
 

 

Global Ports Sustain Weak Production in Q2 2020 

 

Shanghai International Shipping Institute recently published the Global Port Development 

Report of Q2 2020. According to the report, the strict prevention and control measures against the 

coronavirus disease (COVID-19) continued to impact the global economy in the second quarter of 

2020. Major economic organizations further tuned down their growth expectations for 2020, and 

the global cargo trading volume was expected to further dip. However, some regions showed signs 

of recovering economic activities. Against this backdrop, global ports posted weak production 

performance overall in the second quarter. Except South America and Oceania which enjoyed 

growth in cargo throughputs of major ports, Asia, Europe, and North America all saw declines to 

varying degrees in cargo throughput growth of major ports.  

In the second quarter, the cargo throughput of major global ports dropped by 3.1% year-on-

year, the drop being higher by a narrow margin year-on-year. The container throughput growth of 

major global ports fell sharply year-on-year to -16.2%, a drop of 20.1 percentage points from the 

positive growth of the same period last year. Global dry bulks shipping market bottomed out and 

the demand for iron ore resumed growth. However, coal supply and demand continued to decline. 

The dry bulks throughputs of major ports in the world diverged, the throughput growth rates of 

liquid bulk ports were polarized, and China's liquid bulk ports posted a favorable momentum. 

However, other major liquid bulk ports in the world continued to decline. In terms of global terminal 

operators, except China Merchants Port which enjoyed growth, all other major global terminal 

operators presented negative growth, with AP Mueller-Maersk registering the sharpest decline. In 

the future, global terminal operators may remain cautious in port investment and operations. 

(1) Global ports continue to post a downward trend in terms of cargo throughput 

In the second quarter, the COVID-19 pandemic continued to cloud global economic and trade 

development, and the cargo throughputs of global ports continued to decline. The throughput growth 

trends of the global top 20 ports (ranked by cargo throughput) showed a clear sign of differentiation. 

In the second quarter, the global top 20 ports registered a total of 2.54 billion tons of cargo 

throughput, a year-on-year decline of 1.6%, the decline slowing down. Although the cargo 

throughputs of more than half of the ports declined, some ports were slowly recovering their 

production performance. 

⚫ Mixed performance of Asian ports in terms of production 

The cargo throughput of China's ports above a designated scale totaled 3.74 billion tons, an 

increase of 5.2% year-on-year. The Beibu Gulf Port and Zhenjiang Port posted strong growth. The 

Beibu Gulf Port benefited from the new western land-sea corridor and the normal operations of 

Southeast Asian routes. Qingdao Port and Rizhao Port in Shandong port group posted outstanding 

performance, primarily boosted by the Shandong port group integration and the measures for 

keeping logistics channels smooth, such as stabilizing existing voyages and opening new routes. 

The overseas COVID-19 pandemic outbreaks in the second quarter slashed foreign trade orders, 

and the cargo throughputs of Shanghai and Guangzhou ports decreased to varying degrees. The 



 

 

cargo throughput of South Korea's major ports presented a negative growth trend. Port of Busan and 

Port of Gwangyang were impacted by the seaborne trade volume reduction and the sharp decline in 

the number of routes, and their cargo throughput dropped by 19.5% and 13.3%, respectively. As a 

foreign-trade-driven economy, Singapore was worst hit by the pandemic, and its cargo throughput 

fell by 14.1% year-on-year. 

⚫ Throughput of European ports declines 

In the second quarter, Europe experienced a "dark moment" of pandemic, and ports in various 

regions of Europe performed poorly in terms of cargo throughput. In Western Europe, Port of 

Rotterdam was heavily impacted in terms of production and logistics, with its cargo throughput 

falling by 9.0% year-on-year. The production activities of Port of Antwerp were also hurt, with the 

port's cargo throughput falling by 13.2% in the second quarter. Due to the partial withdrawal of the 

global supply chain, Port of Hamburg's cargo throughput fell by 15.7% year-on-year. In Southern 

Europe, the Spanish economy fell into the biggest recession in the past 50 years, and the cargo 

throughputs of Port of Barcelona, Port of Valencia, and Port of Algeciras, three major ports in the 

area, all plunged. In Eastern Europe, the cargo throughput of Port of Riga dropped by 29.8% due to 

the reduced import and export demands of coal and petroleum products. Port of Tallinn registered a 

negative growth rate in terms of cargo throughput due to the weak performance of dry bulks (-16.5%) 

and general cargoes (-30.3%).  

