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ESC – European Shippers' Council is a non-profit European organisation representing cargo 
owners, i.e. the freight transport interests of around 100,000 companies across Europe, including 
manufacturers, retailers, and wholesalers (in both import and export, including intercontinental 
trade). Collectively, they are referred to as “shippers” as neutral users of transport (across all 
modes: air, road, rail, and waterborne transport). ESC was established in 1963. 

The global ESC network consists of national shippers’ associations, European commodity trade 
associations (e.g. chemicals, steel, paper), and corporate members, including well-known 
multinational brands. ESC aims to create a level playing field in Europe and between continents. 

Internationally, ESC works closely with the Asian Shippers’ Association (ASA) and the American 
Association of Exporters and Importers (AAEI), together forming the Global Shippers’ Alliance 
(GSA). 
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Executive Summary 
The European Shippers’ Council welcomes the publication of the EU Ports Strategy. The strategy 
contains several good starting points for strengthening European logistics chains. At the same 
time, it remains strongly port-oriented, while ports function as integrated nodes within global 
supply chains – a dimension that is insufficiently reflected in the current strategy. 

The focus on new trade corridors and international partnerships is appreciated. Initiatives such 
as green shipping corridors and infrastructure projects within the Global Gateway program can 
contribute to more robust and diverse trade routes. 

In addition, the ESC sees opportunities in the plans to reinvest revenues from the European 
Emissions Trading System (ETS) in the maritime sector and port logistics. This can help 
accelerate the sustainability of shipping. ESC also applauds the Commission’s attention to the 
diversionary risk of cargo to neighbouring non-EU ports. 

At the same time, while it is positive that the Commission is paying attention to the risks of 
vertical integration, we note with disappointment that the text is rather mild on the risks posed 
by the accumulation of market power in the logistics chain. When integrated players restrict 
competitors' access to infrastructure or customers, this can lead to market foreclosure and less 
freedom of choice for shippers. Market concentration has increased sharply (top carriers now 
controlling over half of global capacity), with integration expanding into terminals and hinterland 
networks. We strongly urge the Commission to adopt a stronger position on opposing vertical 
and horizontal integration, particularly in the container sector. 

The ESC supports the focus on public-private partnerships in combating organised crime in 
ports. The Secure Chain initiative in Rotterdam has proven very successful in combatting crime. 
Such practices should be adopted widely across Europe. 

The ESC would like to engage the Commission on a clear vision for the future of how European 
supply chains can be made more efficient with ports as critical nodes. A key example in need of 
addressing is the growing imbalance in global container flows. While the ratio between imports 
and exports on the Asia-Europe route was approximately two to one before the coronavirus 
pandemic, it has now risen to around 4.5 to 1. This imbalance results in higher costs and 
inefficiencies in the supply chain, which ultimately impact shippers and consumers. 

Opportunities also exist at the operational level to improve the efficiency of ports and supply 
chains. Logistics efficiency is central to EU competitiveness, yet current policy underestimates 
structural distortions such as container imbalances and increasing market concentration, which 
drive up end-to-end costs for European shippers.  
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Hinterland connectivity remains a critical bottleneck, with congestion across the TEN-T 
network—affecting road, rail, and inland waterways—combined with insufficient maintenance 
and capacity, resulting in delays, inefficient use of ports, and higher storage costs. 

The ESC supports the aims of European guidelines for better data sharing in the transport chain. 
With improved information exchange between shipping companies, terminals, carriers, and 
shippers, terminal capacity can be better utilised. Initiatives such as dynamic port planning or 
projects focusing on terminal capacity and reducing yard peaks demonstrate that significant 
gains can be achieved in this area. 

The ESC also raises a caveat regarding the emphasis on military mobility. Ports indeed play an 
important role in European security, but this requires effective coordination with regular freight 
flows. Military transports will often proceed via different terminals or facilities than regular 
container flows. Without clear agreements, this can lead to additional pressure on existing 
logistics processes. 

