Global and
regional outlook
Container volumes have declined by 2.1% in 2020 but is
expected to rebound by 8.9% in 2021.ii

Global maritime trends
The last two decades witnessed
significant growth in containerized
cargo, fueled by an increase in
global consumer demand. A major
contributor of the global trade growth
has been China, with the country’s
share in global merchandise trade
increasing from 3.8% in 2000 to
12.7% in 2019.v
The Covid-19 pandemic resulted in
an unprecedented contraction in
demand leading to a slowdown in
global trade in 2020. The World Bank
forecasted a 5% reduction in global
GDP and 20% contraction in trade
volumes due to government-imposed
lockdowns and lack of demand.
The global port industry’s earnings
before interest, tax, depreciation and
amortization (EBITDA) for H1 of 2020
has reduced by 16% as compared to
H1 of 2019.vi Container volumes have
declined by 2.1% in 2020 but
is expected to rebound by 8.9%
in 2021.vii
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Container ports
The list of the top 15 container ports
in 2019 highlights China’s dominance
in global container shipping with 8
of the top 15 ports located in China
(Table 1). China contributed 27% of
the global manufacturing output in
2019 and most of the containerized
volumes from Chinese ports
represent port-to-port (i.e. origin to
destination) cargo.

Figure 1: 15 container ports in 2019 based on throughput viii

TEU* (in millions)
* Twenty-foot – measure used for capacity in containerized transport
Source: Lloyd’s List

With the recent US-China trade
situation having been aggravated by
Covid-19, a number of multinational
companies are contemplating a
manufacturing exodus from China
and relocating their production base
to escape higher tariffs and rising
production costs.ix The ongoing
pandemic has expedited the shift
as it makes sense for companies

to diversify production and supply
lines. Other countries including India,
Bangladesh, Mexico, Vietnam and
Taiwan are emerging as suitable
alternatives. The shift will have a
detrimental impact on Chinese
containerized volumes but benefit
ports of the countries where the
trade shift will occur. However,
while companies are reassessing

their supply chains, they will initially
find it difficult to replace China due
to the challenges in replicating the
scale and quality of infrastructure. As
global companies look to realign their
supply chains and decentralize their
manufacturing capacities, China is
also focusing more on high tech and
high value industries to power their
next growth cycle.x
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Port operators
Since the 1990s, the world’s major
port operators have expanded their
global footprint, with four out of the
current top five port operators (in
terms of TEU) having throughputs
across at least five continents and
controlling more than 50% of the
global container traffic in 2019.
Emerging markets generally remain
the primary focus for major port

operators. In terms of geographical
footprint, DP World is the most
diverse operator with terminals in
31 countries across six continents.
Although APM Terminals is in
the lead in terms of the number
of countries with existing port
terminals, unlike DP World, it does
not have a presence in the Oceania
region (Table 1).

Table 1: Terminal operators throughput league table ranking and analysis (2019)xi
Throughput
rank

Operator

TEU
(in millions)

Global
Presence*

Global TEU
share

Overview

–
1

China Cosco Shipping
(CCS)- Beijing, China

109.8

14

13.7%

–
–

–
2

PSA International
(PSA)- Singapore

84.8

18

10.6%

–
–
–

3

APM Terminals (APM)The Hauge, Netherlands

84.2

37

10.5%

–
–
–

4

Hutchinson Ports (HP) –
Hong Kong, China

82.6

24

10.3%

–
–
–
–

5

DP World- Dubai, UAE

69.4

31

8.7%
–
–

*Number of countries with existing terminals
Source: Drewry Report and KPMG analysis
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approximately 75% of activity generated
from emerging markets
primarily port-to-port traffic, limited
exposure to transshipment
large investment in One Belt One Road
Initiative, 70% of volume from Mainland
China market
approximately 85% of traffic from
emerging markets
overall around 40% port-to-port traffic,
significant transshipment
around 43% of volume from Singapore
balanced portfolio - approximately 55%
of TEU is from emerging markets.
approximately 70% port-to-port traffic
no traffic in Oceania region
focused on emerging markets but with
significant presence in Europe
mostly port-to-port traffic
40% of volume from Mainland China
and Hong Kong operations
approximately 85% of traffic from
emerging markets
overall around 40% port-to-port traffic,
significant transshipment
approximately 21% of volume from Port
of Jebel Ali – Dubai, UAE
global footprint across 6 continents

Port infrastructure
Increased concentration in the
shipping industry and the adoption
of larger vessels has resulted in
demand for higher port productivity
and better infrastructure by the liners.
The use of mega vessels has led to
increased container handling per call,
requiring higher crane throughputs
and increased productivity. To
address these requirements, global
port operators are increasingly
investing in automation technology.
Figure 2xii depicts the number of
terminals and degree of automation
of the top eight global port operators.

