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Editorial     

The study of the development of contain-
er handling in the Mediterranean reveals 

a different picture to that of the north of Eu-
rope. From a volume perspective in 2007, the 
north handled  70% (now 68%) of goods and 
the south 30% (now 32%). Ongoing Alpine in-
frastructural projects, as well as the changing 
maritime container logistics as a result of the 
growing 20,000 TEU fleet, will strengthen the 
importance of the Mediterranean ports.

Marsaxlokk (Malta) and Cagliari (Sardinia) are 
moving huge container volumes, which are in 
no way related to the volumes both islands 
need for their own requirements. The volumes 
handled here are largely feeder volumes com-
ing from or going to other ports in the Med-
iterranean region. Such ports do not ex-
ist in the Channel - Baltic range. Once 
there were plans to establish a contain-
er hub on the Orkney Islands, but the 

plans did not attract enough interest to be re-
alized. The other ports in the Northwest - MED 
range certainly handle feeder volumes as well, 
but these are mostly headed for the hinterland. 

A yearly total goal for the four port authorities 
in the bay of Genoa seems to be around 15 
MTEU, whereas they are actually handling just 
over 4 MTEU and one of the four ports is not 
yet in operation (Vado Ligure). The completion 
of the APMT terminal in Vado Ligure should in-
crease the capacity of the bay by 3 MTEU.

The goal is further strengthened by the suc-
cessful “retro porti” concept (the grouping of 
container volumes from different ports and con-
tinental origin at a hub far away from the ports 
and close to Milan, the economic capital of Italy) 

as well as by improved Alpine crossing thanks 
to the completed tunnels. Not to mention 

that journey times between the Far East 
and Europe would be slashed by seven 
days. 
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An accolade for La Spezia
The human factor deserves being rewarded most

The first half of 2017 finished with a big re-
ward for the Contship Italia Group. The 

group‘s flagship terminal in La Spezia (LSCT) 
won the title “Best Container Terminal - Europe” 
at the 2017 Asian Freight, Logistics and Sup-
ply Chain Awards (AFLAS), which took place in 
Singapore at the end of June.  

The award demonstrates that when it comes 
to container terminals, you do not necessarily 
have to go ultra large. The Ligurian port of La 
Spezia cannot compete with the major ports in 
the north of Europe - and it certainly does not 
aim to do so. On the contrary, the terminal has 
managed to establish itself as a viable alter-
native gateway solution for cargo in and out of 
south Europe, including Switzerland, southern 
Germany and of course, the north Italian main 

markets. LSCT caters to clients who are looking 
for reduced transit times and inventory costs. 
By routing their cargo via La Spezia, shippers 
are able to operate more efficiently and to im-
prove their risk management, which has proven 
to become more and more important over the 
past few years.

The strategic location of the terminal in the 
north of Italy makes for a single point of entry 
for multiple markets. By using Contship‘s Rail 
Hub Milano as a crucial traffic node, LSCT fea-
tures direct access to major Italian road net-
works and excellent rail connections, especially 
to countries such as Switzerland, Germany and 
The Netherlands. And the company continues 
to invest in improving its network. Hannibal, the 
Group’s Multimodal Transport Operator, took 

over the long established ERS Melzo-Rotter-
dam rail service earlier this year and has since 
increased its frequency.Since the end of May, 
the number of round trips on the Melzo-Rotter-
dam service has increased to six times a week, 
illustrating that the market has swiftly accepted 
the new offering.

However, it is not just connectivity and network 
that facilitate an efficient supply chain, but elim-
inating the red tape that is often associated with 
customs declaration is crucial, too. Since Cont-
ship La Spezia is a recognised terminal for cus-
toms clearance under the so-called ‘fast corri-
dor’, shippers benefit from the opportunity to 
handle customs clearance without the need for 
a T1 custom transit document. This makes for 
a quicker and more simplified flow of the glob-

al supply chain. The special feature for cargo 
transiting in a ‘fast customs corridor’ is that the 
customs duty can be paid once the cargo ar-
rives at the inland logistics hub, as opposed to 
before the seagoing vessel arrives at the port. 

Together these factors offer a viable alternative 
to established routings. However, working with 
reliable logistics partners who offer knowledge 
and experience remains top priority to ensure 
the job gets done in the right way. 

Since integrated transport services are highly 
reliant on interconnected networks, this is espe-
cially true. At the end of the day it is the human 
factor that really makes the difference - and that 
is most certainly the aspect that deserves being 
rewarded most.
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Connection terminals within  the port of Rotterdam

For more information and rates 
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Mode of transport  
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Rotterdam and  
APM Terminals Maasvlakte II.
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Marsaxlokk - Algeciras - Valencia - Barcelona - Marseille Fos - Genoa - 

La Spezia - Livorno - Cagliari - Gioia Tauro - Koper

Mañana....... was yesterday! 
More growth than the container handling index

®©

Achieving a sustainable container supply 
of the Mediterranean region while being 

served by smaller ports has long been a chal-
lenge.

Large ships would call at ports in this range 
long before the 20,000 TEU class  ships were 
launched.

A port call would require the handling of a num-
ber of hinterland containers (import and export) 
as well as a number of feeder containers. In the 
Mediterranean two locations developed whose 
main business is the handling of feeder vol-
umes from and for other Mediterranean ports: 
Marsaxlokk (Malta) and Cagliari (Sardinia). 
Their geographical positions are central to east-
ern and western destinations and both ports are 
in the perfect position to attract this type of busi-

ness. Algeciras (Spain) and Gioia Tauro also 
have substantial feeder volumes and regularly 
face the challenges of this type of business.

Short of space

A further factor, which must play a role in the 
growth of ports in this area, is restricted space 
for the acquisition of feeder volumes.

Vado Ligure (Savona)

The location of Vado Ligure (in the Bay of 
Genoa, close to Savona) with the new container 
terminal of APM Terminals will be integrated into 
the Northwest - MED range container ports ob-
servation. The planned capacity is 1,175 MTEU 
(including a 275 KTEU reefer terminal with 510 
reefer connections).