The European port strategy contains important building blocks for a stronger and more 
sustainable maritime system in Europe. However, the Strategy lacks a coherent, shipper-centred 
supply chain perspective, risking that well-intentioned policies (e.g. green subsidies, security 
measures) may inadvertently reinforce dominant players. Only by better connecting ports, 
terminals, carriers, and shippers can Europe maintain its position as a global logistics hub. 
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Reflections on Logistics Competitiveness 
Efficient, contestable logistics is a core determinant of trade costs and thus competitiveness; 
container imbalance and concentrated, vertically integrated carriers both undermine such 
efficiency and raise end-to-end costs. 

The current Ports Strategy articulates an ambitious agenda around digitalisation, energy 
transition, and economic security, but it pays insufficient attention to the structural logistics 
realities that determine Europe’s trade competitiveness. In particular, it treats ports mainly as 
physical nodes and industrial ecosystems while neglecting their embeddedness in global 
container flows and end-to-end supply chains. By not confronting issues such as container 
imbalances, the growing market power of vertically integrated carriers, and the concrete needs 
of shippers, the Strategy risks remaining port-centric rather than genuinely supply-chain-centric. 

A first blind spot concerns the growing imbalance in global container flows, especially on the 
Asia–Europe trade. Whereas the import–export ratio on this route was roughly two to one before 
the pandemic, it has risen to around 4.5 to 1 in January of 2026. This is not a marginal detail; it is 
a structural shift that systematically raises outbound transport costs for European exporters, 
reduces the availability and reliability of export capacity, and increases the frequency of rolled or 
cancelled bookings. In practice, European firms face longer and more volatile lead times, higher 
inventory and warehousing requirements, and weaker bargaining positions vis-à-vis carriers. A 
ports strategy that invokes connectivity but remains silent on how such persistent imbalances 
affect shippers’ costs and service quality fails to engage with one of the key determinants of 
Europe’s external competitiveness. 

The decline in service quality in terms of service reliability hinders the necessary expansion of 
high-capacity transport services such as rail, inland, and waterway transport in most European 
ports. Such mass transit requires regular schedules and adherence to delivery and pickup 
schedules to be effective, whereas road transport is more flexible.  

We miss a clear link to the hinterland connections. TEN-T has been designed to be a strong link 
between major logistic hubs such as maritime ports. However, what we still perceive is an 
increasing congestion on the TEN-T network. This does not only apply to road transport but also 
affects the use of multi-modal transport. The rail transport network requires maintenance and 
this also applies to the network of inland waterways.   

The present condition of the hinterland connections contributes to a substandard use of port (as 
vehicles, ships and trains arrive too late at the port and goods have to be stored at the terminals 
against substantial additional costs). 

 



 

7 
 

A third weakness lies in the Strategy’s treatment of vertical integration and market power in the 
container sector. The Commission briefly acknowledges the risks of vertical integration but 
underestimates the negative foreclosure mechanisms and dynamic effects on innovation and 
resilience.  

In reality, a small number of global carrier groups now combine substantial horizontal 
concentration in liner shipping with increasing control over terminals, inland transport, 
warehousing, and even freight forwarding. This combination creates clear risks of foreclosure: 
integrated carriers can privilege their own services and customers through preferential terminal 
access, capacity allocation, pricing, and data discrimination.  

In January 2019, the market share of the top four global container carriers was still 37.9%, 
whereas seven years later, the current market share of the top four is a staggering 58,5%. 
Concentration is not limited to the deepsea activities. Among the top three largest container 
terminal operators are AP Terminals and COSCO Shipping Ports, the terminal arms of the 
respective second and fourth largest carriers, while CMA CGM also has a top-ten terminal 
operator, and Terminal Investment Limited (TIL), majority-owned by no. 1 carrier MSC, is poised 
to become the world's largest terminal operator if its proposed deal with CK Hutchison is 
finalised. Acquisitions are being expanded to hinterland intermodal networks, exemplified by 
MSC’s acquisition of HHLA and METRANS.  

