
 

 

Throughput of Global Ports Gradually Climbs in Q3 2020 

Shanghai International Shipping Institute recently released the Global Port Development 

Report of Q3 2020. According to the report, with the resumption of work and production and the 

implementation of consumption stimulus policies in major countries of the world in the third quarter 

of 2020, the global economic growth is expected to rise slightly, and both supply and demand sides 

of global trade show signs of recovery. In this context, the throughput of major ports in the world 

gradually picked up in the third quarter, boosting the performance of port throughput in the first 

three quarters, but the container throughput has not yet recovered to the level in the same period last 

year. 

In the third quarter, the cargo throughput of major ports in the world grew by about 4.5% year-

on-year, up by 3.2 percentage points from that in the second quarter. The decline rate of container 

throughput of major ports in the world narrowed by 6 percentage points to -2.2% compared with 

that in the second quarter. The global dry bulk cargo throughput showed a W-shaped trend, iron ore 

throughput continued to grow steadily, and the coal import and export market registered both weak 

supply and demand. The dry bulk cargo throughput of major ports in the world displayed divergent 

trends of growth. The throughput of major dry bulk cargo ports in China all showed a rising trend. 

As the international oil price drops, liquid bulk cargo throughput of major ports in the world has 

further improved. Although most of the ports were still in the negative growth range, the decline 

rates had narrowed, and China's liquid bulk cargo ports as a whole still maintained high-speed 

growth. In terms of global terminal operators, all terminal operators, except COSCO Shipping Ports 

Limited and APM Terminals, achieved sound growth, and the equity container throughput of China 

Merchants Port showed the highest year-on-year growth. However, the prospect for the COVID-19 

pandemic is still unclear, and the major terminal operators will continue to maintain a cautious 

attitude toward port investment and operation in the future. 

(1) Cargo throughput of global ports shows sound growth  

In the third quarter, with the resumption of work and production and the implementation of 

consumption stimulus policies in major countries of the world, the global economy was in 

accelerated recovery, and the throughput of major ports in the world gradually picked up. The 

cargo throughput in the third quarter grew by 4.5% year on year, up by 3.2 percentage points from 

that in the second quarter. The throughput of the world's top 20 ports (ranking based on cargo 

throughput) continued to improve, with a total cargo throughput of 2.59 billion tons in the third 

quarter, up 4.2% year on year. The good performance in the third quarter boosted the port throughput 

in the first three quarters. Among the top 20 ports, 70% saw their cumulative throughput in the first 

three quarters return to positive growth, but some ports still showed no obvious signs of recovery. 

In the third quarter, China's economic activities have returned to normal, the manufacturing 

demand has recovered steadily, and the basic consumption demand has remained at a high level, all 

of which has boosted the recovery of import and export trade and led to a year-on-year growth rate 

of GDP at 4.9%. Driven by the continuous market rebound, the Chinese mainland's ports above the 

designated size recorded a cargo throughput of 3.85 billion tons, rising by 7.4% year on year. Among 

the coastal ports, the cargo throughput of Tangshan Port and Huanghua Port rose significantly due 



 

 

to the sharp increase in coal demand in the Circum-Bohai Sea region before the overhaul of Datong-

Qinhuangdao line in October. Beibu Gulf Port maintained a 20%-30% rise in cargo throughput for 

many consecutive months, benefiting from the New Western Land-Sea Corridor strategy. Dalian 

Port saw a further decline in cargo throughput growth since the sharp decrease in China's trade 

demand in the early stage of COVID-19 outbreak caused the partial transfer of domestic trade goods 

to Yingkou Port, plus the global outbreak of COVID-19 in the later stage led to insufficient foreign 

demand.  

Among international ports, Port of Busan still saw wide negative growth in cargo throughput 

due to a new wave of COVID-19 outbreaks at the end of this quarter. Singapore's economy is 

recovering in an orderly manner, with manufacturing industry rebounding ahead of other sectors. 

