bulk by pipe, i.e., oil or gas pipe-
lines (see the diagram “Modal breakdown of the in-
land traffic of Spanish ports, 2023", page 26). For exa-
mple, 51% of the containers from the port of Bremen
are shipped by rail, 45% by road and 3% by waterways
(see the map “Rail-road transport services of DB
Cargo”, page 15).

Because of the volume of traffic that they handle,
seaports are major actors in national and European
land transport policies.

The issue of seaports is of course different for lan-
dlocked countries, which have no coastline. Their pro-
blem is access to the sea, through other countries.

This access can be provided by the economic opera-
tors (ship owners, warehouse operators, land carriers,
agents, freight forwarders, etc.) involved, with a land
transport chain connected to the nearby ports, the
availability of infrastructure and trunking being a big
advantage (like the Rhine-Main-Danube link, see the
map “Rhine-Main-Danube River link”, page 24).

The issue also has a political dimension: that the flows
of products sent or received by the landlocked country
go through other countries with no obstacles. For
Switzerland for example, access to coal from the Ruhr
was indispensable for its industrial development. This
was possible with navigation on the Rhine, with Basel
as a river port for unloading. In this particular case,

THE OPSTE BULLETIN
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since the beginning of the 19th century the Rhine has
had the status of international shipping route, under
the auspices of the Central Commission for the Navi-
gation of the Rhine (CCNR), founded in 1815, which
now includes Germany, Belgium, France, the Nether-
lands and Switzerland and has the mission of ensu-
ring freedom of navigation on the river and promoting
its use.

The rules of the single market and of the bilateral
agreements between Switzerland and the European
Union facilitate trade and transport on the territory of
the EU and in nearby countries (Ukraine in particular,
according to specific provisions).

Changes in the volume and the structure of traffic

Over the decades, there has been enormous change
in the structure of worldwide international — and thus
European — commerce. Sea transport has also
changed. After the Second World War, trade in agricul-
tural products represented almost half of the total value
of trade. This proportion is now on the order of 10%.
Trade in oil and mineral products, which once ac-

JULY 2025

Worldwide
international
trade (exports)
by product
groups 1950-
2021, billions
of dollars,
percentages

Source: TRACC,
Transport Accessibility
at Regional/Local

Scale and Patterns

in Europe, EPSON, 2013.

counted for up to 30% of the total, now represents less
than 20%. Trade in manufactured products has been
constantly increasing. In 2021, its share was more than
70%.

In this way, ships that transport solid bulk (grain and ore
carriers, etc.), liquid and gas bulk (oil and gas tankers)
and “general merchandise” (cargo ships), the ships that
transport manufactured products changed radically
with the use of containers and specialized container
ships. For ports, the added value per tonne of mer-
chandise is higher for containers and Roll-on/Roll-off
(Ro-Ro, for which merchandise is loaded and unloaded
on ships by rolling, for example with towing or modular
systems) than for bulk.

Still today, liquid bulk represents 39% of the tonnages
passing through the ports of the European Union,
versus 22% for dry bulk, 25% for containers and 14%
for Ro-Ro for a total of 3,327 million tonnes in 2024’

The evolution of the structure of the traffic of European
ports can be clearly seen from the Spanish example
(see the graph “Evolution of the traffic of Spanish ports
by type of product, 1970-2021%, page 26).

7. - This figure actually includes the quarterly results from the fourth quarter of 2023 to the third quarter of 2024.
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0 bonise their own activities. All port operations are
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of European ports (EU 27), tonnes, 2024

Decarbonisation of the European economy, one of the
major objectives of European and national bodies, is
now leading the ports to undertake an in-depth revi-
sion of their organisation and their economic model,
which is still very dependent on petroleum products.

Decarbonisation of all sea and port activities

Beyond the obligation of adapting to the decrease in
petroleum products in their traffic (but also to the in-

e
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visionally) and over time to supply them from non-
carbon energy sources. Atarget effort of research and
development is timely for this.

A significant improvement of the situation has already
been identified and is progressively being imple-
mented: the connection of ships at berth to the elec-
trical network, which requires adequate facilities and
a sufficient availability of electricity.

The ports and their industrial-port zones are also in-
volved in the decarbonisation of the industries which
are located there (the zone of Fos sur Mer, within the
port of Marseille, which in itself accounts for one quar-
ter of the industrial emissions in France).

The production of green hydrogen is one of the orien-
tations for their reindustrialisation.

Lastly, service to the hinterland of the ports can be
improved through greater use of consolidated modes
(waterways and rail), which emit fewer greenhouse
gases than road transport.

The necessary decarbonisation advocated by both
the European Union and the International Maritime
Organization (IMO) of the United Nations is however
limited by technological and economic uncertainties,

THE OPSTE BULLETIN
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the lack of skills and especially the high cost of the
necessary additional investment, with the constraint
of maintaining sufficient competitiveness.

New policy issues

The European policy for seaports represents firstly the
continuation of the common transport policy for all
modes, with its two traditional pillars: the implemen-
tation of regulated competition and the search for sus-
tainable mobility®.

The topics highlighted by the recent decision of the
European Parliament to develop a European strategy
for seaports draw on these orientations but also re-
flect new concerns, dictated by well-known changes
in the global context: wars in Ukraine and elsewhere,
the abandoning of free trade in international com-
merce, geopolitical tensions between the United States
and China and the emergence of a “Global South,” the
accentuation of climate change and the calling into
guestion of the related international agreements, etc.
These changes are a warning to Europe to choose its
own options: strategic autonomy, reindustrialisation,
maintaining its research and development at the wor-
ld level, compatibility between decarbonisation and

JULY 2025

competitiveness (Draghi report), safety and defence.
Continuity and change share the four topics which fo-
reshadow the European strategy which is now being
developed.

Under the sign of continuity, we have the topics of the
energy transition and the competitiveness of ports.
The energy transition affects investments in ports, ter-
minals and infrastructure, the circular economy, modal
transfer, and connectivity with the hinterland. The de-
crease in the traffic and industrial processing of petro-
leum products is already leading several ports, including
some of the largest ones, to rethink their economic
models. The search for competitiveness of the ports
and companies of the EU aims to resist the threats of
loss of traffic to ports located outside of the EU while
protecting fair competition within the EU (continuing
the harmonisation of the rules in effect from one
country to another).

Under the sign of change there are topics relating to
sovereignty (economic, scientific and political) and
even the sovereign powers of the Member States and
by extension of the EU itself (this evolution deserves
to be underscored, given the difficulties of elaboration
of a common foreign policy).

8. - See: Quelle politique commune des transports? Pour quel projet européen? Green paper of TDIE, March 2019.
Avenir de I’Europe : les transports, Analyses, propositions et questions aux candidats a ['‘élection européenne 2024 en France, TDIE, avril 2024.
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It also presents the risks linked to foreign influence
which can have “negative consequences for the com-
petitiveness” of the ports involved. In addition, there
are concerns about safety and security, to prevent the
risks of espionage and sabotage, risks to intellectual
property, and drug and arms trafficking. The ports’
contribution to military logistics is receiving new at-
tention.

