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Even at lower rates of growth in container volumes globally, ports will still have to absorb 
hundreds of millions of additional TEUs over the next decade, a challenge for marine 
terminals over and above the painful transition to an era of big ships.

Brushing aside a frequent theme in container shipping forecasts that growth in the future 
will be no greater than global GDP growth -- after having grown at more than double the 
pace of GDP from 1997-2003 -- Clarksons lead container analyst Trevor Crowe told ports 
to brace for a lot more volume headed their way.

“Container trade growth, even at a slower rate, still outpaces global growth,” he told the 
JOC Port Performance Conference-Europe last week in London.

In other words, it would be a mistake to overly focus on slowing growth, he said, in 
assessing the impact of growth on port congestion. His base case, neither aggressive nor 
conservative, calls for a 5 percent average growth in volumes through 2024, (with growth 
expected to hit 6 percent 2014 and 6.7 percent in 2015).  In the 5 percent growth scenario, 
throughput would grow from 692 million TEU lifts in 2014 to 1.15 billion TEU lifts by 2024, 
an additional 458 million TEUs. The figure refers to total lifts, including empties. Even in a 
low growth scenario of two percent growth, throughput reaches 993 million TEU lifts by 
2024,  an additional 301 million TEUs versus today’s volumes. His high-growth scenario in 
which average growth accelerates to 8 percent yields 1.32 billion TEUs by 2024, an 
additional 628 million TEUs over current volumes.

He agreed container growth is slowing -- liftings grew by an average of 11.7 percent in the 
1970s and 1980s and had slowed to a 6.9 percent pace since 2010, but said the drivers of 
growth haven’t exhausted themselves. Conversion of cargoes to containers from other 
modes is still ongoing, the Chinese consumer is an emerging factor and intra-Asia 
component trade is huge and growing, with wage differentials still driving multi-location 
processing, he said. He said near-sourcing is a factor but that there is “no clear 
consensus” yet on its impact.

Containers have long been the fastest growing mode of ocean transport, and container 
growth has not yet declined to the level of, say, oil transport. Cumulative annual growth of 
containers was over 8 percent from 1990-2013, versus 4 percent for dry bulk and about 
2.5 percent for oil and liquid products, considered mature products unlike containers which 
haven’t yet reached that stage of maturity.
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The result is that in understanding pressures on ports, underlying container growth can’t 
be ignored. Crowe concluded that the focus in container shipping is now returning to ports 
after a hiatus since the onset of the financial crisis in 2007. “The downturn in trade 
volumes provided a bit of breathing space,” he said, but many ports didn’t take advantage 
by continuing to invest through the downturn. “Now we are under-investing in extra port 
capacity to make the world’s liner and container shipping network work.”

His presentation was one of several at the JOC London conference that pointed to rapidly 
growing pressures on terminals, particularly from big ships, and no clear answers on how 
productivity will rise to the challenge to keep vessels and cargo on schedule. In trying to 
get a handle on productivity, terminals can’t look to trade volumes to go easy on them.

“The message is loud and clear,” he said. “Even at 5 percent per annum growth you are 
getting to a big number, 450 million extra lifts, in the next decade.”
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