When access to berths, yard space, time slots, or key digital platforms is effectively controlled 
by vertically integrated players, forwarders, inland operators, and smaller shippers may face 
fewer alternatives, less transparency, and higher all-in logistics costs.  

Beyond static market power, excessive integration can reduce incentives to improve service 
quality for smaller or less profitable shippers, as well as to experiment with alternative logistics 
solutions (short-sea, rail corridors, cross-border barge). Oligopolistic market tendencies 
increase the systemic risk that capacity and pricing decisions by a handful of global players can 
quickly propagate across European supply chains. In time of crises, integrated carriers may 
prioritise their own end-to-end customers over broader system resilience. The much-claimed 
benefits of integration have yet to be borne out in practice. Even during the relatively stable 
shipping environment of the second half of 2025, Sea-Intelligence reported an average on-time 
performance for deepsea vessels of around 65 percent, clearly below the standard 85 percent 
prior to the pandemic, when the liner market was far less consolidated. 

The revision of merger guidelines is insufficient to address these emerging dynamics. There is a 
broader issue concerning the adequacy of the available tools to capture this phenomenon. Legal 
instruments relating to mergers are not the most appropriate, as they do not necessarily cover 
operations carried out by market participants. For example, logistics operators sometimes resort 
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to practices that fall outside the scope of concentrations and are deliberately structured to avoid 
merger control. 

Vertical integration raises a more fundamental question regarding the adequacy of competitive 
oversight of highly integrated operations carried out by players with significant market power (e.g. 
how should market definition—an essential step in assessing anti-competitive conduct—be 
approached in such a context?). There should be an appropriate instrument to assess anti-
competitive conduct in markets characterised by vertical integration. 

More active monitoring of malpractices should be a priority for the Commission. We urge the 
Commission to create a dedicated oversight unit to enhance monitoring and data-collection in 
the container liners market, increase legal certainty by sharpening guidelines on alliance 
practices, and promote transparent surcharge practices. 

More broadly, the text lacks a coherent supply chain perspective that starts from the needs of 
cargo owners and works back through the chain to ports and carriers. The emphasis on new trade 
corridors and international partnerships is welcomed. 

Initiatives such as green shipping corridors and infrastructure projects within the Global Gateway 
program can contribute to more robust and diverse trade routes. Which is highly valuable and 
necessary in the current geo-economic climate. 

In conclusion, while the Strategy organises its narrative around individually salient themes such 
as digital innovation, green fuels, industrial development in port areas, economic security, and 
innovation, it lacks an integrated vision of how these agendas interact with competition policy, 
port governance, and trade lane imbalances to shape overall supply chain performance. Without 
such a vision, there is a risk that well-intentioned measures—for example, security screening of 
investments or targeted green subsidies—could inadvertently reinforce the market power of a 
few integrated players rather than deliver more resilient, efficient, and competitive logistics for 
European industry. 

The evolution of the bunkering market and the distribution of low-carbon fuels in European ports 
should be supported in order to promote the establishment of production facilities for these fuels 
(biofuels, e-fuels) within Europe. 

There should also support given to major European hubs in the Mediterranean and Atlantic 
regions that have lost market share to hubs in the Middle East, Egypt, Morocco, and the United 
Kingdom—through which a growing share of flows to and from the EU passes—so that the ports 
in question can capture a larger share of the value chain of these flows.  
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Reflections on Digitisation and Port Performance 
Efficient and standardised data sharing in ports is not just a “nice-to-have”. It directly increases 
terminal throughput, reduces waiting times, and improves reliability for shippers and carriers. 
We strongly support EU-level guidelines for efficient data sharing in the transport chain.  

Better information exchange between shipping lines, terminals, hinterland carriers, and shippers 
enables synchronisation of operations across the whole door-to-door chain. When arrival times, 
loading plans, customs status, and hinterland capacity are visible in real time, ports can allocate 
equipment and labour more efficiently, and shippers can plan inventory and trucking slots with 
less buffer time. 