The analysis of the main port systems in Europe
showed the great diversity of the situations, between
small and large ports, specialized and multi-purpose,
the local, regional, national or continental hinterland
within each country and on the scale of the EU. This
diversity leads to a system: with different functions and
scales, the ports are complementary with each other
and call for an integrated approach from public autho-
rities. Along with diversity there is competition, very
fierce between the large ports to conquer the largest
possible share of the European market, according to a
phenomenon of polarization of traffic around the most
powerful ports, which is clearly observed.

Given the observed disparity of the situations, it is un-
derstandable that some of the goals of the European
Parliament apply to all ports (decarbonisation, secu-
rity, etc.), but we also know that competition (free and
undistorted, as it should be) can readily win out over
cooperation. What then will be the substance of the
notion of alliance that the Parliament is advocating?

Michel Savy
Director of the Observatory for Transport Policies
and Strategies in Europe

JULY 2025

This bulletin is the fruit of contributions
from OPSTE experts:

Antoine Beyer, Université de Cergy-Pontoise

Vincent Bourquin, Haute école d’ingénierie
et d'architecture de Fribourg

Jan Burnewicz, University of Gdansk

Rafael Giménez-Capdevila, Catalan
Geography Society, Barcelona

Seraphim Kaproz, University of the Aegean
(Greece)

Barbara Lenz, Humboldt Universitat zu Berlin
Mihaela Negulescu, University of Bucharest
Cristina Pronello, Politecnico di Torino

and:

Larissa van der Lugt, Erasmus University
of Rotterdam

Thierry Vaneslander, University of Antwerp

Cécile Combette-Murin, TDIE correspondent
in Brussels.

The contributions of OPSTE experts are entirely
the responsibility of their authors.

To receive the Observatory’s publications,

please e-mail: opste@tdie.eu

TDIE (transport, développement, infrastructure, environnement) is a French think tank that contributes to the
debates in France over the broad directions to be taken by public policies for transport, mobility and logistics. As an
arena for discussion, TDIE brings together professionals, economic actors and public decision-makers in the transport
world to facilitate collective consideration of questions concerning the financing, planning and evaluation of transport,

mobility and logistics policies.

TDIE’s mission is to illuminate the debates and discussions that feed into strategic public policies on transport,
mobility and logistics: on behalf of its members, paying great attention to the directions being taken by public autho-
rities as well as by political groups; and on behalf of public authorities, paying attention to the needs of different terri-
tories as well as to the concerns of transport professionals.

The work of TDIE's Research Council is available on-line at: www.tdie.eu

TDIE is an association legally constituted under the Act of 1901.

diffusé par voie électronique - ISSN 2742-8842

e

THINK TANK >TRANSPORT >DEVELOPPEMENT > INTERMODALITE > ENVIRONNEMENT

Soutenu EX

THE OPSTE BULLETIN Par | MINISTERE

TRANSPORT POLICIES AND STRATEGIES IN EUROPE DU PARTENARIAT

Edité par TDIE - 9, rue de Berri - 75008 PARIS - 01 44 13 31 80 - opste@tdie.eu AVEC LES TERRITOIRES

Directeur de la publication: Michel Savy - Bulletin édité en frangais et en anglais, ET DE LA DECENTRALISATION

Liberté
Egalité
Fraternité

THE OPSTE BULLETIN
TRANSPORT POLICIES AND STRATEGIES IN EUROPE

9



SEAPORTS IN EUROPE : DIVERSITY,
COMPETITION AND COOPERATION

JULY 2025

PANORAMA OF EUROPEAN PORTS

To make the summary presentations of the maritime systems of a dozen European countries easily un-
derstandable and comparable, the OPSTE experts methodically addressed the geographical location,
traffic, specialization, institutional status and the mode of management, the hinterland served, the as-
sociated industrial development and the development outlook for the seaports involved, as well as the

policies linked to them.

The main Belgian ports are Antwerp, Ghent and Zee-
brugge. The port companies of Antwerp and Zeebrug-
ge merged in 2022. Ghent is an inland port on the Es-
caut estuary which has good links with its hinterland
by waterway. There is also Oostende, which specialises
in services for the production offshore wind electricity.

The Belgian ports are also major industrial, com-
mercial and logistics platforms. Whether in terms of
added value, employment, or investments, maritime
activities (handling, shipping companies, shipping
agents and freight forwarders, other companies) are
less important than non-maritime activities (che-
mistry, commerce, metallurgy, other), without ignoring
the indirect effects on the regional economy and
beyond. For jobs in particular, there are 41,000 mari-
time jobs, 79,000 non-maritime jobs and 134,000 in-
direct jobs. The added value of the ports represents
about 7% of the Belgian GDP, without counting the
effects induced by attracting industries to the port
zones.

Antwerp is the number two port of Europe by tonnage,
after Rotterdam (this discrepancy is largely due to the
traffic of petroleum products to Rotterdam, some of
which is reshipped to Antwerp by pipeline, and solid
bulk). However, Antwerp equals Rotterdam for contai-
ner transport, and is the number one for Ro-Ro.

The main Belgian ports
Source: GeoBasis-DE/BKG (2018)

In terms of trends, dry bulk traffic is decreasing whe-
reas container traffic is increasing (Antwerp is both a
major port serving a large hinterland and a port for the
transshipment of containers from one line to another).
The growth of container traffic is also due to the in-
creasing “containerisation” of general merchandise.
For automobile transport, a component of the Ro-Ro
traffic, Zeebrugge specialises in the importing of new
vehicles and Antwerp in the exporting of used vehicles.
Ghent, the number three port in the country, is linked
to the North Sea by the Terneuzen canal and has
maintained substantial industrial activity.

Total tonnage of the main European ports
Source : Eurostat
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The port policy was marked, as in other sectors, by the
institutional evolutions of Belgium, i.e., increasing de-
centralisation. All of the country’s seaports are in
Flanders. Wallonia and the Brussels-Capital Region
have only river ports. Ghent and Antwerp have always
been locally managed (municipal and industrial).
Zeebrugge, initially a port of local importance, deve-
loped specific military functions. The financing of
seaport infrastructure was historically under the au-
thority of the Central Government but has been the
responsibility of the Flanders Region since 1989.

A 1999 decree established the principle of the auto-
nomy of the ports, the unification of operating condi-
tions, an easing of the labour management rules, the
mandatory transformation of the port authorities into
companies and set rules for cooperation between the
regional government and the manager of the port,
aswell asthe financing policy. The decree also defined
the perimeter of the port zones of Antwerp, Ghent,
Zeebrugge and Oostende. In 2008, the port authorities
became autonomous municipal port companies. In
2016, representatives of the business milieus joined
their board of directors alongside the municipal repre-
sentatives. In 2017 the ports of Ghent and Zeeland
(in the Netherlands) were united as the North Sea
Port, on both banks of the Escaut/Schelde.

