
UK PORTS IN 2020
(AND INTO 2021) -
WHAT DOES THE
DATA SAY?

July saw the release by the Department of Transport of their 
detailed statistics for volumes of trade passing through UK ports
in 2020. For ports and freight anoraks – which absolutely includes us 
here at UKMPG Towers – this is a red-letter day as we dig into the flotilla of
spreadsheets. However, just in case there’s anyone who doesn’t relish wading
through 47MB of data, here are some of the things that struck us from DfT
release (plus some other numbers we look at).

On aggregate, 2020 was a challenging year for port volumes, 10% down on
2019. All of the main categories of cargoes declined, some more than others.
Liquid bulks saw the biggest fall of 14% with unaccompanied roll-on-roll-off
ferry volumes (i.e., trailers dropped off at a departure port and then picked
up at their port of arrival) ‘only’ seeing a 4% drop. However, within the main
categories there are some interesting dynamics. Container traffic from and to
the RU increased by 7%. Transport fuels and particularly aviation fuel were
particularly badly hit.

2020 was also a very bumpy year. A particularly challenging quarterly fall
from Q1 to Q2 in the teeth of the initial Covid shock was then largely reversed
through Q3 and Q4 as consumer spending remained, surprisingly at the time,
buoyant and then stock building took place ahead of the initial phase of
Brexit border changes played out.

Bringing us more up to date Q1 2021 saw a dip vs Q4 2020 as this stock
building dynamic reversed. But more recently vessel activity for ports
operated by UKMPG members taken together suggests a much stronger 2021
taking shape, with activity levels tracking 2019 and in stark contrast to the
2020 dip.

One uncertainty however is of course what impact ‘Brexit Borders Phase 2’
will have as we head towards the year end. Remember, the UK Government
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hasn’t yet introduced full border controls for imports into GB yet, with
those largely coming in from January 2022. Ports have been holding
consistently higher levels of customer stock through 2021 so far as
‘resilience’ has formed a bigger part of supply chain thinking. So perhaps
we’ll see less of the stock build boom and bust. But some prudence would
be understandable from supply chain managers, as would more spreading
of bets on routes and freight modes, such as unaccompanied trailers and
containers.

Finally, we’ll have a go at putting 2020 into a longer-term perspective. In
many ways 2020 was an extraordinary year with COVID and Brexit. But in
some ways, 2020 was ‘only’ an exaggerated / accelerated year for some
longer-term trends. Looking back over 20 years, the 2020 ‘losers’, such as
liquid bulk, have been in longer term decline anyway. Those less badly
impacted, such as containers and unaccompanied RoRo have been the ones
showing more consistent growth over time. 
 