Although its port cargo throughput growth in the third quarter was still negative, the rate 

significantly narrowed by 11.54 percentage points compared with that in the second quarter. Port of 

Hedland saw sound growth in cargo throughput in the third quarter, benefiting from the continuous 

high output of Australian iron ore producers and the strong growth of iron ore demand driven by 

China's economic recovery. Port of Rotterdam registered continuous decline in cargo throughput in 

the third quarter due to the drop of steel output in the hinterland and the decrease of oil products and 

natural gas demand in Europe. Driven by the strong recovery of container cargo demand in the Far 

East and Europe, the decline rate of cargo throughput at Port of Antwerp significantly narrowed by 

9.8 percentage points to -3.4%. Thanks to the slightly relaxed epidemic prevention and control 

measures and warehouse replenishment for Christmas, the decline rate of cargo throughput at the 

Port of Hamburg narrowed to -8.6% in the third quarter. Due to the reopening of large retail stores, 

the stockpiling of goods for winter holidays and the increase of e-commerce consumption, the Port 

of Long Beach in the United States saw a significant rebound in container throughput growth this 

quarter, turning from negative to positive (8.1%). Brazil's Port of Santos maintained a high cargo 

throughput growth rate (8.2%), benefiting from the steady export growth of sugar, soybean and 

other goods.  

(2) Container throughput of global ports registers rebound momentum  

Driven by the proactive economic policies of various countries, together with the gradual 

unlocking of ports and the cautious recovery of container liner operation, the global container 

market experienced a strong recovery in the third quarter of 2020. However, due to the sharp drop 

in trade demand in the first half of the year and re-lockdown of some container ports amid the second 

wave of COVID-19 outbreak at the end of the third quarter, the container throughput growth of 

major ports in the world generally remained negative in the first three quarters of 2020.  

The global economy is gradually recovering and the market demand has picked up modestly, 

especially the strong demand for container cargo export from China to the US and Europe. In 

addition, the trunk liner companies further rolled back the number of suspended activities, boosting 

the obvious recovery of the Asia-Western America route. This has promoted the container 

throughput growth in Chinese mainland ports. Chinese mainland ports recorded a container 

throughput of 72.41 million TEUs in the third quarter, with a year-on-year growth rate of 6.2%. 

Among Chinese ports, many saw their throughput growth turning from negative to positive, and the 

container throughput of other ports improved to varying degrees. Ningbo-Zhoushan Port showed 

excellent performance in container throughput in the third quarter and recovery of container 



 

 

throughput in the first three quarters to the level in the same period of last year, primarily because 

it has continuously promoted strategic cooperation with container trunk line shipping companies 

and benefited from the significant increase of sea-rail combined transport business. Guangzhou Port, 

driven by the new domestic and foreign trade liner routes, achieved growth in container throughput 

against the downward trend. Shanghai Port, affected by the ongoing pandemic, a sharp drop in 

schedule reliability and the reduction in the number of liners calling at ports, saw a slight year-on-

year decline in container throughput in the first three quarters.  

The international ports witnessed a relatively weak rebound momentum, and many ports were 

still in the negative growth range in the third quarter. The container throughput of Port of Busan and 

Port of Kwangyang have not yet recovered from the negative impact of weak trade demand and 

transport capacity reduction caused by the COVID-19 outbreak. The year-on-year growth rates of 

their container throughput were still negative in the third quarter, that is, -4.6% and -4.9%, 

respectively. Port of Rotterdam saw the growth rate of container throughput in the first three quarters 

showing a "V-shaped" trend due to the serious impact of the COVID-19 in the early stage and the 

increase in the volume of transferred containers and export containers in the third quarter. Due to 

the sharp decline of container throughput between Port of Hamburg and its largest container trader, 

China, the container throughput of Port of Hamburg in the third quarter fell by 23.6% year-on-year. 

The Port of Los Angeles saw the container throughput in the third quarter significantly increase by 

5.8%, since the imbalance of import and export led to a large rise in the number of empty containers 

shipped overseas and large retailers increased the import demand for replenishing inventory in 

winter. However, due to the shrinking of the US container trade and the large-scale suspension of 

shipping caused by the pandemic in the first half of the year, the cumulative container throughput 

of the Port of Los Angeles in the first three quarters still recorded a negative growth rate of 8.9%.  

(3) Dry bulk cargo throughput of global major ports posts a slight increase in growth rate 

In the third quarter of 2020, the global dry bulk cargo throughput showed a W-shaped trend, 

falling rapidly at the beginning of the period and rebounding strongly at the end of the period. Baltic 

Dry Index (BDI) closed at 1,725 points on September 30, with an average of 1,522 points in the 

third quarter, down by 25% year on year. In addition, the coal import and export market witnessed 

both weak supply and demand, while iron ore throughput continued to rise steadily.  