In terms of financing, all of the basic port infrastruc-
ture expenses are covered by the Flanders Region
(although the Belgian railroads remain under the au-
thority of the federal government). Additional invest-
ments are divided between the region and the port in
a proportion of 80/20. Access to the ports of Antwerp
and Ghent is by the Escaut River, some of which is in
the Netherlands. In accordance with the treaty of se-
paration of Belgium and the Netherlands of 1839-1843,
the channel is managed by a binational commission.
Binational cooperation is also in place for the mana-
gement and reinforcement of the Terneuzen canal
and its locks. 45% of the land service of the hinterland
from the port of Antwerp is by road, 45% by waterways,
and the remainder by rail.

Although it has four coastlines (North Sea, English
Channel, Atlantic and Mediterranean), and also its
islands (including Corsica) and its overseas territories
and their very vast maritime domain, France has
remained, from an economic standpoint, a mainly
continental country. Nevertheless, its seaports play an
eminent role in trade with the whole world, and also in
the activity of the industries established in port areas.

France has 500 ports which form a specialised and
hierarchical system. Ten “major maritime ports” (six
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The main French ports, by traffic and status
Source : statistiques.developpement-durable.gouv.fr

in Metropolitan France: Dunkirk, Haropa, Nantes-
Saint Nazaire, La Rochelle, Bordeaux and Marseille,
four in the overseas departments) concentrate the
largest share of the traffic and are under the responsi-
bility of the Government. It mainly has the role of owner
of the land and the infrastructure (landlord), defining
long-term orientations and involving local autho-
rities and the personnel, but leaving companies (war-
ehouses/handlers, etc.) in charge of investment and
facility management.

The domestic ports are supplemented by 54 decen-
tralised ports (under the responsibility of the local au-
thorities), generally dedicated to serving a more li-
mited hinterland (with the exception of Calais, which
handles intense Ro-Ro traffic with Great Britain) and
by about 500 local ports, mainly devoted to fishing
boats and pleasure craft.

Total tonnage (in thousands of tonnes)

Quarterly data
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Total quarterly volume of merchandise transiting
through the ports of Metropolitan France

Data: SDES, Stat Info: Sea transport of merchandise
in 4th quarter 2024 n° 717 - March 2025
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Evolution of the traffic of the main ports, by type of merchandise,
Millions of tonnes, 2010-2023
Source : SDES Data

The total volume of merchandise handled in the French
ports is on the order of 300 million tonnes peryear. The
volume of imports is double that of exports, in terms
of tonnage. The traffic has not returned to the level
from before the Covid 19 crisis. Over time, we observe
a trend towards the concentration of traffic at the
top three ports (Dunkirk, Haropa and Marseille) which
together handle more than 80% of the total traffic.

The differing structures of the various types of traffic
of the main French ports sheds light on their speciali-
sation. Although it has decreased slightly, liquid bulk
remains the foremost tonnage overall, with the
seaports hosting most of the country’s refineries.

The port of Dunkirk has a strong industrial profile:
its liquid bulk traffic is limited while solid bulk (used
by the industrial-port zone) remains considerable,
alongside growing container traffic and Ro-Ro traffic
with the United Kingdom. In the nearby hinterland, se-
veral gigafactories for the production of electric batte-
ries have been established.

Haropa (which includes the seaports of Le Havre and
Rouen and the river port of Paris) is the number one
port for the exporting of grain (Rouen) while the facili-
ties of the port of Paris provide the link between the
Paris area and the Seine Valley. Le Havre is the leader
for container transport, with growing volumes reflec-
ting its restored competitiveness in the northern range.
MSC, the number one world ship owner for contai-
ners, is reinforcing its presence here to make it a
structuring hub of its network, with rail and waterway
links with inland logistics platforms.
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On the Atlantic coast, Nantes-Saint-Nazaire is mainly
a port for importing, in conjunction with the econo-
my of the Grand Ouest (energy, industrial and food
products).

Marseille-Fos, of which the facilities are divided
between the city of Marseille, the Etang de Berre and
Fos sur Mer, still has substantial traffic of hydrocar-
bons (crude oil supplying refineries and petroche-
mistry), dry bulk supplying the steel industry, and is
also developing container handling. The Ro-Ro traffic
is in conjunction with Corsica and the Maghreb (the La
Joliette terminals), and the welcoming of cruise ships
in the city centre is expanding. A restructuring of the
activity of the industrial zone is underway (production
of decarbonised steel from scrap metal, production of
hydrogen, etc.) with the condition of an adequate sup-
ply of electricity. CMA-CGM, the number three world
ship owner for container transport but also a multimo-
dal carrier and international logistician through its
CEVA subsidiary, has its main office in Marseille.

In comparison with the Belgian, Dutch and German
ports, the French ports have limited use of waterways
and rail, as alternatives to road, for service to their hin-
terland. Progress towards multimodality should rein-
force the economic integration of the Seine Valley,
the Rhéne-Sabne axis and the Hauts de France.
Questions are being asked about the future effects of
the future Seine-Escaut water link. Will it reinforce the
competitive position of the ports of Benelux versus
Dunkirk and Le Havre for service to the Paris region,
or will it promote industrial and logistics development
along its route?
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De nombreuses connexions ports-hinterlands...

Voies navigables a grand
gabarit

Autre voies navigables
a plus petit gabarit

Axes autoroutiers

Lignes a grande vitesse

Principales lignes de fret
ferroviaire

IR

...Marquées par un déséquilibre entre les ports

GPM métropolitains
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Principaux ports maritimes
et fluviaux

Principaux axes de transport
dont les ports polarisent...

X 78 % du trafic total (tonnage)

... 82 % en nombre de conteneurs

Réalisation : SGMer - 2022

Sources : Stratégie nationale portuaire, mai 2013 ; SNCF ; Data.gouvfr
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Service to the hinterlands of Dunkirk, Le Havre and Marseille
Source : L'économie bleue, France, Edition 2022.

Over the years and with successive reforms, the admi-
nistrative status and the mode of management of
the large ports has changed substantially. The de-
crease in the share of French ports in European traffic
revealed multiple dysfunctions (chronic employee-
management conflicts, redundancy of decision-making
and management structures, complex administrative
and document circuits, under-investment, etc.).

In stages, and particularly with the abandoning of the
historical status of the dock workers in 1992 and the
reform of handling assigned to private actors in 2008,
the ports shifted from the tool port model (facilities
provided and managed by the Government) to the
landlord port model (the Government is the owner of
the land and the heavy infrastructure but the facilities
and their management are assigned to companies).

