Port delays - a sign of our times
To some, the sight of more than fifty bulk carriers lying off an Australian port for weeks on end was a reminder of a scene they didn’t wish to see repeated.

Thirty years ago, petrodollars being spent lavishly in the Middle East saw the most astonishing port congestion around the ports of the Arabian peninsular, with the ships carrying the materials that would expand the capacity of the ports waiting, sometimes for months on end, to discharge the cement and construction materials which were so urgently needed. 
Supply and demand imbalances

Port congestion is now once again endemic, a measure of the imbalances that have arisen between supply and demand of port capacity, at a time when world trade has been rapidly expanding. And while a ship on demurrage may be earning for its owners as it rolls in the swell in a roadstead, the delays are a sign of breakdown in the normally smooth and seamless passage of marine transport. It mocks the provision of “just in time” scheduling, forces consignees to lay in large stocks lest their supply lines become strained, and costs everyone large sums of money. And it shouldn’t happen.

Port congestion has been occurring for a variety of different reasons. In Australia, where the most spectacular delays have been experienced at the country’s bulk export ports, it is the case of the infrastructure failing to cope with the sudden and enormous demands upon it. It has demonstrated the inflexibility of the internal transport system which delivers cargo to the ports down the long supply lines from the mines in the interior, and their vulnerability to interruption through weather 

or other problems. But it has also shown that there is almost no elasticity in the system which is unable to cope with the increased demand from Chinese steelmakers desperate for raw materials.

Maybe this should not be surprising. Loading equipment at deep draught bulk ports is vastly expensive, and bulk berths are built to demand, not on speculation. Each berth is part of an integrated system, no part of which can work independently of the other. The equipment in the stackyard depends on the delivery of coal or iron ore to feel the terminal

belt. The shiploader can go no faster than the cargo plan permits, and cannot run at all if there is no cargo on the belt. There are only so many hours in the day.

It is also an undeniable fact that while ships might be procured against a contract to ship bulk cargo with speed, and even built from new should this be required, the construction can take place so much faster than providing new bulk berths with their backup equipment and stackyards. There will be deep water channels to be dredged, massive civil engineering contracts for the provision of the berths to be let, and quite probably long delays for planning permission before construction can begin.

It might be suggested that the ports have been deficient in their assessment of demand, but, if the truth be known, the demand for bulk cargoes to feed the great engine of China has tended to take everyone by surprise.

Sheer volume of cargo

But while the delays on bulk berths have been the most spectacular, hitting the headlines in no uncertain manner when inclement weather caused mayhem in the anchorage off the New South Wales port of Newcastle, leading to a well-publicised grounding, the situation on liner berths is also giving room for some concern. Once again it is the rapid growth in trade, at a rate far in excess of that anticipated by port and terminal operators that has caused the problems. The sheer volume of cargo leaving the Far East for Europe and North America is threatening to overwhelm the logistics system

that is in place. And while China has put in place an astonishing port construction programme that sees a new container berth coming on stream every few weeks, the ability of European and US terminals to expand is circumscribed by environmental contraints and ponderous planning regulations that take years to circumvent. 

The result is entirely predictable. In Europe, the terminals are operating at almost full capacity, and something like 80% of linehaul containerships are experiencing difficulties in meeting schedules. Waiting on a berth is now almost a “normal” occurrence in many European ports. It is at least arguable that the situation has not been helped by the demand of the larger carriers for exclusive berths, which, some suggest is not an economic use of scarce port land. The situation is exacerbated by the imbalance in cargo volumes, which leads to serious problems with empties, which somehow have to be shipped back east, even if cargo that can go in them is scarce. Last year saw serious embarrassment in many European ports which were becoming choked up with empty containers.

The advent of the mega carrier

If there are imbalances in port capacity between East and West, it is scarcely helped by the arrival on the scene of an ever larger fleet of “mega” container carriers, which is itself putting strains on the hub ports these huge vessels use. Ports have to cope with the ships’ characteristics and they have been taken by surprise by the number of very large ships, requiring new ship loading cranes capable of spanning their enormous widths, deeper water alongside and in access channels, and

considerably more berth length than their predecessors.

These are massive investments and a port cannot build such terminals “on spec”, but must obtain some sort of commitment from lines before undertaking such a project. This is by no means easy, as the sea carriers themselves, (with the top 20 carriers now controlling some 65% of the trade) unwilling to commit and happy to see ports competing for their business. This makes it harder for the ports to obtain investment funds.

Planning permission problems

But the most pressing difficulty, common to ports in Europe and North America is caused by the increasingly difficulties of obtaining planning permission to develop new facilities. Rotterdam’s great plans for the further development of the Maasvlakte, with its extensive container facilities, is ten years behind. There has been a five year delay to the Thames Gateway development. Southampton’s Dibden Bay project was delayed for five years, then rejected by the planners, effectively wasting some GBP 40 million for its owners. New facilities for Antwerp have been delayed by at least four years, while Le Havre has seen its container terminal expansion plans delayed by around four years. No such delays seem to plague Far Eastern ports.

Public objections to port development plans force lengthy public inquiries. Ports, which were once regarded as wholly benevolent in their provision of employment and port-related industry are now seen as objectionable by large numbers of people who live in their vicinity. Noise, traffic, congestion, light pollution, but above all emissions are all cited as evidence for the rejection of any containerport expansion proposals. Further delays and expense are also caused by a disturbing new habit of governments insisting on a port paying for substantial infrastructure improvements as the price of getting planning permission. 

This might include better access roads, new rail links, even bridges and tunnels, which will put up the cost of any port

development enormously and engender further delays.

Environmental objections, both in Europe and North America, stiffen resistance to port developments and steeply increase prices. Any application for dredging, whether for a deeper access channel or for reclamation, will be closely scrutinised for its environmental impact. In the event that there is contaminated spoil to be removed, this will now be dealt with as hazardous waste and will have to be specially treated. Legislation like the European Habitats Directive must be followed to the letter, while if there is any likelihood that wildlife will suffer through a port development, then compensation and remediation must take place.

This has actually led to ports having to buy farmland, adjacent to rivers, and flood it to compensate wildlife for other habitats taken over by terminals. The wildlife, a European port executive ruefully exclaimed recently, “takes precedence over everything else”. It would be good to report that a programme of port construction and infrastructural improvements

were in hand and would soon be available to reduce the number of delayed ships waiting to enter ports. But sadly, such

is the pace of development, against the tortuous planning laws and the increasing objections from the public, that no marked improvement might be anticipated. Indeed, with world trade still increasing, and the world

fleet expanding to meet this demand, with a substantial number of very large ships due from the shipyards in the next several years, the situation could get a good deal worse. l l
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