Four of the top eight port operators
(HP, DPW, PSA and Cosco) are
considered ‘enthusiastic adopters’
of automation – i.e. they deploy
automation across a relatively high
number of terminals with some
degree of automation (second
quadrant) while the rest are
considered as at an ‘emerging state’
with a small number of automated
terminals (third quadrant).
The first quadrant is where the port
operators aspire to be in the future.
Currently, none of the top eight
global port operators are in the
first quadrant.

Figure 2. Adoption of terminal automation

Short-sea trades
With the onset of the pandemic
and the US – China trade situation,
emerging trends include a focus
on short-sea trades using smaller
ships, resulting in improved port
connectivity. With shorter distances,
it may no longer be economically
feasible to deploy large container
ships, paving the way for feeder
services. The feeder vessels may
not typically require modern port
infrastructure, and hence could
potentially bypass the traditional
transshipment hubs in favor of local
ports that are closer to customers.
This could potentially be a game
changer, necessitating port operators
to seek customer alliances with
feeder services rather than
shipping lines.
In 2019, DP World ventured into
the feeder business through the
acquisition of Unifeeder, having one
of the largest short-sea networks
in Europe, and subsequently
acquired Feedertech Group, a
Singapore-based feeder operator,
in 2020. The acquisition increased
DP World’s short-sea network
connectivity by more than 100 ports,
covering smaller ports that cannot
accommodate larger vessels.

01

First quadrant – high
number of terminals with
higher degree of automation

03

Third quadrant – small
number of terminals with
some degree of automation

02

Second quadrant – high
number of terminals with
some degree of automation

04

Fourth quadrant – small
number of terminals with
higher degree of automation

Source: Extracted from Drewry and KPMG analysis
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Regional outlook
Trade in the GCC
The region accounted for 3.4% of
global merchandise trade in 2019,
at USD 1.3 trillion. The UAE and
Saudi Arabia account for 77% of
merchandise trade of GCC members
(figure 3), with the UAE enjoying the
highest trade value.

The GCC is making its mark in the
world maritime trade due to the pace
of infrastructure creation. Wealth
derived from oil has been invested to
create state-of-the art infrastructure
over the last two decades. Countries
including the UAE have invested
heavily in building infrastructure such
as ports and FTZs to attract FDIs.

Figure 3: Export-import merchandise trade split in the GCC region (in millions of USD)xiii

Export

Import

Source: UNCTAD data
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Container ports overview
The GCC member countries account
for more than 3% of global container
port traffic, with the UAE leading
the containerized trade throughput,
representing more than 50% of the
region’s total in 2019.xiv
The location of the GCC countries
is advantageous as it is located at
the entry to Red Sea and near the
Suez Canal, and can be considered
as gateway to Europe and Asia.
This location maybe an ideal
transshipment hub for container
traffic on the Europe-Asia lane.
The mix of transshipment volumes
is generally higher than port-to-port
volumes in the GCC region. However,
tariff rates from transshipment
are significantly lower than that
of port-to-port. As a result, port
operators need to find the optimal
mix of transshipment and portto-port volumes to maximise port
profitability and productivity.