The National Port Strategy of January 2027 has the
long-term goals of increasing the share of container
traffic, including taking back markets in the face of
nearby European competitors, increasing direct port
employment and employment linked to the objective
of reindustrialisation, increasing the share of consoli-
dated land modes (alternatives to road) in the pre-
and post-shipping, including carbon neutrality looking
towards 2050 in the general objective, and fluidifying
port transit through the digitizing of reporting forma-
lities.

This list also includes the objectives that have received
increasing attention over the past few years: adaptation
to climate change, the contribution to the deployment
of wind energy at sea, port safety, the contribution to
the development of the hinterland. The large ports thus
welcome a large share of public investment for indus-
try and contribute to structuring the productive space
along three major port corridors, for which the inter-
connections should be reinforced.

While they play an economic role throughout the
country, the German ports are all located in the North
and are divided between the North Sea and the Baltic
Sea (Ostsee). The largest ports in terms of tonnage are
Hamburg, Bremen, Wilhelmshaven and Emden on the
North Sea and Rostock on the Baltic.

Hamburg and Bremen are estuary ports, which limits
their draft. Wilhelmshaven has the largest draft and
has sharply increased its imports of energy products
to substitute for Russian gas. Rostock’s traffic is mainly
with the countries on the Baltic Sea.

From a total volume of about 280 million tonnes per
year, the total traffic of the ports has not returned to its
volume from before the Covid 19 crisis.

9. - Comité interministériel de la mer, Stratégie nationale portuaire (SNP), 22 January 2021, 24 p.
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The main German seaports
Source : forschungsinformationssystem.de
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Evolution of the traffic of the top four German ports
Source : genesis.destatis.de

Domestic coastal transport represents 3% of the total,
and international traffic is relatively balanced with 59%
for imports and 38% for exports.

The traffic of most of the ports is diversified. Hamburg
has the largest tonnage (110 million tonnes), followed
by Bremen-Bremerhaven (60 million), Wilhelmshaven
(22 million) and Rostock (20 million). The highest levels
of trade are with the United States (30 million tonnes
in 2024, mainly energy products), Norway (26 million
tonnes), Sweden (24 million tonnes) and China (the nu-
mber one partner for container traffic, with a total traffic
of 19 million tonnes).

The ports belong to the Lander (Hamburg and Bremen
being both cities and Lander) and not to the Federal
Government. In Hamburg for example, the companies
that are active at the port handle the processing of
containers, intermodal transport for links with the hin-

TD7
THINK TANK >TRANSPORT >DEVELOPPEMENT > INTERMODALITE > ENVIRONNEMENT

terland, logistics and lastly real estate (the land is
owned by the city-state). For container handling, there
is HHLA (Hamburger Hafen und Logistik AG, which is
51% owned by the city and 49% by the ship owner MSC
and is present in other ports in Europe), Eurogate (com-
pany of Bremen, which handles 23% of Hamburg’s traf-
fic), Hapag-Lloyd and the Chinese Cosco.

The port of Bremen-Bremerhaven belongs to the city-
state of Bremen. The port of Wilhelmshaven belongs to
Niedersachsen Ports GmbH & Co, which is itself owned
by the Land of Lower Saxony. The port of Rostock be-
longs to the Land of Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania
and to the city of Rostock.

The service to the hinterland makes intensive use of
rail. DB Transfracht for traditional rail freight and DB
Cargo for combined transport connect the German
ports with Rotterdam, Austria and further south with
ltaly. The dense network of motorways is also used.
Waterways hold a more modest share (but the bridges
crossing the rivers are too low, limiting the size of the
boats). Of the 74% of the traffic to the hinterland from
the port of Hamburg, 56% goes by rail, 37% by road and
7% by waterways. For the containers of the port of Bre-
men, the proportions are 51% for rail, 45% for road and
3% for waterways.

Seaports contribute to economic development, with
a productive base open to world markets and highly
export-oriented. It is estimated that a turnover of 100€
in the port of Bremen leads to a turnover of 140€ in the
regional economy and 200€ on the national level. Bre-
men and Emden have the speciality of exporting auto-
mobiles throughout the world.

Therole of the ports is particularly important in terms of
energy, for both the importing of fossil fuels in all forms
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Traffic of the port of Hamburg, 1989-2024, millions of tonnes
(grey: exports, blue: imports)
Source: hafen-hamburg.de

DB Transfracht rail services in conjunction
with the German ports
Source : mehrcontainerfuerdeutschland.de

and hydrogen (for which the necessary volumes should
sharply increase in the years to come), and by contri-
buting to the development of off-shore wind energy
(installation, maintenance).

10. - Die Nationale Hafenstrategie fiir die See- und Binnenhéfen
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The National Strategy for Seaports and Waterways
of 2022" sets as goals competitiveness on the national
and international level, contribution to transport in-
frastructure within the framework of national defence
and NATO, the forming of sustainable poles for the ener-
gy transition and the establishment of carbon neutral
seatransport and industry, making ports important poles
for changes of modal sharing, being a guarantor of the
legal circulation of merchandise and transparent trade
flows. These objectives call for technological solutions
and innovative practices, better resilience in the face
of threats and climate change and physical and cyber-
attacks, attractive employment possibilities and lastly
the insertion of the ports into a multimodal transport
network with an adequate communications network
(fibre optics and mobile phones).

Lastly, following the recent legislative elections, a new
coalition government was formed, led by the conserva-
tive party CDU-CSU which is allied with the social-
democratic party SPD. The coalition contract which is
to guide the policies for the years to come was nego-
tiated and enacted by the partners. It includes substan-
tial investments for the modernisation of transport
infrastructures, particularly inland waterways, locks,
seaports and inland ports based on a financing and
implementation plan. A national port strategy will orga-
nise the transformation of the inland waterways and the
ports.
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Moreover, Germany will remain an energy importing
country and the ports play a crucial role to this end:
energy partnerships should be implemented, with the
cross-border and national infrastructure necessary for
the importing of hydrogen and its derived products.

It will also be important to support the competitive-
ness of naval construction on the European level and
to reinforce technological research for ship building
(decarbonisation of propulsion, underwater robotics,
etc.), to reinforce connections with the hinterland to
meet the requirements of the military and energy policy,
harmonising the regulations and the tax system for
open sea maritime transport on the scale of the EU.

The Greek maritime transport sector is mainly focused
ontraffic outside Greece. The Greek fleet is the world’s
largest in terms of capacity. It is made up mainly of
tankers and bulk carriers and operates in the tramping
market (transport on demand, as opposed to regular
lines). However, the maritime container transport
segment, which is mainly involved in feedering, is also
on the increase. The Greek fleet comprises some
5500 vessels, accounting for 23% of global capacity

and 55% of the European fleet. These ships very rarely
call at Greek ports. However, Greece does have a high
level of international traffic, but this is driven by foreign
flags (particularly in Piraeus, which is a sea-sea trans-
shipment port for the major regular container lines).
There is, however, a substantial Greek fleet providing
links between mainland Greece and its many islands,
with around 150 ferries.