Intermodal point of view

From an intermodal point of view, both rail 
and feeder shipping (short sea traffic) are not 
the most dominant modalities. Barge shipping 
does not play any role, except for in Marseille 
and Foss with barge liner services on the river 
Rhône. Shipping lines may have a rather dif-
ferent view, for the Mediterranean seems to be 
created for the boarding of land transport. Par-
ticularly with the use of the mega ships, con-
tainer shipping is competitive with road or rail 
on several European main traffic routes both in 
flow and price. The smaller ports, which do not 
appear in the sailing schedules of the container 
giants, perfectly suit the processing of maritime 
container volumes and also containerised Med-
iterranean traffic. On the north-south axle in 
Europe, continental Italian traffic showed con-
sistent high volumes. The desire to accelerate 
the intermodalisation of the huge continental 
volumes between Turkey and European coun-
tries, is enforcing volume growth in trans-Alpine 
traffic. 

Modal shift - made in Switzerland

The Swiss population is determined to reduce 
polluting road traffic, which is why the Alpine 
rail alternative is being stimulated substantially, 
particularly with the construction of base tun-
nels, which make the rail option simpler and 
cheaper. The Lötschberg base tunnel, which 
interestingly has a 20 km long non-completed 
western tunnel tube, was completed 10 years 
ago. Meanwhile a new route taking in the re-
cently completed Gotthard base tunnel, will be 
ready in 2020 after the completion of the Ceneri 

Background figures PORTS I & II

The complete figures of the PORTS I & 
II editions are free of charge available 
for subscribers.  Please use the follow-
ing email address to request your copy.

info@box-intermodal-containers.com
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base tunnel. But feverish pounding and drilling 
is also going on at other spots in the Alps: in 
France at the Mont d’Ambin (ready in 2025) and 
in Austria at the Brenner (ready in 2026).

Cui bono?

The ports in the bay of Genoa and along the 
Adriatic coast will profit from this strengthening 
of the trans-Alpine rail infrastructure. The hub 
terminus in Melzo processes 7,500 trains year-
ly (national and international). The nest target 
is 9,000. The hinterland ambitions of the new 
terminal in Vado Ligure extends to Stuttgart and 
thus will have a wide cross-Alpine reach. Ambi-
tious but not unachievable, because the Melzo 
trains have more northern destinations (Duis-
burg, Venlo, Rotterdam).

North & South

The container handling performance in the 
Northwest - MED range, compared to the RWI-
ISL container handling index, achieved a sub-
stantial plus in 2016 and moves in an impressive 
close curve to the index. This contrasts with the 
Channel - Baltic range, which has been running 
below the index values since 2011, ending with 
a substantial minus of 2 MTEU.

Plus reportings 
despite an index minus

These figures should be regarded cautiously. A 
plus for an individual port may be just a volume 

Background figures PORTS I & II

The complete figures of the PORTS I & 
II editions are free of charge available 
for subscribers.  Please use the follow-
ing email address to request your copy.

info@box-intermodal-containers.com
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RWI‐ISL container handling index
Estimations using information from 48 ports = ± 77% of the index
January 2018 ‐ flash estimation based on December figures

 Container handling 2010 = 100 

2017: 5.4% growth as in 2016
The Container Throughput Index of the RWI – Leibniz Institute for Economic 
Research and the ISL – Institute of Shipping Economics and Logistics was able 
to maintain the high level seen in the previous month (revised November value: 
130.6 points) during December 2017. The index thus ended the year 2017 on a 
positive note. During 2017, the index recorded a 5.4 % increase, which is similar 
to the growth observed in 2016. World trade thus seems to have found a way 
out of the doldrums in which it has been stuck during 2014/2015.

The index is based on data continuously collected from world container ports by 
ISL as part of its market monitoring. Together, the 82 ports covered in the index 
account for about six out of ten containers handled worldwide. The flash-esti-
mate for December is based on data reported by 48 ports, accounting for close 
to 77% of the total index volume.
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sea), will create steady volumes and stabilise 
port development. The shifting and ongoing 
re-shifting of “footless” containers (feeder vol-
umes) from one port to another will continue 
alongside the corresponding positive annual 
figures!

Marsaxlokk ‐ Algeciras ‐
Valencia ‐ Barcelona ‐

Marseille Fos ‐ Genoa ‐ La 
Spezia ‐ Livorno ‐ Calgiari ‐

Gioia Tauro ‐ Koper
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    CONTAINER HANDLING IN TEU     ACCORDING RWI‐ISL CONTAINER INDEX  (2010 = 100)
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Growth of container handling 
in the period 2010-2016

shift inside the range, which could be reported 
as a plus for another port next year for example.

Our figures show growth more growth in the 
southern range and less in the northern range 
than the global development observed in the 
container handling index of RWI-ISL. Individ-
ual port reporting of growth is encouraging to 
observe, but the stability of this growth is not 
examined here.

After years of easy growth, advantaged and 
spoiled ports have neglected to create stable 
development and now will be nervous. A steady 
and strategic expansion of intermodal connec-
tions, regardless of where and how (rail, barge, 

Le Havre ‐ Southampton ‐ London ‐ Felixstowe ‐
Zeebrugge ‐ Antwerpen ‐ Rotterdam ‐Wilhelmshaven ‐
Bremerhaven ‐ Hamburg ‐ Gotenburg ‐ Gdynia ‐ Gdansk
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    CONTAINER HANDLING IN TEU     ACCORDING RWI‐ISL CONTAINER INDEX (2010 = 100)

Growth of container handling
in the period 2010-2016
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Background figures PORTS I & II

The complete figures of the PORTS I & 
II editions are free of charge available 
for subscribers.  Please use the follow-
ing email address to request your copy.

info@box-intermodal-containers.com

2010
 =

100
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Marsaxlokk
The strategic position of Malta in container ship-
ping is comprehensible. Long before container-
isation many strategists were obsessed by this 
location. Carthagians, Romans, Arabs, Nor-
mans, Knights of St. John, Ottomans, French, 
British, Ger-
mans – all 
have taken 
Malta sequen-
tially under 
their “protec-
tion” (or have 
tried it unsuc-
cessfully like 
the Ottomans 
and the Ger-
mans) until 
Malta gained 
independence 
in 1974.

Cons ider ing 
how many 
c o n t a i n e r 
ships pass 
through the 
Suez Canal 
from Asia, plus 
the capacity of 
20,000 TEU gi-
ant ships, the 
potential for 
Malta is great. 

Marsaxlokk is perfectly placed to process con-
tainer volumes destined for eastern and west-
ern Mediterranean ports with smaller vessels.

