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Abstract: The following article presents the situation on the maritime container transport 

market in the Baltic Sea Region. In the first part the author focuses on describing the specifics 

of the economic and geopolitical area of the Baltic Sea. The following parts include the 

market container shipping description along with its individual participants, such as carriers 

or seaports. Finally, the dynamic development of Polish container ports and their leading role 

in the region are presented. 
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1. Introduction 

The global container shipping market has grown by 1200% since 1980. This result 

illustrates the relevance and effectiveness of the concept of cargo movement in unified 

containers, which, as the idea, was developed in the 1950s. World maritime transport needed 

an invention that would be able to solve the problems encountered at that historical time by 

ports and shipping companies. The container was a perfect solution, that dramatically reduced 

the cost of transport and simplified the entire transport process. 

Currently, the technology of container handling has reached an extremely high level.        

A new technology dedicated to handling metal boxes, has been developed. Bridge and quay 

cranes, masts, Reach Stackers, professional grabs, are not the only new solutions of 

containerization. The whole new system of containerized cargo transportation has been 

invented. The concept assumes the transport of cargo on various means of transport, where 

the time of moving goods from one place to another is reduced to a minimum level. Global 

containerized shipping chains have emerged to create transport cheaper and faster. 

Due to the global development of containerization, many countries from different parts of 

the world have also gained a lot of advantages. One of them is the Baltic Sea Region, which, 

supported by its location, is a natural link integrating the economies of individual countries of 

the geographical area. Its particular features makes maritime transport a strategic area for 

common interests in the region. For centuries, shipping has been the main reason for the 
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development of intense trade relations. After 1989, as the neighbouring countries re-

established their economic and diplomatic contacts, in the new geopolitical situation, there 

was a process of renewal of historical ties as well. What is more many previous trade routes 

were reactivated, and the average annual trade between the countries of the region increased 

only between 1994 and 1996 by about 32%. 

As it was mentioned, the purpose of this paper is to present the specific characteristics of 

the maritime container shipping market in the Baltic Sea Region. Shipping companies 

providing services in this area thrive on the upward trend that characterizes global trade. As     

a research method, the analysis of professional literature in the field of container shipping and 

study of scientific articles related to the topic described were used.  

 

2. Characteristics of the Baltic Sea Region 

The Baltic Sea Region consists of several countries i.e.: Denmark, Estonia, Finland, 

Lithuania, Latvia, Germany, Poland, Russia and Sweden. Each of these nine countries borders 

to the costs of the Baltic Sea. In the literature, interchangeably with the term Baltic Sea 

Region, concepts such as the Baltic Europe and the Baltic Sea Area are also used. 

There has been a long tradition of cooperation between non-governmental organizations, 

regional and local authorities as well as the business sector. These entities closely cooperate 

to form the so-called Pan-Baltic chain of organizations. Today’s Baltic Sea Region would not 

exist without the first organizations of such type. Undoubtedly, the European Community has 

played a major role in shaping the present Baltic Area. The important breakthrough moment 

became in the nineties of twentieth century. With the fall of the so-called Iron Curtain and the 

end of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, new free countries were proclaimed in Europe 

(Estonia, Lithuania and Latvia appeared on the Baltic Sea coastline). The establishment of the 

Maastricht Treaty and the creation of the European Union have both given rise to 

transformations throughout the whole continent [Toczyski, 1999]. 

The Baltic Sea Region is not only based on relationships between neighbouring countries, 

but is also created by synergy effect in the larger international body. In order to create             

a positive effect, it is necessary to coordinate the appropriate legal tools as well as the 

regional and EU strategies together with additional elements that will be the basis for 

cooperation that will facilitate communication in the BSR (BSR – Baltic Sea Region
 
). These 

elements form larger groups that in result will have close ties and are dependent on each 

other. 
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The main core of existence of the Baltic Sea Region lies within international co-operation. 

The cooperation model of the Baltic States consists of four aspects: political, economic, 

environmental and cultural cooperation [Palmowski, 2006]. It is also worth to note that beside 

the mentioned pillars there is one additional of transport, which drives all the other pillars of 

cooperation. 