Greece’s many ports are usually divided by functional
rather than institutional type into sixteen international
ports (ten on the mainland and six on the islands),
sixteen national ports, 25 inter-regional ports and,
lastly, around 850 local ports. The five main ports
(Piraeus, Thessaloniki, Igoumenistsa, Patras and He-
raklion) form the core of the trans-European transport
network.

The institutional environment is fairly complex, as it
differs according to the category of the ports. Two mi-
nistries are involved (the Ministry of Maritime Affairs and
Insular Policy and the Ministry of Infrastructure and
Transportation), along with the Regulatory Authority for
Ports (a recently established independent authority)",
around a hundred port authorities, the largest of which
have become limited companies while the others are
generally municipal, and finally a few private ports.

11. - On this matter, see OPSTE (Observatory of Transport Policies and Strategies in Europe), Transport regulatory authorities in Europe: Transport/Europe bulletin # 9,

September 2023, 12 p.
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The trend towards the privatisation of infrastructure
management through competitive tendering is on-
going, albeit at a slow pace, under the leadership of
the Piraeus is Greece's leading port.

Most of the portis now owned by the Chinese shipping
company Cosco, which has made it its main port ser-
ving Central and Southern Europe (although one ter-
minal, OPP, remains in public ownership). Handling 5.1
million TEU in 2023, Piraeus is the fourth largest port in
Europe and the largest in the Mediterranean for
container traffic (after Rotterdam, Antwerp and Ham-
burg and ahead of Valencia, Algeciras, Gioia Tauro
and Barcelona).

Piraeus is well-placed on the maritime corridor linking
Asia to Europe via the Suez Canal, for services to the
Balkans and Central Europe and for transshipments
with local feeder lines. In the Central European market,
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Aegean Sea services

Source: University of the Aegean Sea, « THAL-CHOR Cross-Border Cooperation for
Maritime Spatial Planning Development », Interreg Programme 2007-2013.

Piraeus’ main competitor is Hamburg, but with a sai-
ling time from Asia to the latter is around a week lon-
ger. Piraeus has regular links with thirty different coun-
tries: sixteen in Europe, ten in Asia and four in Africa.

Thessaloniki, Greece’s second-largest container port,
handled just 500,000 containers by 2023, while the
other ports handle much lower volumes. Thessaloniki
is Greece’s leading port for the import of dry and liquid
bulk cargoes and above all plays a regional role in
trade with the eastern Mediterranean (mainly Turkey,
Greece, Cyprus and Egypt).

With 2.5 million passengers, Piraeus is the third bu-
siest hub in Europe (after Messina and Reggio Ca-
labria) serving the Greek islands.

Coastal ferry transport is important for both passen-
gers and freight and is largely a public service (to en-
sure access to the whole of Greece).

THE OPSTE BULLETIN
TRANSPORT POLICIES AND STRATEGIES IN EUROPE

17


https://www.cockettgroup.com/PortsMapAssets/region-greece.html

SEAPORTS IN EUROPE : DIVERSITY,
COMPETITION AND COOPERATION

JULY 2025

SaousikA Apapia

Sea transport links between Asia and Europe via the Suez Canal
Source : “GrePort-Greek Ports Report”, George Vaggelas et Athanassios Palllis (Ed), Ports & Shipping Advisory LP, Edition 2024.

The European Emissions Trading System is making
this type of transport more expensive, while the re-
newal of the ageing fleet (with vessels averaging thirty
years old) is coming up against financial difficulties.
Long-term plans include a land link between northern
Greece (in particular the port of Alexandroupoli) and
the Black Sea, bypassing the straits of the Dardanelles
and the Bosphorus and a major logistics hub in Attica
(Athens region).

The activities of Italian seaports are included in transport
development throughout the Mediterranean, which is
crossed by intercontinental traffic flows. The share of
European port traffic handled by Mediterranean ports
has increased from 28% in 2008 to 35% in 2018, fuelled
by Asian economic growth, with exports to Europe using
the Suez Canal (in which traffic grew by 42% between
2011 and 2018). However, ltalian ports have contributed
little to this expansion, with their traffic increasing by just
2% over the same period.

Traffic is divided between long-distance services
(240 milliontonnes) and Mediterranean coastal shipping
(250 million tonnes, including 144 million tonnes of coas-
tal shipping within ltaly), for which the Italian flag is the
European leader. This is due to the geographical confi-
guration of Italy (a peninsula bordered by the Tyrrhenian
and Adriatic branches of the Mediterranean and two
major islands: Sardinia and above all Sicily).
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Italian ports
Source : flettemon.net

These figures should be interpreted in the light of Ita-
ly’s peripheral position, particularly that of Southern
ltaly (Mezzogiorno), in relation to the economic heart
of the European Union, as measured by the acces-
sibility index of EPSON (European Observation
Network for Territorial Development and Cohesion)
already mentioned in the introduction to this docu-
mentation.

THE OPSTE BULLETIN
TRANSPORT POLICIES AND STRATEGIES IN EUROPE

18


http://www.fleetmon.net

SEAPORTS IN EUROPE : DIVERSITY,
COMPETITION AND COOPERATION

JULY 2025

Millioni di TEU

Container
traffic in
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Breakdown of Italian port traffic, tonnes, %, 2023
Source : Port Infographics, update 2024

Port traffic is expected to total 491 million tonnes in 2023,
with a substantial share of liquid and solid bulk cargo,
but a higher share than the European average for contai-
ners and Ro-Ro road transport.

Ports are specialised according to their nautical cha-
racteristics but also their economic hinterland. In
terms of tonnage, the top three are Trieste (particular-
ly for liquid bulk cargo), Genoa and Livorno. Genoa,
Gioia Tauro and La Spezia handle the largest number
of containers. With the exception of Gioia Tauro (a
transshipment hub in the south of Calabria, where
traffic is stable), the main ports are in the north of the
country.

In terms of status, ports are divided into four classes
according to the 84/94 Act : defence ports, interna-
tional trade ports, national ports and regional ports.
Fifteen Port System Authorities cover the entire coast-

12. - L. 28 gennaio 1994, n. 84, Riordino della legislazione in materia portual
13. - Il Piano del Mare
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Breakdown of unloaded goods, 2022
Source : Port Infographics, update 2024

line. Each port system authority is responsible for the
general direction of port activities in its area; maintaining
common areas, allocating and controlling paid service
activities for port users that do not coincide with port
operations; coordinating administrative activities carried
out by public bodies within the ports and in maritime
areas belonging to the State; exclusive administration
of State maritime areas and property; and promoting
connections with the logistics systems of the hinterland.
The administration of the Port System Authority is run
by a Chairman (appointed by the Minister of Infrastruc-
ture and Transport in agreement with the President of
the region concerned), a Management Committee
made up of the Chairman of the Port System Authority,
aregional representative, a city representative and the
Maritime Director and, finally, the Board of Auditors.