The container handling performance of Marsax-
lokk is growing steadily (except during the glob-
al economic crisis). At the end of 2016, figures 
for Marsaxlokk were 300 KTEU up on the glob-

al container handling index of RWI-ISL. Despite 
the limited berths in the port of Marsaxlokk the 
container handling volume is relatively high. 
Because the containers largely leave the port 
immediately, the need for space is substantially 
lower than ports which mainly supply their hin-
terland. 

Background figures PORTS I & II

The complete figures of the PORTS I & 
II editions are free of charge available 
for subscribers.  Please use the follow-
ing email address to request your copy.

info@box-intermodal-containers.com



Intermodal & containers BOX®BOX® Intermodal & containers

2322 BOX BOX® ®2018 - 13 2018 - 13

2,300,000

2,800,000

3,300,000

3,800,000

4,300,000

4,800,000

    ALGECIRAS CONTAINER HANDLING IN TEU

    ACCORDING RWI‐ISL CONTAINER INDEX  (2010 = 100)

®©

2010 = 100

Algeciras
Despite its hinterland container volumes (South-
ern Spain, Portugal), and the strategic position 
near the Atlantic and the north and northwest 
of Africa, the port of Algeciras is not cashing in. 
APM terminals and Total Terminal International 
are the container terminal operators.

Container handling showed a strong and con-
tinuous growth after 2010 - the 100-valued year 
in the RWI-ISL container index. This growth is 
higher than expected with just a slight blip in 
2015. The year-long slump of around 300 KTEU 
is also reflected in the RWI-ISL index, but is 
stronger for ports with a higher feeder volume. 
After the drop in 2015 the growth picked up 
pace again, resulting in a performance of about 
1.5 MTEU or 50% better than the global index.

Observing both curves it is obvious that the de-
velopment in Algeciras is much stronger than 
the global growth of container handling. This 
suggests that the introduction of larger ships 
has shifted feeder volumes to achieve better 
maritime logistics and costs. 

®©
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Valencia
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Valencia
Container handling development in Valencia 
shows a different picture. Firstly, performance is 
mainly below global levels, secondly after 2010 
the underperformance is stronger, and thirdly this 
development results in an underperformance of 
400 KTEU. The players (terminal operator, ship-
ping line, port authority) certainly know all the 
details and background of this steady underper-
formance, but such information is not being pub-
licly shared.

During 2013 something significant has result-
ed in the gulf between index and performance, 
some 400 KTEU. The container handling per-
formance has still not yet recovered despite four 
years of growth at the same rate as the index. 
It is suspicious when ports announce strong 
growth on the one hand (eg Rotterdam up 9% 
in the first half of 2017) and then mention on the 
other hand that revenue from harbour dues is 
stagnating (Rotterdam). Despite this, the public 
and the press are led to believe that intensive 
port competition is just “business as usual”.

®©
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Barcelona
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Barcelona
Volumes handled fell by about 
700 KTEU as the economic 
crisis took hold. This volume 
decline corresponds with the 
figures of other ports (down 
by between 25% and 30% 
compared with the previous 
year) and during this time no 
link is obvious with the shift-
ing of feeder volumes.

However, two years after the 
lowest point of the economic 
crisis in 2012, and after one 
year of recovery, 

Barcelona suffers a second 
slide with a loss of 300 KTEU. 
This was certainly caused by 
the shifting of feeder volumes.

In the following years the 
growth curve for Barcelona is 
impressive and stronger than 
the global development illus-
trated by the RWI-ISL con-
tainer index. 

Barcelona realised growth of 
500 KTEU, compared to just 
100 KTEU globally. It is al-
most certain that this pattern 
was again down to shifting 
feeder volumes.
 
Although, it was not a preci-
sion landing, with a shortfall 
of less than 100 KTEU com-
pared to global figures, Bar-
celona has made an impres-
sive recovery and can taxi 
along for a short while.

®©
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Marseille Fos
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Marseille Fos
Container handling development in 
Marseille Fos is extremely stable. Its 
performance is slowly but surely ex-
ceeding the levels of the RWI-ISL in-
dex and reaching a better performance 
of about 100 KTEU. 

The causes of both relapses are most 
likely the economic crisis and probably 
the loss and quick retrieval of feeder 
volumes. 

In 2012 the growth is higher than the 
index would suggest. This stronger 
growth continues in the following years 
resulting in a performance of about 
10% above the index.

The container handling volume of both 
French ports (Le Havre and Mar-
seille Fos) amounts to 4 MTEU, 
which is surprising for one of the 
strongest economies in Europe. 

Consequently, both ports 
have reasonable develop-
ment opportunities – not 
to mention the volumes 
from feeder packag-
es and continental car- g o 
flows which can be containerised and 
maritimised.   
 
The geographical restriction of both the 
Pyrenees and the Alps, which would 
also apply to Barcelona, limits the of 
the port of Marseille Fos. 

The well navigable River Rhône tem-
pers this disadvantage a little bit, be-
cause it guarantees frequent barge lin-
er services as far as Châlon-sur-Saône 
with calls in Valence, Lyon and Mâcon.   

®©
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Genoa
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Genoa
Similar to Marseille Fos the 
container handling develop-
ment in Genoa shows the 
same pattern as the curve of 
the global index, with largely 
better values than the index 
in recent years.  

A new terminal is being con-
structed in the region, Vado 
Ligure (port of Savona), 
which will be accessible to 
the 20,000 TEU class of con-
tainer ships and will be oper-
ated by APM terminals. 

How this new handling ca-
pacity will affect the region 
and neighbouring ports (La 
Spezia, Livorno and Genoa) 
will be visible in future individ-
ual performance figures. 

The transalpine ambitions 
of the new terminal (with a 
reach as far as the Stuttgart 
area) and a dedicated rail hub 
close to the terminal in Vado 
Ligure, will serve to discour-
age predatory competition 
around Genoa, and instead 
push it further north.

The completion in 2026 of the 
constantly improving Alpine 
infrastructure (base tunnels) 
is of great importance for the 
ports in the bay of Genoa; the 
much better rail options com-
bined with a seven-day short-
er maritime voyage signify a 
strong future. 