In this context, the dry bulk cargo throughput of major ports in the world showed a slight 

increase in growth rate, among which, the dry bulk cargo throughput of major ports in China 

maintained steady growth. The dry bulk cargo throughput of major ports in the world showed 

divergent trends of growth. Among Chinese ports, Tangshan Port and Huanghua Port registered 

excellent performance in the dry bulk cargo throughput, mainly because the major power plants 

along the coast and river dispatched additional ships to the Bohai Rim ports to load coal in advance 

to avoid the overhaul of Datong-Qinhuangdao line in October. As a result, the throughput of major 

coal ports in Hebei province showed high growth in the third quarter. Tangshan Port even surpassed 

Ningbo-Zhoushan Port and became the largest dry bulk cargo port in this quarter. Among the 

international ports, Port of Hedland maintained stable growth in cargo throughput in the third quarter, 

benefiting from the continuous high output of Australian iron ore producers and rising demand for 

iron ore in China. Brazil's Port of Santos maintained a high growth rate of 17.4% in the dry bulk 

cargo throughput in the third quarter, benefiting from the steady export growth of sugar, soybean 



 

 

and other goods, but at a rate slightly lower than the high growth rate of 36.8% in the second quarter. 

Port of Rotterdam and Port of Hay Point saw steep fall in the dry bulk cargo throughput in the third 

quarter due to the drop of steel output in the hinterland and the sharp decline in coking coal sent to 

China, respectively.  

(4) Liquid bulk cargo throughput of major ports in the world continues to show divergent 

trends of growth 

In the third quarter, with the gradual recovery of global economy and trade, the global crude 

oil price fluctuated upward, but fell slightly at the end of this quarter. In the third quarter, the oil 

price bottomed out. At the beginning of this quarter, Brent crude oil price rose from $40 to $46, the 

highest, but then fell back due to insufficient support of the fundamentals, encountered strong 

bilateral resistance around $40 and repeatedly fluctuated around this price. OPEC and other major 

oil producing countries continue to support oil prices through production cuts. However, due to 

relatively weak demand and great uncertainty generated by the pandemic, the marginal effect of 

production reduction has fallen. Therefore, the liquid bulk cargo throughput of major ports in the 

world continued to show divergent trends of growth. China's liquid bulk cargo ports still maintained 

a favorable upward trend in the second quarter, while other major liquid bulk cargo ports in the 

world saw further weakened growth, except Port of Singapore, which saw its throughput growth 

turning from negative to positive supported by high demand for low sulfur fuel oil. The oil trade at 

South Korean ports was hit hard due to the low international oil prices, and the COVID-19 outbreak 

continued to suppress demand of its major trade partners, that is, the United States and Europe. The 

liquid bulk cargo throughput of European ports stayed constrained due to the decreased demand for 

oil products, the decline of refining margins and the high level of natural gas reserve.  

(5) Global terminal operators' throughput picks up 

In the third quarter of 2020, the demand for container transportation rose sharply due to the 

surge of import demand after outbreak control was lifted in some European and American countries, 

as well as the continuous improvement of China's export since the second quarter. In the third 

quarter, the shipping volume of trans-Pacific routes continued to grow, and global terminal operators 

showed a good momentum of growth.  

Among the top five global terminal operators, China Merchants Port seized the opportunity of 

strong economic recovery, actively completed the global strategic layout, promoted the digital 

transformation, achieved a rapid rebound in port business, and realized double surges in throughput, 

with its total container throughput and equity container throughput increasing by 12.8% and 17.7% 

year on year, respectively, to 32.698 million TEUs and 12.637 million TEUs. DP World and ICTSI 

also stopped falling and turned for stable growth. The total container throughput of DP World rose 

by 3.1% year on year to 18.289 million TEUs, and equity container throughput of the ICTSI also 

achieved positive growth of 3.1% to 2.627 million TEUs. Although COSCO Shipping Ports 

Limited's equity container throughput (-0.7%) and APM Terminals' consolidated container 

throughput (-3.7%) were still in negative growth range, the decline rates were significantly narrower 

than those in the second quarter.  

In the post-pandemic era, the accelerating divergence in global trade pattern and frequent trade 

frictions between major countries lead to changes in the structure of routes and container business 



 

 

volume in various trade regions, as well as the imbalance between supply and demand. Moreover, 

the current situation of the pandemic is still not optimistic, some countries and regions are in a 

second lockdown, and uncertainty remains. Therefore, it remains to be seen whether the major 

terminal operators can achieve stable operation in the next stage. Cautious approach is likely in 

terms of terminal investment and expansion, and low-risk investment including merger and 

acquisition will become the choice of many global terminal operators. 

 