⚫ Production trends of Australian ports diverge 

Port of Hedland in Australia recorded a cargo throughput growth rate of 5.7% benefiting from 

the growing demand for iron ore in China. The cargo throughput of Port of Hay Point dropped by 

11.2% because of China's restrictions on Australian coal imports for the purpose of boosting China's 

domestic coal industry. In the second quarter, Port of Brisbane banned merchant ships that traveled 

overseas within the last 14 days from calling, and its cargo throughput dropped by 25.7%. 

⚫ Production situation of American ports not optimistic 

In the second quarter, North America's foreign trade fell off a cliff, with Port of Long Beach (-

5.5%), Northwest Seaport Alliance (NWSA) (-15.6%) and Port of Virginia (16.2%) all posting 

declines in cargo throughput. The logistics capacity of Port of Manzanillo, Panama, declined 

significantly, recording a cargo throughput fall of 7.0% in the second quarter. 

(2) Throughput declines of global container ports speed up 

In the second quarter of 2020, due to the combined negative effects of weak global economic 

growth, reduced consumer activities and supply chain disruption, container trade became one of the 

worst-hit sectors by the COVID-19 pandemic. In the quarter, global ports registered a total container 

throughput of 169.995 million TEUs, widening the drop rate from -3.8% in the first quarter to a low 

of -16.2%, which marked a decrease of 20.1 percentage points from that in the same period last year. 

Although the cumulative throughput rankings of the global top 20 container ports in the first 

half of the year haven't changed much compared with those in the same period last year, as the 

COVID-19 pandemic rages around the world, the growth rates of ports in the second quarter were 

all negative, except Guangzhou Port and Tianjin Port. The container throughputs of other ports 

declined to varying degrees. 



 

 

⚫ Container throughput trends of Asian ports diverge 

Although most of China's ports continued negative growth in terms of container throughput, 

as the domestic pandemic situation stabilized, the market demand for domestic and foreign trade 

routes increased. The year-on-year declines in container throughput of China mainland ports 

narrowed, and the container throughput decline of Hong Kong Port also tended to ease. Specifically, 

Guangzhou Port actively implemented the "Container +" operation model. Coupled with increased 

routes and shipping capacity of various domestic trade ship enterprises, Guangzhou Port recorded a 

positive growth rate in the second quarter from a previously negative one, and its ranking rose to 

the fifth place, surpassing Port of Busan. Qingdao Port benefited from the increased train lines, 

which resulted in a substantial increase in the sea-railway intermodal transport volume, and its 

improved and dense route network, with its container throughput in the first half of the year 

maintaining growth, despite its declined container throughput growth in the second quarter. Dalian 

Port was badly impacted by the pandemic, and its throughput decline in the second quarter expanded, 

forcing the port out of the global top 20 container ports list.  

The container throughput trends of South Korea's ports diverged. The container throughputs of 

Port of Busan and Port of Gwangyang dropped significantly. Port of Incheon benefited from the 

newly added international routes, and its transshipment volume surged, resulting in the against-the-

trend growth in container throughput in the second quarter. Among major ports in Thailand, except 

Port of Songkhla, all the other ports recorded negative growth, and the container throughput growth 

of Port of Laem Chabang even fell to -7.7%. Port of Singapore's container throughput dropped 

significantly compared with the same period last year due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

⚫ European ports record negative growth in terms of container throughput 

In the second quarter, the container throughput growth of major European ports such as Port 

of Rotterdam, Port of Antwerp and Port of Barcelona all fell into the negative range. Since shipping 

companies slashed their route services and the number of empty containers was much lower than 

that in the same period last year, the container throughput decline of Port of Rotterdam was widened. 

Port of Antwerp was also impacted by the pandemic. Coupled with the suspension of major 

industrial sectors such as the automobile industry in Western Europe, the port registered a sharp 

decline in container throughput.  

⚫ Container throughput of American ports contracts significantly. 

The United States is currently registering the highest number of confirmed cases and deaths of 

COVID-19. Its container trade shrank sharply, and the extensive suspension of shipping activities 

seriously impaired the production performance of the U.S. ports. In the second quarter, the container 

throughput growth of major U.S. ports such as Port of Los Angeles and Port of Long Beach was 

negative. Port of Santos suspended ship operations due to confirmed cases in container ship crew 

members, resulting in serious port congestion, and its container throughput fell by 5.1%. 

(3) Throughput trends of global major dry bulks ports differentiated 

In the second quarter of 2020, the dry bulks trade market continued the depression, with 

declining coal supply and demand and rising iron ore supply and demand. The international dry 

bulks shipping presented a V-shaped trend overall. In the early stage, the global spread of the 



 

 

COVID-19 pandemic dampened the international dry bulks market, and the BDI fell to as low as 

393 points. In the later stage, China's demands for iron ore, coal and other staple cargoes grew and 

Brazil's iron ore production and exports picked up, which has driven the rapid growth in BDI overall.  