®
©
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La Spezia
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La Spezia
Since 2010, the first year of recovery after the 
economic crisis, La Spezia’s container handling 
performance has been stable but about 300 
KTEU below the RWI-ISL global container han-
dling index.

The container terminal of La Spezia is relatively 
small, but it has an extremely high productivity, 
combined with a quality level comparable with 
the state-of-the-art APM terminals at Maasv-
lakte II in Rotterdam.

Through the “retro porti” system a large share 
of incoming and outgoing maritime containers 
is transported by rail to and from a remote hub 
terminal at Melzo, 300km away. This Contship 
group system, the deep sea terminal in La Spe-

zia, combined with the hub terminal in Melzo, 
means it still has reserve capacities - the Cont-
ship group is planning to increase the number 
of train arrivals and departures by 20% from 
7,500 yearly to 9,000. 

The victory in the Asian AFLAS competition in 
2017 (La Spezia has been chosen as the best 
container terminal in Europe) is thanks to the 
companies commitment to quality combined 
with the smooth flow and short dwell time of the 
containers.

As in Genoa, the launch of the new terminal in 
Vado Ligure is awaited with mixed feelings. An 
additional terminal in the Ligurian port region 
and the “retro porti” system will certainly bring 
advantages. The effect the new terminal will 
have on the individual port volumes in the re-
gion, however, remains to be seen.      

®©
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Livorno
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Livorno
The illustration of the container handling perfor-
mance of Livorno in the period of 2007-2016, 
as well as the curve of the RWI-ISL contain-
er handling development index, show that 
more factors need to be taken 
into account in order to 
evaluate port specif-
ic developments than 
global evidence alone.

According to global development 
the performance in 2016 should have been 
750 KTEU, which is more or less iden-
tical with the final result of 800 KTEU. 
However, the peaks and troughs in the 
graph for the period between 2007 and 
2016 raises many questions regarding 
volumes. The first decline can certain-

ly be explained by the economic crisis, the sec-
ond a loss of feeder packages. This is followed 
by an incredibly sharp upward swing, which 

must certainly also be down to 
feeder volumes.

 The container handling vol-
ume of Livorno is managea-
ble. Losses or increases of 
200 KTEU create a graph like 

a rollercoaster.

Unlike the iron regularity of world 
bank forecasts or economic in-
dicators, which determine the 
container handling develop-
ment, figures for volumes are 
the result of a complex cocktail 
of trends, the market and mari-

time geographical demands.
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The new container terminals at the 
Maasvlakte are now fully operational. The 
flow of containers is further fragmented in the 
port of Rotterdam. The neutral Barge Service 
Centre bundles little call sizes and contributes 
to the efficiency of container logistics at the 
Maasvlakte. www.bargeservicecenter.nl

Barge Service Center: 
neutral solution, common benefit

Kramer Group B.V.
Missouriweg 17

3199 LB Maasvlakte-Rotterdam
+ 31 (0) 181 362 880
info@kramergroup.nl
www.kramergroup.nl

Cagliari
While Livorno lost a third of its container volume 
in the last crisis, Cagliari lost half of its volume. 
Intriguingly this loss in Cagliari occurred one 
year before the economic crisis took hold and 
was followed by a volume increase of about 
450 KTEU in just one year. 

This is particularly interesting as, at this time in 
late 2009, indicators of the economic storm 
approaching were piling up. This 
incredible volume increase 
clearly points to massive-
ly shifted feeder volumes. 

After such impressive volumes 
one deserves to sit back, relax, smoke a 
cigar with a gold band, even when the explana-
tion is a simple one, ie losing a volume pack-

age from one shipping line and gaining a new 
volume package from another shipping line. 

However, 
m a n a g -
ing such 
a loss fol-
lowed a 
year later 
by such a 
gigantic in-

crease has 
not been without 
its challenges for 

the local players.
The post crisis devel-
opment shows lower 

values but nevertheless 
is close to the index.

Total container volume of 
Cagliari in 2016 was 730 KTEU.
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Gioia Tauro
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Gioia Tauro
With the loss of about a third 
of its 2008 volume in just 
three years (2009-2011), Gi-
oia Tauro was faced with a se-
rious challenge. The following 
two years first show a huge 
growth (1 MTEU) followed by 
a 700 KTEU drop. In 2016 the 
graphic is climbing up again 
with about 200 KTEU. But 
the shortfall compared with 
global development and thus 
theoretical performance ac-
cording to the RWI-ISL con-
tainer index is as much as 
600 KTEU.

Because of its geographical 
location, the continuing flow 
of refugees in this region may 
have a greater impact on the 
port business than at the oth-
er locations in the Northwest 
- MED range. 

The location and premises 
of the container port of Gioia 
Tauro are perfect for bigger 
feeder volumes but regaining 
lost volumes will most likely 
be hampered by competing 
locations in both the eastern 
and western Mediterranean.

Background figures PORTS I & II

The complete figures of the PORTS I & 
II editions are free of charge available 
for subscribers.  Please use the follow-
ing email address to request your copy.

info@box-intermodal-containers.com
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Koper
Since 2010 
Koper has en-
larged its contain-
er handling volume, 
performing better than ex-
pected compared to the global 
index. 

Even the blip in 2015, which is visible in 
all port performances, did not affect Ko-
per, which saw a leap of 100 KTEU. Berth 
capacity is limited in Koper, however, which 
does affect handling capacity. 

The port of Trieste nearby saw an increase from 
250 KTEU (2007) to nearly 500 KTEU in 2016, 

which if maintained may lead to an extension 
of our Northwest - MED range.

If the “retro porti” concept could 
be developed here in the 

container ports of the 
north Adriatic Sea, it 
could create similar dy-

namics to those ob-
served in the Liguri-
an ports. 

An extension of 
the reach of rail 

transport will cer-
tain- ly be one of the ben-
efits of the Brenner base tunnel as soon as it 
comes into operation in 2026.
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IXOLUTION
I N T E L L I G E N T  E X E C U T I O N

Standard software for
intermodal transport & logistics
www.ixolution.com Zwijndrecht [NL] & Nettetal-Kaldenkirchen [D]
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North

South

CO2
-7 Tage

Basistunnel
Größte Schiffe 

Chinazüge
Ladungsmix

Baltische Volumen

In combined transport  
through the Swiss Alps

continental & maritime
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The finished up-
grading of the Suez 
Canal (2015) for the 
20,000 TEU class 
of container ships 
is providing the 
Asian route through 
the Mediterranean 
more appeal. 