In terms of port policy, the Sea Plan for the 2023-
2025 three-year period™ approved by the Council of
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Ministers on 31 July 2023 comprises sixteen guide-
lines, including maritime spaces, trade routes, ports,
the ecological transition of the maritime industry, ship-
building, maritime labour, the small islands system,
maritime tourism, climate change, and European and
international cooperation and security.

The topic of port development and sustainability is
central to these guidelines. A recent study carried out
by the national oil company ENI, the Fincantieri shipy-
ard and the Rina international consultancy focuses in
particular on energy carriers capable of reducing CO,
emissions: in the short term, LNG (liquefied natural
gas) and, in the longer term, biofuels, synthetic
fuels produced from green hydrogen and hydrogen
itself, if its production costs fall.

This development is ongoing: 49% of the tonnage
currently on order in Italian shipyards is powered by
alternative fuels, LNG and methanol™.

In addition to shipbuilding for powering vessels, ports
will have to contribute to these changes by distributing
these new energy carriers. This will require substantial
investment.

THE NETHERLANDS

Maritime and port activities in the Netherlands have
centuries-old traditions and cover a much wider geo-
graphical area than the Netherlands themselves.
Traffic is divided between four main areas: around
Groningen (9 million tonnes of traffic in 2023), Ams-
terdam (81 million), Rotterdam (446 million) and the
mouths of the Rhine (North Sea, 37 million).

JULY 2025

Inton
engebied A sterdanj

Cargo traffic in Dutch ports, 2023, million tonnes
Source : cbs.nl

Traffic can be broken down by type of goods as fol-
lows: liquid bulk (45% of total tonnage), containers
(23%), dry bulk (22%), Ro-Ro (7%) and general cargo
(3%). This breakdown varies from port to port. The
ports as a whole account for some 220,000 direct
jobs, not counting the industrial jobs located on port
sites and the jobs generated.

Rotterdam, Europe’s largest port, handles a diverse
traffic mix, but stands out in particular for the share of
containers in its total traffic, both for the Dutch and
European economies and for transshipments from
one vessel to another (hub function).

Totaal Nederlandse zeehavens

Groningen Seaports

Havengedied Amsterdam

Havengebied Rotterdam

North Sea Port
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I nNattebulk lading [l Containers

[ Droge bulk lading
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I Roro-eenheden
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Composition of Dutch port traffic by type of cargo, 2023, %
(liquid bulk, containers, dry bulk, Ro-Ro and general cargo)
Source : cbs.nl

14. - Source: Port Infographics UPDATE 2024
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Activities on the Port of Rotterdam site
(containers and general cargo, dry bulk, chemicals, liquid bulk, distribution, other)
Source : Port of Rotterdam NV

It faces competition from the neighbouring Belgian
port of Antwerp.

The port of Rotterdam is also a major industrial port
zone, with land that extends downstream towards the
mouth of the Meuse, where there is a deep draught,
particularly on land reclaimed from the sea. The
construction of a nuclear power station is envisaged
to supply this area with low-carbon electricity.

In fact, Rotterdam is part of an industrial cluster that
includes Antwerp in Belgium, the Rhine valley and the
Ruhr district in Germany.

Amsterdam is the country’s second-largest port
and the fourth largest in Europe in terms of tonnage.
Its container traffic is relatively limited, but it handles
intense intra-European coastal traffic of industrial
products (short sea), with links to the Nordic countries,
the United Kingdom and the Baltic States. The traffic
in refined petroleum products raises a number of
questions: should a replacement business be found
in view of the decline in carbon-based energy,
or should space be freed up for the expansion of the
nearby city of Amsterdam?

The hinterland of Dutch ports is served by waterways
in much higher proportions than in other European
countries (35% of tonnage), but also by rail (10%,
in particular with the Betuweroute, a dedicated freight
railway serving the port of Rotterdam) and of course
by road (55%), linked to a dense network of river ports
and logistics platforms (including Venlo).

15. - Definitieve Havennota 2020-2030
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The ports are publicly-owned companies, but the
composition of their capital varies from one port to
another and involves local authorities to a great extent:
in Rotterdam, two thirds of the port is owned by
the city and one third by the Dutch state; the city
of Amsterdam is the sole owner of its port; the port of
Groningen and the North Sea ports are owned by nu-
merous city and provincial authorities in proportions
that are sometimes unclear!

In fact, shareholders keep their distance from port
management and play a political role, putting forward
the general benefits and sustainability of port and
industrial activities and the proper management of the
land. In Rotterdam, the shareholders do not sit on the
board of directors of the port, but they do approve
its main policy lines. The port pays dividends to its
shareholders. The aim of this division of labour is to
combine the strategic guidelines set by the public
shareholders with the operational autonomy of the
operators.

The Port of Rotterdam aims to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions from its industries, currently by cutting coal-
fired electricity generation. The longer-term decarbo-
nisation strategy focuses on treatment of the city’s
waste, circular organisation of the chemical industry,
production of biofuels from waste and recycled plas-
tics, CO, capture, the import and production of hy-
drogen, and electrification.

The national ports policy is currently being updated.
The Havennota 2020-2030" guidance note (Pro-
gramme for Powerful Ports and a Sustainable Digital
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Economy) sets out eight strategic lines: connectivity
and logistics, security, digitalisation, innovation,
Europe and international, sustainability, environment
and the labour market. The government wants the en-
ergy transition in ports to be an economic success in
a context of strong international competition. In parti-
cular, this will need harmonisation of European regu-
lations.

Poland has 32 major ports on the Baltic Sea coast, the
four largest of which are Gdansk, Gdynia, Szczecin
(Stettin in French) and Swinoujscie, each handling
more than 30 million tonnes of traffic every year.

Today’s Polish port structure results from the long his-
tory of a Polish state whose territory and very exis-
tence has changed considerably, particularly during
the 19th and 20th centuries.

The port of Gdansk dates back to the 10th century and
the period of its earliest prosperity spans the 15th to
the 18th centuries, when the city was a member of the
Hanseatic League, along with Lubeck, Hamburg and
Bremen. This prosperity was interrupted by the disap-
pearance of the state after Poland was partitioned
between Prussia, Austria and the Russian Empire
between 1772 and 1918. Gdansk is now Poland’s lea-
ding port.

The port of Gdynia was built between the wars in the
years 1924-1937 as an alternative to Gdansk, which
was unfavourable to the young Republic of Poland.
Built in a short time, by 1938 the port of Gdynia has
become the largest port on the Baltic Sea in terms of

Polish seaports

Source: The maritime economy
in Poland, Geografia24.pl
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transshipment volume (9.2 million tonnes, including
the loading of 6.5 million tonnes of coal and coke). The
port’'s seven decades of post-war development were
marked by major investment in its nautical and land
infrastructure.