The potential of the Baltic Sea region is over 100 million population and the dynamics of 

the transformation processes in the former Eastern countries. The development of trade in the 

Baltic Region in recent years has been possible thanks to the reduction or elimination of 

customs duties and the facilitation of the flow of goods and persons across borders. The 

emergence of a common European market, which after the enlargement in 2004 of the Union, 

covers almost all the Baltic Sea states. It contributed to the strengthening of the economic ties 

between these countries and thus the intensification of trade and economic growth of the 

whole region. The result is stable economic growth as well as production increase in mass and 

value of transported loads [Palmowski, 2006]. 

The strength, position and specificity of each of the Baltic States affects the position of 

the entire Region both in Europe and in the world. The importance of the Baltic Sea Region 

increased significantly after the enlargement of the European Union to the Baltic States. 

Although this area is considered as one of the most developed region in the world, the 

economic level of the countries in this area is very diverse. The Baltic Area includes both the 

richest countries in the world and one of the poorer countries in Europe. By comparing and 

drawing conclusions from differences, one can divide the BSR into two groups, mainly 

economic ones. The first consists of western and northern BSR countries i.e. Denmark, 

Finland, Germany and Sweden. The Group is characterized by a high level of development as 

well as competitiveness, a stable economic market and technological advancement. The 

second group represents countries in the south-eastern part of the BSR, such as Estonia, 

Lithuania, Latvia, Poland and Russia. This group includes the newest members of the EU - 

states that have undergone political and economic transformation: from socialism and 

communism to civil democracy and capitalism. These countries are characterized by a less 

developed economic market but have the potential for future rapid development [Palmowski, 

2006]. 

Countries that have led the way since 2013 in the rate of GDP growth are the so-called 

Baltic tigers - Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia. Differences in shaping the path of growth of 

these countries towards other countries of the region resulted from its different structure. 

Since 2011, domestic demand, both investment and consumption, has grown rapidly in 
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Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, which was largely a result of the strong recession that followed 

by the global financial crisis. Additionally, in the years 2011-2012, there was a strong 

increase in exports. This was due, on the one hand, to the lower exposure of the Baltic states 

to the crisis of the euro zone, and to the larger CEE interconnections with Eastern European 

markets, especially to Russia, which experienced economic recovery. This situation changed 

in 2013. While domestic demand continued to grow at a relatively fast pace (especially 

consumer demand, influenced by rapid wage growth), a noticeable slowdown in export 

growth was also noticeable. In the first quarter of 2014, export dynamics in the Baltic states 

fell below zero [National Polish Bank, 2014]. 

The indicator, which perfectly illustrates the economic condition of the states, is the level 

of trade. The negative changes in GDP in the Baltic States have had their effects on foreign 

trade. This trend is represented by the period of the financial crisis, which began in 2007. The 

lowest level of international exchange was observed in the second quarter of 2009, where 

trade fell by 33.6% in Denmark, and by 48.5% in Lithuania. The largest drop in export flows 

was observed in Germany (EUR -175.9bn), Sweden (EUR -30.6bn), Finland (EUR -20.6bn) 

and Poland (EUR -19.5 billion EUR). At the same time, imports fell mainly in Germany 

(EUR -133.0 billion), Poland (EUR -36.8bn), Sweden (EUR -28.6bn) and Finland (EUR -

19.0bn) [Matczak, 2010]. 

 

3. Container transport market in the Baltic Sea 

The Baltic Sea is a small geographical area, heavily exploited by shipping lines. There are 

about 320 ports together with transhipment terminals that provided new jobs in the maritime 

sector [Neider and Marciniak-Neider, 2006]. 

The main route of container transport begins with the entrance to the Baltic Sea. The 

basic gates of water are the Danish Straits and the Kiel Canal. Then the strongest container 

streams hold towards the Gulf of Finland, where the largest transhipment port in the Baltic 

area is located i.e. St. Petersburg. Smaller branches are heading from the Gulf of Bothnia and 

Gdansk. The main stream of container shipping is done in the east-west relation. Largest 

cluster of container ports can be noted in Finland, Sweden or Denmark, which is reflected in 

the classification of the largest container ports of the BSR, and the structure of container 

traffic by the Baltic states [Balquest, 2010]. 