For the time be-
ing a huge share 
of containers with 
final destinations 
in northern Italy, 
Switzerland and 
southern Germany 
are being routed 
via the western and 
northern ports (Rot-
terdam, Antwerp, 
Hamburg, Bremer-
haven, Wilhelms-
haven). 

The reasons for 
this, besides the 
still insufficient in-

frastructure and capacity of the Italian ports, are 
a deplorable unreliability caused by bad organ-
isation, tedious customs, frequent strikes and 
insufficient rail connections to the north.

© COMIENZO

Paradigm shifts in combined transport 
through the Swiss Alps | by Kurt Metz

1.0 A new point of departure

Switzerland's mission to transport goods 
across the Alps by rail, thanks to the open-

ing of the new transalpine rail link, NEAT, and to 
reduce heavy transalpine road traffic to 650,000 
shipments a year, will, according to current 
opinion, not be achieved.

Rail transfers a very high share of the tonnage 
via the Gotthard and Lötschberg routes. How-
ever, rail is not able to increase its share across 
Europe while the use of standard semi-trailers 
dominates. 

Standard semi-trailers are not cranable and 
so not suitable for unaccompanied combined 
transportation.

Since 2003, the Lohr system (first called 
Modalohr) has made it possible to shift stand-
ard semitrailers to rail. 

CargoBeamer, a second system with this op-
tion, came into operation in 2015.

NiKRASA (the abbreviation for „non-cranable 
semitrailer”) makes them cranable and is a third 
option. 

This solution has also been in operation since 
2015 for both single wagon and grouped wag-
ons serving various terminals in Europe.

(Also TOMLIFT can make every semitrailer 
cranable with a 380kg removable reinforcement 
kit fitted underneath the semitrailer. - Ed)

    - Translated and redacted by the editors of BOX intermodal & containers -

Successful investments, a fundamentally 
changed mentality of the port workers as well 
as improvements to customs procedures could 
improve the appeal of the shift. Avoiding a 
4,500 km sea diversion via Gibraltar as well as 
around 1,000 km overland from unloading port 
to the final destinations would see goods arrive 
on supermarket shelves four days earlier than 
before.

Another paradigm shift is becoming apparent 
for cargo flows from Turkey and Middle East 
towards Central Europe. To save time and for 
safety reasons, semitrailers are  being shifted 
from the road through the Balkans to boarding 
Ro-Ro ships across the Mediterranean see to 
the Adriatic Sea, to Ligurian as well as to south-
ern French ports. The semitrailers are trans-
ported via rail, or road where necessary, to their 
final destination. 

This deserves investments in terminals and roll-
ing stock. Which are not financeable anymore 
with the traditional sources supported with state 
subsidies. 

Wise investors are looking to invest long term in 
durable and value holding projects. Port facili-
ties, cargo handling terminals, warehouses and 
rolling stock rank among them, like low bed rail-
cars for the unaccompanied combined transport 
(UCT = German UKV) or cargo locomotives.
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Taking into consideration only the border-to-bor-
der transit traffic, semitrailers have a share of 
80%. According to corresponding data from the 
main semitrailer manufacturers in Europe, 85-
95% of all delivered semitrailers were ordered 
non-craneable.
 
5.0 Cargo flow directions

The imbalance in the UCT has diminished so 
considerably that there is nearly volume sym-
metry. 

With 54.4% UCT tonnage north-south in 2014, 
and 45.6% in the opposite direction, cargo flows 
are nearly balanced. The trend towards bal-
anced traffic will be assisted by the expansion 
of the Ligurian and North Adriatic ports.

6.0 Horizontal loading systems

The potential for horizontal loading of standard 
semitrailers onto rail is almost unlimited: about 2 
million of these vehicles run on European roads 
compared to just 300,000 craneable units. Of 
course, those systems which can handle the 

M��� c�rg� 
t� It��� 

�h�� ba��

Fundamental paradigm shifts can be observed:

● transport of standard semitrailer via rail
● infrastructure development and changing 
mentality in northern Italy
● changing point of view: from the traditional 
North-South to South-North
● market entry of new investors
 
2.0 The transalpine UCT

The most recent governmental report on shifting 
from November 2015 confirms a year-on-year 
trend: the number of transalpine heavy traffic 
is decreasing. “The 2015 figure of 1,010,000 
means a decrease in one year of 22,000 pas-
sages (…). Overall, the number of passages 
in 2015 amounts to a quarter less than the ref-
erence year 2000 (-28.1%), but is still 360,000 
passages higher than the target of 650,000, 
which according to the governmental shifting 
report has to be realized by 2018 (…).”

The conclusion of the report is crucial. “Overall, 
the proportion of total transalpine transport car-
ried out by Unaccompanied Combined Trans-
port (in German, the UKV or unbegleiteter kom-
binierter Verkehr) decreased by -0.8% to 63%. 
Single Rail Car Transport (in German WLV or 
Wagenladungsverkehr) increased its share by 
1% to 29.3%.” 

The tipping point for the transalpine UCT be-
came apparent even earlier for the market lead-
er which transports more than 50% of all loads. 
Since the record year of 2007 (467,917 loads) 
HUPAC has observed a declining trend in 

transported road loads by rail via Gotthard and 
Lotschberg Simplon, reaching a low in 2012 of 
373,419 loads. HUPAC defines a road load as 
that which is equivalent to a lorry, eg one semi-
trailer, two swap containers of 7.15 metres, a 
heavy tank container or two light 20 feet con-
tainers. The figures include transit loads, import 
and export loads as well as national rail traffic.

3.0 Traffic directions

Trans-alpine cargo flows are still not quite bal-
anced. In 2014 the north-south flow exceeded 
the opposite direction by 15%, a reduction in 
the imbalance. The historic figures show clearly 
the trend in this direction: in 1999 it was 75%, 
in 2004 already 50% and in 2009 only 31%. 
The imbalance in the UCT sector has also been 
reduced: in 2009 it was 34% and in 2014 only 
19%.

4.0 Vehicle types

The number of trucks and truck-trailer combina-
tions crossing the Alps by road dropped during 
the comparative period, but the number of semi-
trailer increased. Their share today amounts to 
nearly 75% of the total of heavy traffic crossing 
the Alps.