In this context, the throughput trends of major coal and iron ore ports in the world diverged. 

The throughput growth of China's dry bulks ports recovered. Tangshan Port and Zhenjiang Port 

recorded significant growth in dry bulks throughput in the second quarter, primarily driven by the 

strong growth of coal, metal ores, and mineral building materials. Nantong Port's dry bulks 

throughput growth in the second quarter dropped due to the declines in the throughputs of coal and 

mineral building materials. Among international ports, Port of Hedland was driven by the rising iron 

ore supply and demand and recorded growth in iron ore export volume in the second quarter. The 

sugar production and sales of Port of Santos in the second quarter hit a record high, with the export 

volumes of such cargoes surging, which has driven the growth of dry bulks throughput. 

In the second quarter, as the severe supply-demand imbalance remained the big picture, crude 

oil inventories increased sharply in April and crude oil prices fell to a low. However, boosted by 

OPEC production cuts and the recovering crude oil demand, oil prices bottomed out in late April, 

and trading volume gradually dropped. In this context, the throughput growth rates of major liquid 

bulks ports were polarized. Specifically, China's liquid bulks ports enjoyed a sound growth 

momentum. The refining industry in Shandong province took advantage of the more flexible market 

prices than main refineries to seize market shares, and the operating rate continued to rise. This led 

to a significant rise in liquid bulks throughputs of Qingdao Port (15.4%), Rizhao Port (20.0%), 

Yantai Port (35.3%) and Dongying Port (53.3%). Most of the other major liquid bulks ports in the 

world failed to stop the downward trend. Due to the weak consumption of low-sulfur fuel oil amid 

the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as the rising production capacity of low-sulfur ship-use fuel oil in 

various countries, Port of Singapore recorded a significant drop in oil products throughput. South 

Korea was also impacted by the sharp decline in fuel demand, with its crude oil imports and refinery 

operating rates falling, and liquid bulks throughputs of major oil bulks ports in South Korea staying 

depressed. 

(5) Production and operation pressure of global terminal operators doubled 

In the second quarter of 2020, the negative impact caused by the pandemic continued to ferment. 

The global industrial chain was under in-depth restructuring, trade protectionism was on a rise, and 

economic and trade activities were impeded. This resulted in insufficient supply of container sources, 

extensive shipping suspension of liner companies, and further increased production and operation 

pressure on global terminal operators. It is expected that in the next stage, global terminal operators 

will remain cautious about port operations, and investment growth will continue to slow down. 

Among the five global major terminal operators, except China Merchants Port which recorded 

growth against the trend, with its total container throughput and equity throughput rising by 6.4% 

and 8.2% year-on-year, respectively, to 30.03 million TEUs and 11.499 million TEUs, all the other 

global major terminal operators suffered negative growth. AP Mueller-Maersk's global cargo 

volume dipped due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and its terminal production fell the most, by 13.7% 

in throughput on the consolidated statement year-on-year. The pandemic situation aggravation in 

the Philippines dealt a heavy blow to its domestic consumption, production and logistics. As a result, 

the production and operation performance of ICTSI fell sharply, with its equity throughput falling 



 

 

by 10.7% year-on-year to 2.29 million TEUs. Amid the growing external market uncertainties, 

COSCO Shipping Ports' container throughput and equity throughput both declined, down by 3.2% 

and 8.8% year-on-year, respectively, doubling the operating pressure. DP World's shipping and 

logistics operations were severely challenged by the pandemic. Coupled with the loss of low-profit 

cargoes at its home port of Port of Jebel Ali, the group's container throughput fell by 8.8% year-on-

year to 16.71 million TEUs. 

In the face of the pandemic, various terminal operators have taken different measures in parallel 

to fully exert their own capabilities and advantages, so as to secure profitability and minimize 

negative impacts. For example, AP Mueller-Maersk benefited from its strict cost control and Maersk 

Line's flexible capacity deployment on the global route network. In the second quarter, AP Muller-

Maersk maintained positive growth in operating profit. China Merchants Port actively promoted 

smart port construction to integrate the port industry and digital technologies in depth, so as to 

enhance its competitiveness through digitalization and strengthen risk resilience. DP World sped up 

its pace in transforming traditional shipping businesses to comprehensive logistics services 

throughout the supply chain. It acquired upstream and downstream companies and expanded freight 

forwarding and shipping businesses to improve logistics services, enhance port logistics supply 

chain flexibility, and resist epidemics and other uncertainties. 

 

 

 


