SHORTSEA SHIPPING: UTOPIA OR REALITY?

Harilaos N. Psaraftis

Professor, National Technical University of Athens

Mr. Chairman, Ladies and Gentlemen,

It gives me great pleasure to be given an opportunity to participate in  this conference and perhaps contribute to the debate as regards the future of shortsea shipping.

In the European Commission’s White Paper “European Transport Policy for 2010: Time to Decide,’ shortsea shipping is one of the central pillars of the Community’s transport policy for the next decade. Shifting traffic (mainly cargo) from road to sea is adopted as a main policy goal, and specific actions are proposed to move forward toward that goal. 

Such a goal is not new. It has been with us for some time now, as growth in European road transport has been recognized to create significant  problems, such as congestion, pollution, noise, accidents, and others. These problems create significant ‘external’ costs, which are not reflected in the price of services rendered. The most recent estimate of the external costs of road congestion is 0,5% of Community GDP, something that will increase to 1% in 2010 (that is €80 billion a year) if no action is taken.

The latest news on the European scene as regards shortsea shipping does not look particularly encouraging. Let me give you a limited sample of issues.

1. In 1992, the Commission launched the PACT programme, to support intermodality and SSS, a programme that is considered successful by many circles. Yet, even though in the EU SSS grew by something like 27% between 1990 and 1998, road transport grew even faster, at a rate of 35%. In fact, in 1990 road surpassed SSS as the top transport mode in intra-EU trades, a position that it still holds and will continue to hold it if no action is taken.  

2. The Commission’s ‘flagship’ program ‘Marco Polo’ to support intermodality including shifting cargo from road to sea is a main instrument within the new White Paper. Marco Polo is the successor of PACT, which ended in 2001. It seems however that Marco Polo has encountered  problems in the European Parliament and in the Council of Ministers. 

3. In fact, the EP was quite critical of this programme, on the grounds of possible distortion of competition across modes, lack of scientific documentation of external costs, and risk of transferring congestion from road to other modes, among other reasons. Shifting traffic from land to sea was not recognized as an end in and of itself, but rather as one of several alternative means to achieve the end, which is to reduce pollution and congestion on the land side. 

4. In turn, the recent Council of Transport Ministers failed to agree on Marco Polo, mainly in terms of money that should be allocated. The Commission had proposed €115 million over 5 years, which was found too high by some member states. The Danish presidency suggested €60 million over 4 years, something that was rejected by the Commission as too low. PACT’s budget was €53 million for 10 years.

Of course, these problems may be eventually resolved. However, the obligatory question is, ‘what does the future hold for SSS in Europe? Is it still a realistic proposition? Or is it just a utopian dream?’ To put it more bluntly, is SSS a winner or a loser? This is perhaps a naïve question, but one that deserves to be addressed nonetheless, in light of the importance of the subject.

As somebody who has been involved with this subject for at least the last 10 years, both as a university professor at NTUA and as CEO of the Piraeus Port Authority, my opinion is the following: In spite of all the discussions, projects, legislative developments, interest by the maritime community, political will, some individual success stories, and so on and so forth, we still have a long way to go. In fact, my opinion is that on a European level we still don’t know very clearly where we stand, we still don’t know very clearly where we want to go and why, and as a natural consequence, we still don’t know very clearly how to get there!

To some, this state of affairs may not come as a surprise, and may actually explain the apparent lack of consensus on how to move forward. Let me try to give you some additional perspective on this situation, which I think has not been sufficiently addressed so far but which I think is important.

The stated goal of the Commission is ‘shift cargo from land to sea’, which sounds very nice and laudable. However, if one asks the question ‘do we have a clear picture of what is to be shifted and why?’, the answer is  ‘not really’.

First, with respect to WHAT IS TO BE SHIFTED. The fact is, statistical information as regards intermodal trade flows in Europe is lacking in many respects. A few years ago, we were involved in a research activity in the context of the Concerted Action on SSS, an EU-funded research project of which we were the coordinator. Some of the top European institutions as regards flow data collection and analysis were involved in that effort.  

Even though we achieved considerable progress in forming the picture at the European level, we also confirmed that the statistical situation with respect to land, sea and land/sea transport flows in Europe is absolutely insufficient and non-homogeneous. Existing statistics by ports, EUROSTAT, OECD and national sources only partly cover the information required. In some cases there exist substantial discrepancies between figures of imports recorded by an importing country and figures of exports recorded by the relevant exporting country.
It is absolutely clear that no effort to shift cargo from land to sea will be meaningful if one does not have a clear picture of cargo flows to start with. Unless this picture is clear, any means to move toward more use of SSS is bound to fail, whatever these means may be. Also, any policy toward the same end runs the risk of being questioned if based on an unclear understanding of the flow situation. The very purpose of our task  was to make such a picture clearer on a European level. To this end, the work of the group has made some progress. However, we found that there are still substantial deficiencies regarding data availability and reliability. For some countries, only port related data, for some others only trade data are available. Since only in a few cases a combination of various sources is given, a substantial modelling of data and full understanding of statistics systems, sampling procedures and in-depth analysis of transhipment and intermodal transport/trade is necessary. 