For carriers and shippers, this reduces uncertainty, idle time, and the need for safety stocks, 
which are all hidden logistics costs. For terminal operators and ports, it translates into more 
moves per crane hour and per berth, effectively creating “virtual capacity” without additional 
infrastructure. 

Dynamic port planning for trucks 

At the Port of Rotterdam, pilots are currently being rolled out for dynamic port planning for trucks. 
This goes beyond static schedules by using dynamic ETA data to predict truck arrival times and 
to cancel or rebook truck slots at deepsea terminals according to available capacity. In the event  
of road accidents, trucks may miss their timeslots at terminals. Simulations conducted by TU 
Delft demonstrate that no-shows can rise up to 30 percent -  an issue that dynamic truck planning 
could fully eliminate while efficiently allocating available capacity.  

These kinds of projects demonstrate that sizeable efficiency gains can be achieved with smarter 
planning and data, even where physical capacity is constrained. They are directly aligned with 
shippers’ interests, because they improve on-time performance and predictability rather than 
just focus on infrastructure expansion. 

Need for performance transparency 

From a shipper and cargo owner perspective, what is missing in the current strategy is systematic 
transparency on port performance, including ship turnaround times, on-time performance, 
crane productivity, and average container dwell times. Having indicators on port flow rates and 
a handling terminal saturation indicator, especially for containers, would be valuable.  Without 
comparable indicators across EU ports, it is difficult for the market to reward efficient ports or for 
policymakers to identify bottlenecks. 

 



 

10 
 

Embedding a common EU framework for performance monitoring and disclosure would make 
competitiveness objective operational. It would also create a clear link between the digitalisation 
agenda and measurable improvements in logistics quality, rather than treating digitisation as a 
generic innovation theme. 

Beyond eMSW and eFTI: Port Community Systems 

The current focus on the European Maritime Single Window and eFTI is important, but these 
instruments mainly address regulatory reporting and documentation. To unlock the full benefits 
of digitalisation for logistics competitiveness, more emphasis is needed on cross-border Port 
Community Systems (PCS) that connect all commercial and operational actors in real time. 

Scaling up PCS and ensuring interoperability between port clusters would support end-to-end 
visibility for Europe-wide supply chains, not just port-specific compliance. This is particularly 
relevant for export oriented industries relying on multiple gateways and hinterland corridors, 
where fragmented systems still cause duplicated data entry, delays, and planning inefficiencies. 
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Reflections on Secure and Resilient Ports 
The initiatives on security, customs data exchange, and the European Ports Alliance all point in 
the right direction because they reduce risk while also making supply chains more predictable 
and efficient. 

The focus on protecting critical port infrastructure and aligning security protocols across EU 
ports is essential, because ports are high-value targets for organised crime, cyberattacks, and 
geopolitical disruption. Stronger and harmonised security standards reduce the chance of cargo 
tampering, corruption, and systemic disruptions, ultimately protecting shippers, logistics 
providers, and port workers while preserving the reliability that trade depends on. 

By linking port security to broader EU instruments on the eastern borders with Russia, Belarus, 
and Ukraine, the strategy recognises that resilience is both a geopolitical and a technical issue. 
This broader framing supports state-building and governance improvements in partner countries 
- for example, through Global Gateway – which, in turn, stabilises the supply chains European 
traders rely on. 

The explicit support for public-private partnerships in combating organised crime in ports is 
particularly welcome. Experience from the Secure Chain initiative in Rotterdam shows that close 
cooperation between customs, police, terminals, shipping lines, and logistics’ companies can 
sharply reduce drug trafficking and criminal infiltration of port operations while keeping trade 
flows moving. 