In June 2014 on a randomly chosen day near 
the heavy traffic centre in Erstfeld along the 
A2, a survey of trucks was taken. Out of a total 
of 4,287 lorries, 3,774 semitrailers (different in 
construction and use) were counted, a share of 
82.7% and above average for the years 2009 
to 2014.

existing semitrailer fleet without adaptations 
are favourite in the eyes of forwarders and road 
hauliers. 

Here we look at systems in operation in 2017.

6.1 CargoBeamer

Since June 2015 the CargoBeamer Alpin has 
been running between Cologne-North and 
Melzo (Rail Hub Milano); which has been 
changed into Kaldenkirchen-Domodossola. 

It is a block train with 34 wagons and a length of 
about 700 meters. Loading sledges containing 
the semitrailers on both sides are handled with 
gantry cranes. 

(On dedicated terminals the loading sledge is 
moved horizontally, on other terminals vertically 
- Ed). 

The CargoBeamer wagons enable the transport 
of standard semitrailers (not the mega-semitrail-
er) with corner heights of 4m on rail tracks with 
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a clearance diagram of 3.84m, which is actual-
ly the situation on the Gotthard axle between 
Basle and the Italian terminals until 2020 .

(completion of Ceneri base tunnel together with 
the 4m clearance diagram on the completed 
Gotthard axle - Ed). 

CargoBeamer is selling the train space itself. 
The traction is done by BLS Cargo. In the first 
nine months of operation the CargoBeamer 
Alpin transported nearly 3,000 semitrailers be-
tween Germany and Italy. This figure increased 
in 2016 to 5,300 semitrailers. With additional 
wagons added in 2017 this upward trend will 
continue. 

 6.2 System Lohr

The Lohr system, known as Modalohr until 2010, 
is manufactured by Lohr Industrie of France. 
On dedicated terminals the loading sledge of 

the low loader wagon swings out 30°, and the 
semitrailer is pulled into the loading sledge by 
its own truck or a terminal truck. The loading 
sledge then swings back in and is interlocked. 
The Lohr system has been operational since 
2003. So far 700,000 semitrailers have been 
transported by 350 wagons, covering 250,000 
km per year.  Three routes are being served:  

The autoroute ferroviaire alpine (AFA) from Ai-
ton, near Lyon, passes through the Fréjus-Mont 
Cenis tunnel to Orbassano near Torino (175 
km). The AFA was originally designed for both 
unaccompanied and accompanied transport. 
Given the reduction in demand for this mode of 
transport, the AFA is changing this service into a 
fully unaccompanied rail offering. On this route 
35 Modalohr wagons are in operation. 

Since 2007 Lorry Rail operates between Bet-
tembourg (L) and Le Boulou (F), near Perpig-
nan and the French-Spanish border, a rail ser-

vice of more than 1,040 km. The length of the 
850m block train is the longest in Europe with 
a commercial speed of 70 kmph. In this service 
150 Modalohr wagons are in operation.

Since the end of March, 2016, VIIA Britanica runs 
a train between the ferry port of Calais and Le 
Boulou. This train boasts 105 of the latest Lohr 
UIC wagons. The operation halted in the second 
half of 2016 because of the problems with the 
refugees in the port of Calais. VIIA Britanica has 
been running again since 7th February 2017, for 
the time being with one, and later this year with 
two, daily train couples. For 2017 the route Cal-
ais – Orbassano is in planning.

The project of the VIIA Transhelvetica through 
Switzerland, connecting terminals in the Ruhr 
area with the Black Forest and Milano, has 
been on hold since spring 2016. The intensive 
search for a suitable location for a terminal 
south of Chiasso has not been successful so 

far.The LOHR UIC wagons also allow the trans-
port of semitrailers, including mega-semitrail-
ers,  with a corner height of 4m, on rail tracks 
with a 3.84m clearance diagram. 

This feature has made possible, the develop-
ment of a connection between the southern 
French port Sète and Noisy-le-Sec near Paris 
for semitrailers which have crossed the Medi-
terranean on board a RO-RO ship.
 
6.3 NiKRASA

The abbreviation NiKRASA stands for Nicht-
kranbare Sattelauflieger, or non-craneable 
semitrailers. 

(This system consists of a loading sledge in com-
bination with a mobile access ramp. The load-
ing sledge with the semitrailer is loaded using a 
reach stacker or gantry crane onto the train. The 
access ramp remains at the terminal - Ed)
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northern Europe, with contemporary slow steam-
ing (optimizing fuel consumption) it may take al-
most 6.5 days more.

With the entry into service of deep-water port 
Vado Ligure (Savona) in 2018, the 20,000 TEU 
container ships will be handled here as well. 

Using any northern Italian port over northern 
European ports offers the following advantages:

● the travel time on board ship is shortened 
by up to 10 days, because the diversion via 
the Strait of Gibraltar has been dropped (about 
4,800 km).

7.0 Cargo flows Asia <> Europe

7.1 Maritime

The opening of the renovated and broadened 
Suez Canal in 2015 opened the way for a more 
efficient passage, that is less waiting times, from 
the Far East to the Mediterranean particularly for 
giant container ships. 

The distance from the mouth of the Suez Canal 
to Genoa is 2,789km. The nearest North Sea 
port from Suez is Antwerp, 6,233km away. With 
a sailing speed of 20 knots (1 knot =1.852 km 
- Ed) it would take 3.87 days longer by sea to 

NiKRASA access ramps are located in Bettem-
bourg, Herne, Malmö, Padborg and Trieste. 
Extension of this network to Gothenburg, Han-
nover, Cologne, Lübeck and Vienna is in prepa-
ration.

TX Logistik, as one of the developing compa-
nies, operates the system and runs regular 
trains with up to eight NiKRASA loading sledg-
es between the terminals equipped with the 
NiKRASA access ramps. 

TX Logistik uses the system primarily to im-
prove the effectiveness of combined transport 
trains.

● the travel time from the port to the final des-
tination (via rail or road; about 1,000 km in av-
erage) also shortens by up to two or even three 
additional days.

● the CO2 emission per transported unit is sub-
stantially reduced overland.