“

The GCC region has played
an important role in the
development of the global
maritime trade routes by
virtue of its strategic location
on the East-West trade lanes,
enabling development of
state-of-the-art infrastructure.
This report endeavors to
capture the evolving dynamics
influencing the region’s
maritime sector and the
road ahead for regional
maritime operators.
Dr. Steffen Wagner
Global Head of Transport &
Leisure- KPMG
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Container penetration
As seen in figure 4, container
penetration in GCC countries is more
than six times that of the world
average, and significantly higher
than that of major developed nations
in the West, indicating significant
transshipment volumes.
GCC port throughput
Approximately 51% of container
traffic in the region is handled by
ports in UAE, followed by Saudi
Arabian ports with 23%. The Port
of Jebel Ali in Dubai is the busiest
in the region, with 51% of the
throughput of the top five container
ports (figure 5xv). This dominance
in container shipping is due to the
UAE’s significant investment in
port infrastructure and the logistics
ecosystems, including FTZs. Other
countries in the region have also
announced significant investment
plans in their vision documents.
Saudi Arabia is planning USD 36
billion worth of investments in
logistics, as part of its National
Industrial Development and
Logistics Programme.xvi
Port infrastructure and investment
Most ports in the region are owned
and managed by regional port
authorities, while terminals are
directly operated either by the port
authorities, or by major global port
operators. Operators such as DP
World and Gulftainer have expanded
across multiple geographies. Abu
Dhabi Ports, which operate ports,
economic zones and logistics
businesses in the region, have lofty
global ambitions and capabilities for
rapid expansion across geographies.
The industrial and logistics sectors
are amongst the core pillars
identified for economic diversification
in the GCC region.
To support manufacturing-led growth
and to attract FDIs, there has been
an emphasis on development
of FTZs. Currently, there are
approximately 100 FTZs in the GCC
region with more planned. The
development of port-linked FTZs
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Figure 4: Container penetration across regions (TEUs/’000 people)

Note: Container penetration is a proxy for containerisation. It is defined as container
throughput/ population in ‘000s
Source: World Bank (2018), KPMG Analysis

Figure 5: Top five GCC container ports in terms of throughput (2019)
TEU (in millions)

Source: Source: Lloyd’s List

Table 2: Major container port operators in the region
Presence (No. of countries)xvii

has been one of the success
factors for the ports and logistics
segments in the region. For
instance, one of the key factors
contributing to the success of
Pthe Port of Jebel Ali is the linking
of their operations with the Jebel
Ali FTZ. Several other players in
the region are adapting the same
model, including Abu Dhabi Ports
– Khalifa Industrial Zone, Saqr Port
– Salalah Port, Salalah Free Zone,
RAKEZ Free Zone, etc.
Throughput, capacity
and utilization
While the region is in a decent
position in terms of demand growth,
the rapid increase in capacities
have fueled growth in the region’s
ports, leading to a drop in utilization
across ports, as supply growth has
outpaced demand in recent years.
The region’s annual average capacity
growth is estimated to be 4.2%—
double the global average capacity
growth of 2.1%.xviii
The region is currently in a state
of excess capacity with a port
utilization rate of 55%—the lowest
in Asia by region and still far behind
the global average of 62%.xix
Port efficiency
Another factor for consideration
for authorities and operators in the
region has been comparatively low
port efficiency, as vessel turnaround
time is generally longer. GCC
ports have higher-than-average
vessel sizes as they tend to be
transshipment hubs. However,
in the UAE and Saudi Arabia, the
average duration of stay for a
vessel in the port is higher than
any of the other major maritime
geographies, even in comparison
to transshipment hubs such as
Singapore and Hong Kong (figure 7).

Figure 6: No. of free trade zones within the GCC region

49

United Arab Emirates

37

Saudi Arabia, Qatar
and Bahrain

11

Oman

02

Kuwait

Source: COMCEC, World Bank

Figure 7: Port efficiency xx
2019

United Arab
Emirates

Saudi Arabia

Singapore

Hong Kong

Global
average

Median time in
port (days)

Average container
carrying capacity per ship

Maximum container
carrying capacity
per ship

A shorter time in port is a positive indicator of the level of port efficiency and trade
competitiveness.
Source: UNCTAD data
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One of the major factors affecting
vessel days in ports is the quality
of port infrastructure. Based on the
2019 data from the World Economic
Forum Opinion Survey, in terms of
port infrastructure quality, Singapore
and Hong Kong ranked first and
fourth respectively, while the UAE
and Saudi Arabia ranked 12th and
42nd respectively.xxi Another factor
that contributes to Hong Kong’s low
vessel days in ports is its keen
focus on a ‘convenience and trade’
policy, which imposes minimum
licensing controls on transported
goods and an expedited customs
clearing process.xxii
To improve port efficiency, port
operators, with the help of public
authorities in the GCC region,
are actively adopting innovative
technologies and improving the
customs clearance process to ease
the movement of goods being
imported and exported from the
region. A recent initiative is the
adoption of the World Logistics
Passport (WLP) framework. The
WLP framework is designed to
overcome trade barriers such
as logistics inefficiencies, that
currently limit the growth of trade
in developing markets. Benefits
from the project include shared
expertise and process developments
among partner countries, resulting
in cost and time savings and faster
customs clearances. WLP connects
government bodies such as customs
authorities with logistics service
providers to ease the process of
commercial transactions.xxiii
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