Publishing best practices on preventing drug trafficking and using the European Ports Alliance as 
a platform to disseminate and adapt Secure Chain-style approaches (such as authorisations 
through PCS instead of pin-codes) across ports and candidate countries is therefore a powerful 
step. It allows local solutions to be scaled up, providing room for tailoring to different legal and 
operational environments while maintaining a shared baseline of methods, responsibilities, and 
information flows. 

Greater alignment of customs controls and the development of common security protocols, 
including tools such as “Do Not Load”, are crucial for both safety and efficiency. When customs 
authorities can share risk information and apply consistent targeting across ports, compliant 
traders benefit from fewer random inspections, faster release times, and more predictable 
routing decisions. 
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The planned EU-level customs data hub and customs authority will make it easier to perform risk 
analysis at the level of entire supply chains, including e-commerce flows, rather than shipment 
by shipment. This enables smarter, intelligence-led controls that focus on high-risk 
consignments while letting low-risk flows move with minimal friction, which reduces congestion 
and delays in ports. 

The European Ports Alliance is well placed to act as a central mechanism for inter-party 
collaboration on these issues. By bringing together ports, law-enforcement agencies, customs, 
terminal operators, and logistics companies, it can coordinate implementation of best practices, 
develop common guidance, and ensure that security measures remain workable for legitimate 
trade. 

The Commission’s willingness to explore how competition policy and antitrust instruments can 
support these efforts is also positive. It recognises that certain cooperative arrangements 
between port actors, especially around data sharing and joint risk management, may need legal 
clarity to be deployed at scale without undermining fair competition. Regarding data sharing, it is 
essential to clearly emphasise issues of security, confidentiality, and sovereignty that are directly 
relevant to shippers (as information relating to cargo owners and/or their supply sources is 
included in maritime and port transport documentation). 

Importantly, these initiatives show that security and efficiency are not opposing objectives. 
Better information exchange between customs and logistics companies, shared risk analysis at 
the EU level, and standardised security protocols reduce uncertainty, re-inspections, and 
duplicated controls, thereby improving overall supply chain performance. 

Combined with Global Gateway partnerships and state-building support in third countries, this 
approach can gradually raise security and governance standards along international corridors, 
reduce diversion risks and corruption while strengthening the reliability of European supply 
chains. For shippers and carriers, this means fewer shocks, more predictable transit times, and 
a safer operating environment without sacrificing competitiveness. 
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Reflections on Green and Social Corridors 
The revision of the European Ports Strategy offers an important opportunity to better align port 
policy with the European Union’s climate, transport, and social objectives. Ports are not only key 
logistics hubs but also critical nodes in the transition toward more sustainable and resilient 
supply chains. In this context, it is essential to recognise ports as gateways to green transport 
corridors, fully integrated into the development of zero-emission networks. 

Ports should be supported in accelerating electrification, deploying alternative fuels 
infrastructure, such as shore-side electricity, hydrogen, and renewable fuels, and advancing 
digitalisation to optimise operations and reduce emissions. At the same time, environmental 
progress must go hand in hand with stronger attention to social conditions. 

Ports remain significant pressure points in the logistics chain, particularly for professional drivers 
who often face long and unpredictable waiting times. These inefficiencies negatively affect 
working conditions, road safety, and overall supply chain performance. The strategy should 
therefore promote better coordination, transparency, and the use of digital tools to reduce 
congestion and waiting times. 

Companies should be encouraged to identify and mitigate the impacts of delays and insufficient 
facilities on drivers. In parallel, the IRU Charter on Driver Treatment at Delivery and Collection 
Points should be promoted as a reference framework to ensure fair and respectful treatment, 
access to basic services, and safe working environments. 

Sustainability can no longer be understood as purely environmental. It must also fully 
encompass social responsibility. European ports have a key role to play in this transition and 
should decisively move in this direction. 
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Final Remarks 
The ESC welcomes the holistic ambition of the new EU Ports Strategy but calls for a sharper focus 
on how security, competitiveness, and decarbonisation interact in day-to-day port operations.  