By contrast, there are higher handling costs at 
the northern Italian ports. Approximately some 
75 million consumers in northern Italy, south-
ern Germany, Switzerland, Austria and eastern 
France will benefit from the maritime redirection 
of goods via northern Italian ports from south to 
north. 
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railCare, the logistic company of Coop, trans-
ports 10,000 TEU in import cargo via Italian 
ports and 14,000 TEU in continental cargo from 
Italy to Switzerland.

Comparison of routes via ports in northern Italy 
and northern Europe:

● By rail, Rotterdam to Zürich is 840 km, Genoa 
to Zürich is 420km

● By rail, Antwerp to Aarau is 666 km, with only 
8.2% use of Swiss infrastructure and 0% of the 
NEAT investment

● Genoa to Aarau is 449 km, with 56.8% use of 
Swiss infrastructure and 100% use of a NEAT 
track section

● from units coming from the north into Switzer-
land railway dues are small. When coming from 
the south and making their way through the 
Canton of Ticino and the NEAT, the cost added 
for the Swiss infrastructure is huge.

● the CO2-balance for in-Italy loaded units for 
destinations in Germany is significantly better 
than rail transport via northern European ports.

7.2 Ports

With the construction of the deep water port 
Vado Ligure (Savona) by the MAERSK subsid-
iary APM terminals more 20,000 TEU container 
ships can be handled in Liguria from 2018. 

The steep topography in Vado Ligure restricts 
the options for the development of a quayside 
handling facility for rail and road. The terminal 
in La Spezia is full to capacity and expansion 
in that location is not possible for town planning 
reasons.

7.3 Hinterland terminals

Because of this particular situation the “retro 
porti” concept has been developed. This in-
volves using a rail hub in the direction of the 
main cargo flows from the port.  Imported cargo 

®
©
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is transported to this hub from the sea ports and 
containers for export are taken from here back 
to the port. Trains depart and arrive at this hub 
like the spokes of a bicycle wheel to and from 
various destinations. (Melzo, the rail hub for La 
Spezia, is located nearly 300 km away from La 
Spezia and east of Milan - Ed). Arriving contain-
ers are loaded unsorted onto shuttle trains and 
immediately carried to the corresponding “ret-
ro porti” terminal. There they are reloaded onto 
trains to their final destinations. 

Four shuttle trains with containers run daily be-
tween La Spezia and Melzo, linking with final 
destinations even north of the Alps via the ter-
minal in Frenkendorf. In Melzo the containers 
are reloaded onto trains heading to southern 
national destinations as well as north. 

The trains are also loaded with locally delivered 
semitrailers or loading units and loads from 
other Italian terminals connected with Melzo.
For containers going ashore in Vado Ligure 
(Savona) and Genoa there are several “retro 
porti” available in the Po Valley. Rivalta Scrivia 
is leading the way along with Mortara. A little 
further away lies Novara CIM and in the fore-
seeable future the planned terminal Milano 
Smistamento on the old marshalling yard of the 
Lombardian capital, will play an important role.
In the neighbouring Katoen Natie, the logistic 
and distribution centre of Rivalta Scrivia is an 
order collection point planned for cargo arriving 
from overseas as well as Italian cargo destined 
for Switzerland. Loading swap containers with 
pallets or roll cars saves time and money, as 
they can be transported to a supermarket upon 
arrival at a Swiss terminal and goods immedi-
ately put on the shelves for sale. 

7.4 Customs

The competitiveness of the Ligurian ports is 
largely thanks to the “single window” or the 
"one stop shop“ and the pre-clearing of goods, 

48 hours before arrival, still on the high seas, 
speeding up the customs clearance. This sys-
tem has been in operation since 2014 in Lig-
uria, Piedmont and Valle d’Aosta and is used 
between the following ports and dry ports:

● Genoa – Rivalta Scrivia
● La Spezia – Melzo
● La Spezia – Rivalta Scrivia
● Vado Ligure – Rivalta Scrivia (in 2018 con-
necting with the new APM terminal)

7.5 Rail infrastructure

To handle future container volumes arriving and 
leaving the Ligurian ports quickly, and to com-
pete with northern ports, a corresponding rail 
infrastructure is necessary.
The biggest obstacle is the Apennines. The ex-
isting rail tracks on the Po valley plateau are 
not sufficient. They are designed only for short 
trains of 300 to 400m. The logistic chain must 
function efficiently to compete with road trans-
port. For that reason terminal operators have 
started their own rail companies with their own 
staff and rolling stock.

Since 2012 the new Terzo Valico dei Giovi 
route, from Genoa to Alessandria, has been un-
der construction. The route is 53km long, 37 km 

of it is tunnel, and it is designed for 4m corner 
heights. The project is expected to cost €6.2 
billion and will be finished in 2021. The Italian 
access tracks to the NEAT tunnels are either 
already available or currently being converted. 

8.0 Investment field

The continuing poor revenues for fixed-interest 
bonds forces pensions funds to search for new 

investment opportunities. Alternative invest-
ment options are needed. 

Infrastructure investments can create stable 
and long-term earnings. Investments in trans-
port is possible in land, water and air.

Investments with strong cyclical components, a 
privately commercial character and preferably 
with a reliable pay-out are most favoured. Rail 
infrastructure investment in particular offers 
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these characteristics. Stable returns and pay-
outs can be secured with long-term rent and fee 
contracts.

“These conditions satisfy the investment in a 
diversified cargo wagon portfolio, for example. 
This also holds true for transport, supply, and 
waste disposal as well as social infrastruc-
ture, especially in health care, like hospitals.” 
(Source: Reichmuth Infrastruktur Schweiz KGK, 
4/2015. Reichmuth Infrastructure Switzerland 
KGK in Lucerne founded three rail specific in-
vestment funds.)

8.1 InRoll AG

InRoll AG is a Swiss stock company which oper-
ates cargo wagons. These are owned by InRoll 
AG and are rented to different corporations and 
rail companies in Europe. Operations, mainte-

nance and rental 
of the wagons has 
been outsourced 
to WASCOSA. 

Reichmuth & Co 
Investmentfonds 
AG in Lucerne 
manages the 

whole operation. The portfolio of InRoll AG con-
tains more than 1,700 cargo wagons, including 
nearly 500 container wagons and short-coupled 
pocket wagons for combined transport.

 8.2 Serfar AG

Serfar AG invests in traction equipment compa-
nies offering in maintenance and service work.