So the quality of overall foreign trade data among European countries and also between these and countries overseas reveals remarkable inconsistencies. This is particularly true for land/sea trade flows. Adequate shipping statistics are lacking, and so are accurate O/D tables from region to region.

As a result of our effort, there are now a number of case studies and respective data, backed by EUROSTAT origin/destination flows of countries, but not of regions. Some important port-by-port and region-by-region data files exist. However, the linkage of port-to-port and at the same time region-to-region information is only realised to a certain extent. There remains a lot to close this gap.

There was a general view of all who participated in this exercise that:

· it is necessary to have complete O/D matrices of cargo flows in Europe, including the Baltic and Mediterranean area- a breakdown to mode of transport- a further breakdown to commodity and cargo flows (containers, ro/ro, etc).

· potential maritime transport flows can and should be identified (especially road haulage).

A related experience I had in the port of Piraeus relates more to the practical side of things. For example, although we knew precisely how many containers were coming each year from (say) the port of Gioia Tauro, we had a very nebulous idea how many of these containers had ultimate origins in Italy, France, Spain, or even the United States. We also know very little of the ultimate destinations of these containers, and little or nothing on cargo flows to and from Greece via other modes. Of course, one would wonder why we should care to have such information. But it is precisely this information that we need in order to develop a rational policy on promoting SSS in the Mediterranean. If we don’t know what are the flows to start with, how can we hope that we will be able to increase them.

With respect now to the more difficult issue, WHY cargo should be shifted from land to sea, at a European level even more acute seems to be the lack of availability or quality of all kinds of other necessary data, such as flows in other modes, comparative costs,  service attributes, environmental costs, congestion costs, accident costs, to state just a few. In all these cases, the GIGO principle holds: Garbage in, garbage out. If we do not know where we stand, how can we say with certainty where we will be in 10 years, let alone how we get there. Given the lack of evidence of what cargo is to be shifted and why, I would say it should be of no surprise that road transport is still No.l and looks as it will keep this position. This could also mean that adopting the shift from land to sea as a goal is like putting the cart before the horse.

My opinion is that the use of advanced technologies, scientific methods, practices and policies that can be used to efficiently collect, process, and analyze relevant trade flow information will be in great demand in the years ahead.   There is already a wide variety of projects, many of them supported by the EU, to promote intermodality and SSS. Many of these projects deal with the application of advanced technologies and methods for data exchange and other uses. These projects should be further promoted in the future, and their policy ramifications should be carefully analysed, hopefully before relevant policies are adopted. 

At the technology side, there are several levels for approaching the data problem. The first layer is that of combining national and regional services. The next layer is a local one, involving the terminal, the port and the relevant partners. The third and last layer is the applied technology involving the carrier mainly.

Regardless of the type of the technology to be used there is a strong need for a common communication link, which shall provide adequate bandwidth, ensure reliability and cost-effectiveness as well as common interface for everybody. The Internet could be one such common link. Several EU projects proved that existing technologies can be merged efficiently through simple software applications into a web tool. It is not necessary for any company or administration to invest in new technologies, as long as there is a gateway to the Internet. EDI messages can easily be transmitted via an FTP protocol and JAVA applications can offer services of other systems locally. 

The next layer of the local networks will also find a way to a merge through Internet. Shipping agents, freight-forwarders, ports, shippers, etc. will create a local Internet system, exchanging information. 

Finally the data on cargoes can be collected in two ways: the shipping agents or the carriers or the freight forwarders send the necessary information over the web to ports and therefore to authorities too. It is not necessary for the authorities to collect all attributes, but only those interesting for the SSS statistics. In a more advanced case, cargoes are also bearing a unique barcode accompanying them along the transport chain. The information or the barcode is then confirmed and check in the loading-unloading port as well as at the gates of the terminal. By combining this system with rail and truck companies, intermodal statistics tables can also be formed. Yet the cost of implementing all carriers into a common level of technology is high. Even though, different technologies can also use Internet as a common link. The data on shipments shall be confirmed in the terminals. Usually shipments stay for a while in the ports and there is no rush to shift cargoes to another mean and leave the gate at once. This time is usually enough for the information of the terminal, port authorities, stevedores, import/exports clearances etc. and therefore detailed statistical information can also be stored.

I think I have spoken enough. ‘To solve a problem, first define it’, as they say. My opinion is that in order to solve problems associated with SSS, or intermodal transport in general, we should first try to understand these problems better than we do today. If we don’t, then actions taken may run the risk of producing questionable results. And even though politicians are prone to fast and decisive action because they have to respond to their political constituencies and others like the media, they themselves run the risk of being held accountable for questionable policies if these do not solve the problems they are supposed to. 

We may have come a long way these past few years in our understanding of the problems associated with moving traffic from land to sea, and in fact we have even achieved some progress in specific cases. But I feel we still have a long way to go, and, in a sense, that’s why we are here today.

Before I close, I want to mention that all of the statistics results and in fact all the results of the Concerted Action on SSS are publicly available on CD ROM or can be freely downloaded via the internet.

Thank you very much.
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