Container services in the Baltic are provided by 17 several companies. On the noticeable 

first position is the entity named Unifeeder with a fleet capacity of nearly 30,000 TEUs (TEU 

- Twenty-foot equivalent unit, a measure used for capacity in container transportation
 
) and 35 
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units. The second was the Mediterranean Shipping Company (MSC). The fleet capacity held 

by the Swiss company was more than 22,000 TEUs and the number of vessels was 14 units. 

German Team Lines, occupying a third place, had 16 units with a total capacity of 15.5 

thousand TEUs [Matczak, 2010]. 

Another important element in the characteristics of the Baltic container transport market 

is the structure of services provided by individual transport operators. Shipping lines 

operating in the Baltic Sea Region mainly offer feeder services between the ports of the Baltic 

Sea and the ports of the North Sea (Hamburg, Rotterdam, Bremerhaven, Antwerp). However, 

they use different operating strategies on the market. Some feeder companies have only one 

port and some up to five such lines as Unifeeder have up to 20 ports [Matczak, 2010]. 

An important event was noticed in 2010. Maersk introduced direct links to the Baltic port 

of ocean vessels from Asia. The first such merger was made by extending the Maersk AE10 

service between Asia and Europe, which previously ended in the cities of Gothenburg and 

Aarhus. Currently ocean-going vessels of the Triple-E class of the Danish carrier are also 

present in Gdansk. 

 

Table 1. Annual throughput in the 10 largest container ports in the Baltic Sea (in TEU) 

 

Port 2015 2016 2016/2015 

 

St. Petersburg 1 715 139 1 745 182 1,8% 

 

Gdańsk 1 091 202 1 299 373 19,1% 

 

Gothenburg 820 000 798 000 -2,7% 

 

Gdynia 684 796 642 195 -6,2% 

 

HaminaKotka 555 373 631 334 13,7% 

 

Aarhus 442 000 456 652 3,3% 

 

Helsinki 430 562 451 266 4,8% 

 

Klaipeda 392 674 443 312 12,9% 

 

Riga 355 241 385 937 8,6% 

 

Rauma 262 567 255 905 -2,5% 

 

Sum 6 749 554 7 109 156 5,3% 

Source: Rozmarynowska-Mrozek M. (2017) Wzrost przeładunków w większości z Top 10 bałtyckich portów 

kontenerowych w 2016 roku. Actia Forum, Gdynia. 

In 2016, throughput in the top 10 container ports in the Baltic Sea increased by 5.3% and 

reached the level of 7.1 million TEUs. More than half of the top ten ports noted the growth 

(St. Petersburg, Gdańsk, Hamina Kotka, Aarhus, Klaipeda, Riga, Helsinki). The biggest 

changes in volume throughput occurred in the city of Gdansk. In 2016, this port reloaded 

19.1% more than in 2015 and reached nearly the level of 1.3 million TEUs. Significant 
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growth, however at a lower level, was also noted by the port of Klaipeda (+ 12.9%) reaching 

over 443 thousand TEUs. High growth could also be recorded in Hamina Kotka (+ 13.7%). 

Among the ports that noted a decreased level of reloading (Gothenburg, Gdynia, Rauma), the 

most significant drops occurred in Gdynia (-6.2%). Among the remaining ports of the top ten 

throughput, the growth was not significant by only a negligible percentage [Rozmarynowska-

Mrozek, 2017]. 

An important aspect affecting the entire maritime transport market is the so-called 

“Sulphur Directive”. The new regulation adopted by the European Parliament adapts EU law 

to the new rules of the International Maritime Organization. Since January 1
st
 2015, the 

Directive has required ship owners to reduce their sulphur content from 1% to 0.1% in fuels 

used by vessels in the Baltic Sea, the North Sea and the La Manche Channel. The new rules 

significantly influence the increases of the price of fuel. Prior to the Sulphur Directive it was 

argued that fuel prices, which are the most expensive component of vessel operating costs (up 

to 78% of the daily operating costs of a container ship), may increase from 45% to 80%. That 

would lead to consequence of the increase of transport costs by up to 50%. However, the 

recent global decrease in oil prices on world markets resulted in not as great as expected 

challenge of rising maritime transport costs [Portal Morski, 2015]. 

 

4. Polish container ports as an important link in the Baltic Sea Region 

World maritime trade is increasingly depended on containerization. The traditional gates 

to Europe are the ports located between Le Havre and Hamburg. However, this landscape has 

changed, as evidenced by direct ocean connections to the Deepwater Terminal in Gdansk. 