Over the centuries, the port of Szczecin has undergone
periods of both development and stagnation under
the reign of various states (Brandenburg, Pomeranian,
Danish, Swedish, Prussian and now Polish).

The port of Swinoujécie has existed since the begin-
ning of the 18th century and was marked by the effects
of the wars between Prussia and Sweden. A large
liquefied natural gas terminal was built between 2010
and 2015.

The status of Polish ports changed radically after the
demise of the socialist regime. Under this system, the
port infrastructure was owned and managed entirely
by the State. Since the 1996 Seaports Act, there was a
transition from the toolport model to the landlord mo-
del: the central State is responsible for the strategic
facilities, but port operations have gradually been en-
trusted to private companies. In Gdansk, Gdynia and
Szczec in, the State share of port ownership is
between 95% and 99%, with local authorities holding
only avery small share. Nevertheless, the port autho-
rity enjoys a high degree of management autonomy.

The growth in port traffic has needed major invest-
ment in capacity, both in terms of infrastructure
and handling equipment. Development of the Port
of Gdansk took off in 1975, when the North Port and,
in 2007, the DCT container terminal (now the Baltic
Hub) were built.
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The port of Gdynia aims to provide access to the
largest seagoing vessels, but this investment may lead
to competition with the container terminal in Gdansk.
In the port complex of Szczecin and Swinouj’scie,
there are plans to build a deep-water container termi-
nal with a capacity of 2 million TEU per year.

The volume of port traffic fluctuates significantly
under the influence of changes in the economic
situation and global trade, as well as in terms of the
volume and structure of Polish foreign trade. Traffic
tripled between 2000 and 2023, with this increase
almost exclusively concentrated in the country’s top
four ports.

phions 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2023
Gdarisk 67 | 242 | 24 | 37 | 406 | 798
Gdynia 84 | 123 | 123 | 155 | 22 | 258
Szczecin o100 80 | 83 | 96 | 18

$winoujscie | 89 | 100 107 | n8 | 151 | 178
Autres 0,1 0.2 0,1 006 03 02
TOTAL 453 | 567 | 515 | 619 | 867 | 1354

Polish port traffic, 2000-2023, millions of tonnes

Source: Statistics from the websites of the port authorities of Gdarsk, Gdynia,
Szczecin and Swinoujscie and Transport - results of 2000-2023 activities,
Central Statistical Office, Warsaw 2021-2024.

Over the 2000-2023 period, receipts grew faster than
dispatches. Coal is still the most important export, but
this traffic is set to decline. Since the outbreak of the
Russian-Ukrainian war and the embargo on energy
from Russia, the most significant development has
been the import of crude oil and liquefied natural gas
from other sources. At the same time, container traffic
is growing steadily, accounting for 20% of the tonnage
handled in all Polish ports, and 27% in Gdansk. Traffic
is concentrated in a few ports (generally four dominant
handling companies in each port).

The largest share of trade (63%) is with European ports:
Scandinavia, the Netherlands, Germany, Belgium and
the UK. Outside Europe, the main destinations for
Polish porttrade in 2023 were Egypt, the United States,
Nigeria and China.

Railways played a dominant role in serving the hinter-
land (handling around 70% of traffic) in the first de-
cades after the Second World War. Since then, this
share has diminished due to competition from road
transport and the creation of a network of oil pipelines
linking port terminals to collection points in the hinter-
land. After 2004, the share of rail in serving seaports
fell to less than 25%, while that of road transport rose
to over 60%.
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Port policy has proved to be pragmatic and effective,
enabling major investments to be made to support
economic growth, particularly since the country’s
accession to the European Union and the changes in
the global economy, notably with the war in Ukraine
and the upheaval in the flow of energy products.
For its part, the growth in container traffic could justify
the creation of a new terminal in Swinoujscie. At the
same time, the entire Polish economy, which is still
dependent on coal, is affected by Europe’s strategy
of decarbonising and hence transforming the entire
energy system.

Romania is located on several transport corridors wit-
hin Europe and between Europe and Asia. It has
a seafront on the western shore of the Black Sea. Its
main port, Constanta, is directly linked to the Danube
by a canal. The Danube is part of a continuous river
link between the Black Sea and the North Sea, all the
way to Rotterdam via the Main and the Rhine, serving
a whole series of landlocked countries in Central
Europe (Serbia, Hungary, Austria and Slovakia).
Constanta is part of the TEN-T core network.

The seaport of Constanta, with its contiguous areas of
Midia and Mangalia, offers direct access to regional
and international shipping routes. It is the largest and
deepest port on the Black Sea (with a draught of 19
metres). Constanta includes a container terminal and
is the largest port for grain exports in the European
Union, capable of handling 165,000-tonne oil tankers
and 22,000-tonne bulk carriers. With a maximum ca-
pacity of around 100 million tonnes a year, Constanta
handled 77 million tonnes in 2024, 80% of which
consisted of solid and liquid bulk.

EUERL CONTAINERS
0

CARGO 14% LIQUID

6% BULK

Breakdown of sea traffic in the port of Constanta, 2023
Source : Port de Constanta— statistiques
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Rhine - Main - Danube river link
Source : Investment programme for the development of transport infrastructure for the 2021-2030 period (update of the MPGT 2016 strategy).

Constanta is Europe’s eighth-largest port for short-
distance coastal shipping traffic. The port includes a
free zone, where logistics, industrial and international
trade and commerce have developed. Constanta also
has a shipbuilding and repair yard.

The port belongs to the public domain of the State and
is managed by the National Maritime Ports Adminis-
tration Company S.A., Constanta.River transport on
the lower Danube serves the ports of Galati, Braila
and Tulcea in particular, which accommodate river
vessels and convoys, but their draught also allows
them to accommodate river-sea vessels with an
8500-tonne load capacity.

The aim of the port’s development strategy isto increase
shipping traffic, improve the efficiency of freight for-
warding services, finance public investment, enhance
the safety, security and environmental sustainability of
sea transport and reduce the administrative burden.
This strategy is in line with the European Green Deal,
Fit for 55 and Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategies.

Emphasis is being placed on the environmental
performance of vessels and ports in line with IMO
recommendations, but various factors are limiting this
development: technological uncertainty, uncertainty
about market trends, lack of skills and, above all,
the high cost of the required investments and the lack
of sources of funding.

Spain has a series of ports, divided between the Me-
diterranean coast (Algeciras, Valencia and Barcelona
being the largest ones) and the Atlantic coast (with
Bilbao), along with the archipelagos of the Canaries in
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the Atlantic and the Balearic Islands in the Mediter-
ranean and the African enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla.
Over the past fifty years (from 1970 to 2021), the Medi-
terranean ports had greater activity than the Atlantic
ports, with average annual rates in growth of traffic
of 3.5% and 1.5% respectively. This growth was linked
to international trade, while domestic coastal trans-
port stagnated during the same period.