8.3 LokRoll AG

In September 2016 Reichmuth & Co LokRoll 
AG was launched. This company rents 18 SIE-
MENS Vectron multi-system locomotives to 
SBB Cargo International for border-crossing 
cargo traffic with a term of 15 years. The first lo-
comotive was delivered in December 2017 and 
the company is planning to expand this rental 
model with additional locomotives.

9.0 Bottom line

The paradigm shifts:

● transport of standard semitrailers via 
rail
● change of focus: south-north be-
comes north-south
● dry ports with simplified customs 
clearance
● opening of new, private financing 
sources

This shift will be effective fully only after 2020, 
the due date for the completion of the NEAT, 
with both the Ceneri base tunnel and the 4m 
corner height corridor between Basle and the 
Italian terminal in the Milan. 
These are the requirements for transferring 
road volumes to rail. They create additional rail 
capacities and allow the operation of longer and 
heavier trains. These measures will increase 
the competitiveness of combined rail transport.

With the completion of the new cargo rail track 
from Genoa to Alessandria, the Terzo Valico dei 
Giovi, presumably in 2022, the Ligurian ports 
Vado Ligure (Savona) and Genoa will be com-
pletely connected to the Rhine-Alpine Corridor 
1 and the North Sea–Mediterranean corridor 2, 
supporting the transfer of container transport 
flows from both the Far East and the Mediter-
ranean.  

The supply from the Italian ports to northern It-
aly, Switzerland and southern parts of Germa-
ny will carry advantages, compared to north-
ern ports, of a shorter transit time and better 
ecological factors. Regarding volumes, there 
seems likely to be a variation between the verti-
cally handled maritime containers and the hori-
zontally handled semitrailer system. Only when 
will we see easy road to rail transfers will cargo 
flows become more efficient. If the proportion 
of loaded, non-craneable standard semitrailers 

remains the same, the production share of cra-
neable semitrailers - the segment with the high-
est modal shift potential - will not change either. 
There are two solutions:

● the production of non-craneable semitrail-
ers be prohibited by law. This would not make 
sense, because 85% of road transportation is 
over short distances, which would not be suita-
ble for a modal shift to rail. Politically it would be 
unrealistic as well.

● transport systems supporting non-crane-
able semitrailers is facilitated, perhaps with  
subsidies. In 2017 Europe’s biggest intermod-
al terminal was opened in Dudelange (L) with 
an annual capacity of 300,000 craneable and 
300,000 non-cranable semitrailers. Cranes and 
reachstackers for classic combined transport,
NiKRASA  mobile access ramps and the Lohr 
system are being used in one terminal, of 
course in different areas of it. 

Ultimately investors may offer a new perspec-
tive by way of sustainable infrastructure pro-
jects. 

These market-based powered investment funds 
could boost the role of rail in the supply of goods 
efficiently across Europe.

®©
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Co-operation between ports
Competitors co-operate

A clear trend is seen when looking at the 
(Dutch) inland ports. It is a trend of co-oper-

ation between ports, in the region and beyond, 
and in thinking in about logistic chains and net-
works together, rather than in infrastructure 
alone. And that is excellent. Because co-oper-
ation works!

Many examples in from The Netherlands can 
be seen. Like the Port of Zwolle, a co-operation 
of the municipalities of Meppel, Kampen and 
Zwolle. 

But also Frisian 
Ports, a co-operation 
between the munici-
palities of seven Fri-
sian inland ports and 
the Frisian seaport 
of Harlingen has re-
cently been set up. 
And we can mention 
more, for instance 
Blue Ports Limburg, 
Twente and others.

It is an interesting 
trend that embodies much more than just an 
agreement to join forces.

Because, how do you realise such a 
co-operation between ports?

It is good to include this other trend, co-creation, 
when considering how to achieve port co-oper-
ation.

The dictionary definition of ‘co-creation’ and the 
application of this definition to port co-opera-
tion shows that it contains all the elements to 

make it a success when applied to port co-op-
eration. "Co-creation is a way of working to-
gether where every co-creator influences the 
process and therefore the result of the process. 
Main elements in this process are trust between 
partners, an open dialogue, equality and focus 
at the result. Co-creation is used with com-
plex challenges and if one wants to realise a 
change.”’

And port co-operation sure is a com-
plex challenge!

The assignment, 
often from a gov-
ernment, to realise 
achieve port co-op-
eration, results in 
conjunction.

Co-creation has 
the objective to ful-
fil a task or to find a 
solution for a prob-
lem. 

We may in this arti-
cle encounter co-creation as a type of conjunc-
tion in which people, with different backgrounds 
and networks, meet around to discuss the sub-
ject of port co-operation. The initiator, often a 
regional or local government, defines the goal 
and the participants commit to that goal. 

Or they don’t. But then they are out.

Co-operation is often seen as bridging the gap 
between organisations, especially in the case 
of port co-operation. First you were competitors 
and now you have to co-operate? 
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But the way we look at the world and our envi-
ronment depends on our perspective. And that 
perspective is influenced by the concepts we 
know, our experience and the networks we par-
ticipate in. And these networks do not only exist 
in professional rela-
tionships. We also find 
people in our network 
in our private lives and 
social activities. The 
people we meet when 
shopping, practising 
sports and other pas-
times.

With every single one 
of them we share a 
relationship and of-
ten these people’s 
networks also inter-
connect. So, our network is a spider’s web of 
relationships and we are at the centre, the con-
necting shackle. Society consists of these net-
works, which are connected and overlay one 
another.

The networks that focus on co-creation are not 
about people and companies, but about themes 
or challenges. And tThat is often an eye-open-

er for governors and civil servants whose main 
interest is often their own administration. AIndi-
viduals and businesses need governments that 
look beyond borders.
Port co-operation is a challenge that is very well 

suited for co-creation 
based on networks. 
 
Institutions that rely 
on co-creation and 
networks as co-op-
eration tools meet 
each other half way 
to achieve real and 
profitable results. 
Why? Because 
co-creation asks de-
mands for another 
perspective due to 
the use of networks. 

So, it is no longer the organisation that is the 
central focus, but the network as a whole that 
has an interest in port co-operation.

That is why you should no longer focus at on your 
own organisation’s goals when working together, 
but on the goals of the challenging port co-op-
eration network. And it is achieving these goals 
which will lead to a successful co-operation!
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