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With the cancellation of sales and shipping 
contracts, late delivery of goods, and emergencies in 
response to the Covid-19 pandemic, firstly 
announced in China, maritime importers, exporters, 
and travelers have been globally affected. One 
should not forget that maritime transportation is 
responsible for over 80% of global trade by volume 
and China is home to several busiest ports of the 
world. It is challenging to predict the long-term 
economic effects of the pandemic considering the 
large degree of uncertainty surrounding it. 
Nonetheless, devastating short-term effects are 
obvious by monitoring the followings indicator of 
the maritime industry1: 

1. Increased missed port calls (scheduled vessel
calls that do not occur due to the lack of
volume)

2. Decreased commodity in transit (the amount of
a commodity that is in transit aboard ships)

3. Increased floating storage (the amount of a
commodity on board that are idle)

Canadian ports with contribution to over 20% of 
countries import and export and over 213,000 direct 
and indirect jobs2 are no exception. They are 
affected by/contributed to the following issues:

1. Port traffic reduction (e.g., (a): Suspension of
maritime cargo transportation3: If continued,
this could be devastating following 2019, a
year in which large Canadian ports
experienced throughput reduction4; (b)
Reduction in supply (e.g., due to factory
closure/reduced production capacity)).

2. Challenges in conducting manual operations
(e.g., manual paperwork).

3. Build-up of empty shipping containers.
4. Practicing/supporting risk control measures

(e.g., (a): Extending the validity of Canadian
marine personnel certificates (certificate of
proficiency and medical certificate for six
months), (b): Suspension of maritime
passenger transport5.6, (c): Publishing safety
brochures for ports7 and shipping lines8, (d):
Quarantine/denial of vessels9, (e): Active
disinfection10, and (f): Shore leave access
monitoring by seafarer either for short break or
crew change11).

However, risk control measures in the form of loss 
prevention (decreasing the likelihood) and loss 
reduction (decreasing the severity)12, if designed/
practiced inappropriately, could have a negative 
domino effect. 
For example, stopping access to shore - which is 
granted by International Maritime Organization 
(IMO)’s Convention on Facilitation of International 
Maritime Traffic and also International Labor 
Organization (ILO)’s conventions for those who 
have lived on board for weeks – affects quality of life 
and touches emotional wellbeing which might 
consequently decrease shipping performance and 
also increase accidents by affecting their situational 
awareness. For the case of shore leave access, 
Transport Canada responded to malpractice of some 
ports in March 2020 by reemphasizing the 
importance of shore leave access13.
That being said, from a wider perspective, risk 
managers at ports must consider the interaction 
among factors (and avoid silo approach) when 
devising/implementing new measures, especially 
when it comes to unprecedented risks. 
In addition, ports must monitor the market closely 
and strictly collaborate with logistics partners to 
prepare for timely actions when the tide turns. Piled 
up empty containers must be returned, and perishable 
commodity and agriculture products must be 
delivered as quickly as possible (e.g., by tight 
scheduling and incentivizing to use of bigger ships 
considering port’s capacity). In the meantime, 
communication with cruise liners and their partners 
to adjust new schedules is pivotal. Besides, ports 
must get prepared for throughput surge when the 
story is over. This will put extra pressure on facilities, 
examine the new levels of readiness and call for new 
risks.
Last but not least, the ripple effects on the global 
economy and ports will be felt for some time to come 
even if the virus is eliminated entirely in the 
foreseeable future. It is inevitable to predict the 
throughput contraction curve (turning point and 
recovery form). For the recovery curve which also 
determines the recovery time, generally, it is V- or U-
shaped (slow/quick recovery) and considering the 
situation, it seems that we will experience a U-shape 
recovery. 



03

M
E 

M
ag

17

M
E 

M
ag

THEMARITIME Economist

INFocus

This becomes more challenging, considering 
development plans in Vancouver, Prince Rupert, 
Montreal and Halifax ports14, if Covid-19 
disturbance lasts for a long time and exacerbated by 
recession15. Besides, ports as the ‘middlemen of 
trade’ affect a broad range of stakeholders and any 
such disruptions quickly affect them at different 
scales, supposedly starting by those with low power 
and high interest, among which cargo handling, 
warehousing, trucking, rail and intermodal shipping, 
and other supporting businesses  are most vulnerable 
ones.
Resources
1.https://unctad.org/en/pages/newsdetails.aspx?
OriginalVersionID=2296
2 A recent study by the Association of Canadian Port
Authorities (http://www.acpa-ports.net/).
3 This situation has affected both export and import.
So, for those ports heavily dependent on transpacific
container traffic (i.e., Vancouver and Prince Rupert
ports), it means far fewer ships. According to the
Vancouver port website, trade with China, Japan,
and South Korea accounts for over half of freight
volume at Canada's Pacific gateway. Besides, it is
reported that Vancouver port container traffic from
China decreased by 20% in January 2020 compared
to the same month last year. However, for those in
Canada’s East Coast ports with no direct service to
China, there has been no significant impact from the
virus as of March 2020, but this would not for a long
time. For example, the Port of Halifax has direct
links with Europe and considering Europe is now the
hot spot for COVID-19, it could happen very soon.
The situation would be more complicated for the
Montreal port as most of its trade with Asia (30% of
all Montreal cargo), is transshipped in Europe. As
posted on its website, considering ports difficulty
finding their Asian leg and slowed handling
capabilities at transshipment ports in Europe, this
port expects 13% cargo decline in 2020 on
COVID-19.
4 According to the Vancouver port website it
experienced 14% fall on trade with China as its
largest partner in 2019 amid Political tensions. Also,
the total container throughput growth of Canadian
ports decelerated from 5.2% in 2018 to 4% in 2019.

5 Transport Canada, 2020, Ship safety bulletin, No. 
05/2020.
6 Cruise shipping suspension to those capable of 
carrying more than 500 passengers and crew 
members - came into action by Canada government 
on March 18 2020 and remaining in action until July 
1 2020 - significantly affect eastern Canada’s cruise 
ship season (e.g., from/to Port Saint John, the Port of 
Halifax and the Port of Sydney normally getting 
underway in late April).
7 https://www.tc.gc.ca/en/services/marine/
documents/Keeping-you-safe-at-work_acc.pdf
8 https://www.tc.gc.ca/en/services/marine/
documents/20-AA-35-
HEALTH_REPORTING_SHIPS_17X11_EN_acc.pd
f. There are also guidelines provided by international
organizations, e.g., International Chamber of
Shipping (ICS)
9 According to globalnews.ca a cargo ship (Siem
Cicero) carrying cars from Germany denied entry to
the Halifax port as some crew members displayed
Covid-19 symptoms.
10 According to the port of Montreal website, a
positive a longshoreman tested positive which forced
the termination of activities at the port from Friday
night March 27 to the Saturday morning to track
longshoreman’s footprint, disinfect related
machineries, and identify and temporary withdraw
coworkers.
11 Transport Canada, 2020, Ship safety bulletin, No.
06/2020.
12 According to Saint John, Halifax and Sydney
ports’ websites, they are expecting to lose out over
145,000 passengers with government announcement
on suspension of maritime passenger transport.
13 Transport Canada, 2020, Ship safety bulletin, No.
04/2020.
14 According to ports’ websites Montreal port is
expanding its Viau container terminal and has the
plan to construct its fifth terminal. Also, Halifax port
is about to extend it berth at its south end container
terminal. Prince Rupert port is expanding its
container yard and in Vancouver port’s Centerm
container terminal expansion is underway. Also, all
ports are improving road and rail access.
15 https://www.maritime-executive.com/article/
ports-wait-for-pandemic-peak
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