Fewer ports, more hubbing 
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SO WHAT can a ship operator of large vessels costing up to $37M per year do? Can he reduce the round voyage time even more? Before the upsurge in Chinese business on the Europe-Asia trades, many service strings deployed nine ships on a round voyage of 63 days, but the increased segmentation and reduction in port calls has led to many strings now deploying eight ships on 56-day round voyages.

Would greater emphasis on a hub-and-spoke concept in North Europe help? Dr Alfred Baird, the head of Maritime Research Group at Napier University, Edinburgh believes so. Dr Baird has been championing the cause of a 4M TEU dedicated hub port being established at Scapa Flow in the Scottish Orkney Islands, where there would be no practical draught limitations and therefore no wasted time associated with the need to await tidal windows that sometimes affect ships using river ports like Antwerp. He considers that savings in ship time can, in conjunction with further tightening of ship itineraries at the other end of the trades, provide the time savings that could reduce round voyage times still further. Feeder costs would be offset by the substantial savings in charter hire/ship finance costs and reduced port charges. Further savings would arise from smart cargo selection, which would actually reduce feeder costs to destinations such as the Baltic areas and northern parts of the UK compared with their current routing and transport operation. Planning permission for the Scapa terminal, the blueprint of which is for a covered terminal comprising two canal channels formed between the islands of Flotta and the Calf of Flotta, is expected by the end of this year.
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