Ports are critical nodes for European defense and crisis response, and improving military mobility 
is a legitimate strategic objective. At the same time, the ESC cautions that this must be carefully 
aligned with regular freight flows, since uncoordinated military movements can disrupt port 
planning, tie up scarce capacity, and undermine reliability for commercial users. Clear 
agreements are needed on how and when military transports use port facilities, including 
segregation of specific terminals, time windows, and priority rules, so that security objectives do 
not inadvertently create congestion, additional costs, or uncertainty for shippers. In this sense, 
military mobility planning should be embedded within the same dynamic port planning, data-
sharing, and coordination mechanisms that govern commercial flows, rather than treated as a 
parallel system. 

The Strategy’s attention to economic security and foreign investment in ports is an important 
step towards safeguarding critical infrastructure and avoiding undue dependence on non-EU 
state-backed actors. However, it is equally important that these measures support a genuine 
level playing field rather than fragmenting the internal market or creating uncertainty for 
legitimate investors. Clear, predictable screening rules and EU-wide coordination can prevent 
“forum shopping” while ensuring that ports and logistics users benefit from necessary capital 
and innovation. At the same time, monitoring diversion risks to neighbouring non-EU ports—
especially where different environmental or state-aid regimes apply—remains crucial, so that 
stricter EU rules do not simply push cargo, emissions, and strategic influence to gateways just 
outside the Union. 

The ESC sees real opportunities in the plans to reinvest revenues from the European Emissions 
Trading System in the maritime sector and port logistics. If well designed, such reinvestment can 
accelerate the decarbonisation of shipping and port operations by supporting shore power, 
alternative fuels infrastructure, energy-efficient terminal equipment, and greener hinterland 
connections. It would be valuable to direct these funds, beyond the shipping companies that 
receive them, toward initiatives such as promoting modal shift at ports of origin or destination, 
or more broadly toward actions that benefit the entire port ecosystem (and not only shipowners). 
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Recommendations 
Taken together, the pillars of the EU Ports Strategy—security and resilience, foreign investment 
screening, digitalisation, data sharing, logistics competitiveness, and green transition—are 
interdependent rather than separate files. For shippers and logistics users, the Strategy will be 
judged on whether it delivers reliable, efficient, and sustainable supply chains. The ESC therefore 
calls for three actions:  

Firstly, by expiring the Consortia Block Exemption Regulation (CBER) the EU has already shifted 
from a permissive and sector-specific regime toward a case-by-case competition assessment. 
But this alone does not fully address structural issues like oligopolistic alliances or integrated 
logistics chains. The core problems of input foreclosure, discrimination, risk of coordinated 
effects, and lack of competition remain.  

In its revision of merger guidelines, we propose that the Commission adopt the following 
measures: 

1. Implement capacity control metrics, such as fleet share on trade lanes and slot 
control. 

2. Assess network centrality, including hub dominance and alliance overlap. 
3. Introduce a presumption of coordinated effects when: 

a. Firms participate in the same alliance across multiple routes. 
b. Combined capacity exceeds a threshold (e.g., 30%). 

4. Shift the burden of proof to carriers, establishing a presumption of foreclosure risk. 
5. Combine ex ante control with ex post monitoring, for example  via a dedicated oversight 

channel to monitor market behavior and ensure transparent surcharge practices. 

Secondly, the Commission has called for introducing best practices for data sharing across the 
logistics chain. We support this initiative and seek to  engage closely with the Commission on its 
implementation, focusing on three main objectives: increasing security by reducing criminal 
interference in ports, improving efficiency through market-driven pilots on capacity management 
in large ports, and enhancing transparency by publishing harmonised KPIs on port performance. 

Thirdly, for shippers, the entire door-to-door voyage is what matters. It is important to further 
integrate a port strategy into existing policies such as TEN-T. Good hinterland connections are 
crucial. Congestion and the relatively slow uptake of innovations, such as better use of existing 
infrastructure in rail and road transport, are increasingly hampering European competitiveness. 