This growth corresponded to a modification of the very
structure of the types of traffic, with moderate growth
for liquid and solid bulk until the international crisis of
2007, then their stagnation, while the transport of ge-
neral merchandise (largely containerised) increased
more quickly throughout this period, particularly in the
three main ports.

General interest port system and traffic 2023
Source : Puertos del Estado 2023
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Evolution of the traffic of the Spanish ports by type of product, 1970-2021
Source : Puertos del Estado 2024
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Breakdown of container traffic between Spanish ports,
2023, millions of TEU
Source : Puertos del Estado, 2024
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Passenger traffic of the general interest port system, 2023
Source : Puertos del Estado

Container traffic is divided equally between transship-
ment and service within Spain. It is concentrated in the
ports of Barcelona, Valencia and Algeciras (the latter
was initially dedicated to transshipment between lines,

16. - Marco estratégico
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like its Moroccan competitor Tanger Med, but is now
increasing its traffic within Spain).

These three ports alone account for 45% of the total
tonnage of Spanish ports but 78% of the container traf-
fic. 39 million passengers were transported in 2023.
This includes some cruise activity (12 million) but is
mostly made up of regular transport (27 million), parti-
cularly to the islands and for connections with North
Africa, especially Morocco and the Spanish enclaves.
In terms of status, the 48 ports of general interest are
grouped in 28 port authorities, within the public orga-
nisation Puertos del Estado which has its main office
in Madrid. Each authority enjoys broad manage-
ment autonomy and involves the local stakeholders.
For certain types of traffic and territories, we observe
competition between ports to enlarge their hinterland.
Each authority has its development plans, but Puertos
del Estado exercises a certain coordination within a
Strategic Framework (Marco estratégico'®) covering
the 2022-2030 period.
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0 20 & 60 & 100 0 “ B 1

1 Nek profit for the year
Turmover

Turnover and net results of the four main port authorities
2023, M€
Source : Puertos del Estado, 2024
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Overall, the large ports generate positive results,
which brings them the means for their development.
Portinvestments increased substantially until the crisis
period which began in 2007 (as for other infrastructure
programmes in Spain: airports, motorways, high-speed
rail lines). The port investments turned out to be particu-
larly cost effective, and there is now a phase of debt
paydown which is possible due to the positive results
of the ports.

Despite the stated desire to increase the share of rail in
the land service to the port hinterlands, road trans-
port is still predominant, with pipelines for liquid bulk.
The objectives of the 2022-2030 strategy are improve-
ment of connectivity (regular international lines, coas-
taltransport, rail links, establishment of importing and
distribution centres) and competitiveness (reinforce-
ment of the links between the port and the local
company, safety of people and merchandise, innova-
tion and the blue economy, decarbonisation of the
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Modal breakdown of the land traffic
of the Spanish ports, 2023
Source : Puertos del Estado 2023

port activity, electrification of ships at berth, supplying
of alternative fuels for ships). These orientations are
coherent with the European Green Deal policy.
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SEAPORTS IN EUROPE : DIVERSITY,
COMPETITION AND COOPERATION

SWITZERLAND

Poor in coal and minerals, Switzerland has always
needed access to external resources for its industrial
development. The Rhine was its main supply route,
leading to the port of Basel, the country’s “seaport”.
In the 19" century, however, Switzerland was not
among the riparian states of the Central Commission
for Navigation on the Rhine (CCNR) and the country
experienced serious supply difficulties during the First
World War. It was only after the Treaty of Versailles that
Switzerland was admitted as a riparian state and, in
1925, the Strasbourg Agreement defined the develop-
ment of the Rhine as far as Basel.

Similar difficulties arose during the Second World War,
when Germany closed the Rhine to inland naviga-
tion and Switzerland signed a charter contract with
the Greek shipping company Rethymnis & Kulukundis.
In 1941, a maritime law was drawn up and a Federal
Council decree established a fleet under the Swiss flag.
Today, the Rhine is navigable from the ports of Basel
to its mouth on the North Sea at Rotterdam. Since
1992, Switzerland has also had access to Hungary and
southern Europe via the Rhine-Main-Danube Canal.

The Port of Basel (SchweizerischenRheinhafen) is
a public statutory body and a legal entity belonging
to the cantons of Basel-Stadt and Basel-Landschaft.
It holds shares in Hafenbahn Schweiz AG (100%) and
Rheinhafengesellschaft mBH Weil am Rhein (37.66%).
[ts management model is that of a landlord port.

The port has three main sites: Kleinhiiningen (26%),
Birsfelden (39%, with factories) and Muttenz-Au (30%,
heavy goods). At 5 million tonnes a year, transported
tonnages comprise mainly imported goods, but ex-
ports predominate in terms of the value of the goods.
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Abb. 4-1 Importe und exporte per Schiff : 2015 2023 : 5.0 millions de tonnes
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Source : Port of Switzerland: « Container Umschlag 2023 »,
Jahresstatistik der Scweizerischen Rheinhafen, 2023.

Fossil fuels are still the main imported product (56%
of tonnage), but container traffic is growing and an in-
crease in handling capacity is planned.

However, Basel and the Rhine play a lesser role in the
country’s foreign trade than they used to. In 1960, 33%
of Switzerland’s international trade passed along the
Rhine. Currently, the river carries around 5 million tonnes
of external traffic, compared with 27 million tonnes by
railand 10 million tonnes by road. The results of Swiss
transport policy can be recognised in terms of the mo-
dal split for freight.

A new 2023-2027 Maritime Strategy replaces the 1941
Act, which was abandoned following financial scan-
dals. This strategy re-establishes a Swiss flag that “will
promote Switzerland’s values around the world (relia-
bility, sustainability and efficiency), along with the
country’s image [...] without representing an additio-
nal financial burden for the Confederation (costs will
be covered by fees)”.
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https://port-of-switzerland.ch/rheinhaefen/mediencenter/zahlen-fakten/
https://port-of-switzerland.ch/rheinhaefen/mediencenter/zahlen-fakten/
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In fact, Swiss companies act more as charterers than
shipowners, even though the headquarters of MSC,
the world’s leading container shipping company,
which also operates in the cruise and logistics sectors,
are located in Switzerland (although the company’s
capital is Italian). It is estimated that around 3600
ocean-going vessels are controlled by Swiss companies,

17. - Source : publiceye.ch
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including 2200 by commaodity traders and 1400 by shi-
powners'".

The case of Switzerland is a prime example of how a
landlocked country has to take care to maintain its
access to the sea and the trade that it carries. Bl
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https://www.publiceye.ch/fr/thematiques/negoce-de-matieres-premieres/la-flotte-geante-des-negociants-suisses-en-matieres-premieres