Increasingly large units, which are used by shipowners, require additional investment in port 

facilities. Due to the diversified infrastructure, transhipment capacities and commercial 

directions, container terminals in Gdansk, Gdynia, Szczecin and Świnoujście offer                   

a diversified range of services. These ports are well prepared to become key players in the 

Baltic region. In order to increase transhipment, however, the tax, customs and sanitation 

factors that inhibit their development should be tackled [Jones Lang LaSalle, 2013]. 

Currently there are 6 main container terminals in Poland, located in the ports of Gdansk, 

Gdynia and Szczecin - Świnoujście. Over the past years, the year-round volume of 

transhipping has increased to more than 2 million TEUs. Polish terminals differ in a number 

of parameters such as depth, transhipment capacity, directions of trade, infrastructure and 

development opportunities, which often results in their services being addressed to different 

customer. Only DCT Gdansk possess currently sufficient technical parameters to be able to 
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include the largest existing container vessels, including those with capacities of 18,000 TEUs. 

Due to the activity of Maersk Line operator, which has been established in Gdansk, the only 

one in the Baltic Sea, and the last port for its AE10 service, the terminal is mainly focused on 

cooperation with the Asia-Pacific region and transhipments to other ports in the Baltic. 

Terminals in Gdynia do not serve any direct ocean service and are focused on feeders which,  

carry loads from the largest ports in Western Europe. Therefore, the goods unloaded in 

Gdynia are often from other regions of the world, such as both Americas and Europe. Smaller 

units (up to 2,500 TEUs) can benefit from the Kiel Canal, which can shorten the journey by 

two days compared to the route through the Danish straits. The Port of Szczecin, on the other 

hand, has the smallest navigational accessibility and is capable of accommodating ships with 

a maximum payload of up to 1,400 TEUs. It may, however, become an attractive to both local 

customers and those operating in eastern Germany. This port is also focused on serving 

feeders that are located in the major ports of Western Europe [Jones Lang LaSalle, 2013]. 

Considering what was mentioned above, it seems reasonable to state that each terminal 

offers a slightly different service and yet their offer is to a large extent complementary. 

Increasing transhipment capacity of Polish terminals may allow to recover the cargoes that 

had previously been directed to the major western ports. Currently, with the ability to handle 

the largest ships, DCT becomes a leading Baltic deep sea port, where cargo is being 

transported to customers in countries like Russia, Sweden, Finland and other Baltic States. 

Moreover, the natural features of this port, such as navigational accessibility, the absence of 

sea tides and limited level of ice cover in the winter and finally, the potential for expansion, 

suggest that DCT will strengthen its position in the Baltic in the future. In recent years the 

land infrastructure has been improved, thus the port has gained a convenient connection to the 

no. A1 motorway. As a result it enables the acquire customers located in southern Poland and 

in neighbouring countries [Jones Lang LaSalle, 2013]. 

Nevertheless, other Polish terminals intend to "alter into deep water" and invested in the 

infrastructure. To attract larger units, the port authorities in Gdynia (where the BCT and GCT 

terminals are located) intend to deepen the waterways as well as to increase the rotation. Plans 

for ports in Szczecin and Świnoujście include: deepening of waterways, modernization of 

roads and railways together with resumption of regular handling of container vessels at the 

terminal in Świnoujście (the first vessel to dock in April 2013 after the break). Significant 

value of Polish seaports is the possibility of their expansion. While Europe's largest ports are 

becoming increasingly crowded and their reserves are limited to certain level, the supply of 

land on the Polish coast seems to be unrestricted [Jones Lang LaSalle, 2013]. 
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5. Conclusions 

Due to its location, the Baltic Sea naturally binds the economies of the individual 

countries of the region. The data presented in the article clearly indicate the dynamic growth 

of the container transport market in this area. Moreover maritime transport remains crucial for 

the common interests of the Baltic States. Over the centuries, shipping has been the factor for 

the development of intense trade relations. After 1989, as the Poland’s neighbouring countries 

re-established their diplomatic and economic contacts in the new geopolitical situation, many 

previous trade routes were restarted and the level of trade between the countries from the 

region began to increase dynamically. 
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