
Task 5.2 – 
Empty Container Management 

in the Baltic Sea Region 

Jutta Wolff & Nico Herz, Hamburg University of Technology

TransBaltic

TransBaltic Conference 
Skellefteå, May 2011



TransBaltic

15%

20%

25%

30%

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009
Worldwide EU 27
BSR excl. Russia Russia Baltic with EU 27

Motivation: Relevance of empty container 
management in the Baltic Sea Region

• Three arguments call for a deeper investigation of empty 
container management in the BSR:

1. Rising trade volumes 
of containerized goods

2. Strong imbalances 
of containerized 
trade flows

3. High share of empty 
containers of overall 
container turnover
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Share of empty containers on total turnover

Presentatör�
Presentationsanteckningar�
There are different aspects requiring a deeper investigation of empty container management in the Baltic Sea Region (BSR). Firstly there is the increasing containerisation in the region, the growth rates are above the European average. Secondly, there is a strong imbalance of inbound and outbound container volumes and the share of empties demanding for repositioning is quite high for some of the BSR bordering countries. 
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Results so far: Report on 
Empty Container Management in the BSR

• Objective of the report
−

 
to create transparency for empty container management in the BSR 
for the players of the container transport chain

• Provides insight on
– empty container facts in the BSR
– involved players
– reasons for and impact of empty movements
– potential measures to overcome negative impacts

Will be published soon on the TransBaltic Homepage!
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Thus, the main objective of this manual is to shed light on the challenges empty container management creates for the different players of the container transport chain in the BSR. In particular the following questions will be prevailing for the investigation: What is the situation of empty movements like in the BSR?

Which players are involved in what way in empty container management in general as well as in the BSR?

What is the impact like for the different players?

How do the different players deal with potential negative impacts?



Therefore at first, the specific situation of empty containers in the BSR is portrayed in chapter 2. In the following chapter 3 the main players of empty container management are introduced with their role in the transport chain, their interactions and specific insights with regard to the BSR concluded from the survey. A closer look on the impact empty movements have on the different players’ business is summarised in chapter 4. The final chapter 5 shows measures to overcome potential negative impacts of empty movements.
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Insights: Role of different players in the 
(empty) container transport chain
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• Empty container management is not 
the core interest of (most of the) port 
authorities.

• BUT they are affected by problems 
occurring from empty movements.

• Shipping lines are the most 
affected ones (owner and 
operator of containers).

• They are the decision makers in 
the transport chain regarding 
empty container management.

Presentatör�
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Special Roles: 

Shipping lines

Shipping lines are the decision makers in the transport chain regarding empty container management.



Coming from the survey results shipping lines seem to be the most affected ones regarding empty containers. Firstly the highest response rate among the different group of players mirrors a certain interest on that issue. Furthermore, shipping lines evaluated the impact empty containers have on their business less positive as e.g. in comparison to the other players and especially regarding costs rather negative. On the other hand, a remarkable amount of answers has to be stated as well indicating that empty containers are also creating benefits for them. Nevertheless, being owner and operator of containers they are the decision makers in context of empty container management.





Port authorities

Empty container management is not in the core interest of most of the port authorities.

Nevertheless port authorities are affected of several impacts and problems occurring from empty movements. Thus they are getting involved in that issue.



The picture reflected by the survey regarding the port authorities’ perspective on empty container management is rather heterogeneous. Several answers indicate that containers are not in line of their activities and not in their area of responsibility. They further stated that no data on empty movements are known to them. Thus it can be concluded that for some port authorities this issue is simply not considered as core interest. On the other hand, some port authorities - especially from those completing the questionnaire - a certain interest on that issue could be accounted. Even though port authorities of landlord ports are not actively managing container flows, they are affected in terms of provisioning transport infrastructure and industrial areas in the port. Among the respondents it was reflected, that e.g. in the boom years regarding cargo handling up to 2008 capacities in the port were already saturated. This is also awaited to occur again assuming increasing cargo turnover for upcoming years and clients of the port authority are supposed to demand for space vacancy then. Another remarkable comment was a description of shortages of empty containers in the port region and the impact on the economic development. Here this issue was tackled by the port authority in interest of the regional development. Thus it can be concluded that some port authorities which are affected by the impacts of empty containers are getting involved in that issue. 



Also regional authorities are required to get involved.

Finally there are parties being indirectly involved by the impact occurring from empty movement or the impact their decisions have on empty movements respectively. These are e.g. regional authorities which are having an influence on port operations, like spatial or transport planning authorities.

{Hautau 2008 #77}, p.29
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Insights: 
Potential measures
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• There is not one single measure solving all problems.

• When choosing a measure involved players and the problem 
context have to be considered.

• From the survey results some insight have been gained on how 
different players evaluate the success of measures:
– ICT measures:  information exchange platforms were evaluated as 

being successful,
– Managerial measures: the network design of empty depots seems to 

be promising,
– Pricing measures: giving incentives can help to channel the flow of 

empty containers.

A deeper investigation is required!

Presentatör�
Presentationsanteckningar�
When it comes to strategies and measures to overcome problems arising from empty container repositioning, the involved player(s) as well as the problem context have to be considered carefully. Some measures may solve the problem for one but leads to further problems for other players. In the following different measures are portrayed.



Regarding ICT measures the Virtual Container Yard is evaluated as the most promising measure.

Several managerial measures got a relatively good rating, whereof the network design and the usage of spare ship capacities revealed as being most promising.

Giving incentives for the return of a specific container type seems to be the most promising measure among the pricing measures.

Foldable containers are evaluated diversified: some players see potential for improvement others  do not.
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Outlook: 
Case studies for deeper investigation 

• 2-4 case studies will be conducted up from July 2011

• Each case study will deepen a specific measure to overcome 
challenges occurring from empty containers.

• Therefore it is planned to involve partners being interested in 
assessing or implementing the measure in their business 
processes. 
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For further information, please contact:
Jutta Wolff
Institute for Transport Planning and Logistics
Hamburg University of Technology
Email: jutta.wolff@tu-harburg.de
Tel: +49 (0)40 42878 2110

THANK YOU 
for your attention 

TransBaltic
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