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PRESS RELEASE 
 

***FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE*** 
 

PORTS SECTOR VOLUMES BOUNCE BACK BUT ARE INCREASINGLY SHAPED BY 
DECARBONISATION 

 

After experiencing pandemic-driven challenges through 2020 and early 2021 UK port freight 

volumes are forecast to bounce back in the period to 2026. But underlying structural changes – 

most notably the increasing decarbonisation of the UK economy – have been accelerated during 

the pandemic and play a greater role in the future.  

 

That’s the message from a five-year outlook for UK ports sector freight volumes produced by 

Drewry, the independent maritime research consultancy, and released today by the UK Major Ports 

Group (“UKMPG”), the trade association for the UK’s largest port operators. 

 

Commenting on the Drewry forecast, Tim Morris, Chief Executive of the UK Major Ports Group, said 

“There’s no doubt it’s been a challenging period for some freight cargoes. The shocks of the pandemic 

have compounded long term structural change. But it’s testament to the resilience of ports that 

they’ve not only kept 95% of U.K. trade flowing but also kept investing for the long term.   

 

Whilst it’s encouraging to see volumes bounce back, ports will need to continue to adapt and invest 

for the new, increasingly post carbon, mix of freight and cargo. There are challenges both to invest in 

plant and equipment and in terms of the freight mix itself. But there are also important opportunities 

from new cargoes and services.  

 

Ports are responding to the outlook by developing their businesses in higher growth categories like 

containers and unaccompanied trailers and through investment in ‘volume light’ activities like green 

energy and logistics. Across all these developments ports continue to be vital engines for jobs and 

prosperity, ‘levelling up’ in action all around the UK coast.”  

 

After suffering a 9% fall in 

volumes in 2020 vs the pre 

pandemic level in 2019 and a 

further forecasted 5% fall in 

2021, most cargo types see a 

return to pre pandemic levels in 

2022 and into 2023. However, 

the pandemic and further 

decarbonisation policy and 

behaviour measures accelerate 

the decline in fossil fuel related 
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cargo volumes. These cargo types remain substantially lower than pre-pandemic levels at the end 

of the forecast period in 2026. This significant fall in oil and oil related volumes makes total volumes 

4% down in 2026 vs 2019 in tonnes terms, despite increases in other cargo types such as a 13% 

increase in container and 7% for unaccompanied freight ferry volumes, plus a near term bounce 

for construction products. 

 

Brexit is also a factor as, despite an element of normalisation, the one-off impact of trade 

adjustment helps drive a slight shift from EU to non-EU trade volumes and border frictions 

contribute to the continuing shift from accompanied to unaccompanied freight volumes for EU 

trade.  

 

However, in general, the impact of the pandemic (the economic impact in the short term and an 

accelerated reshaping of business 

models for sectors like retail) and 

decarbonisation (into the longer 

term) are bigger drivers of 

change. For example, the -0.6% 

p.a. compound annual growth 

rate for freight volumes overall 

splits into -3.8% p.a. for fossil 

fuels and related products vs 

+1.3% p.a. for other freight types 

combined.  

 

Beyond the forecast period, this strategic reshaping of the cargo landscape is expected to continue 

with ongoing challenges for traditional energy products, a significant requirement for port 

operators to investment in zero emissions infrastructure but also opportunities from new fuels and 

services, such as hydrogen and carbon capture and storage respectively. Post the pandemic bounce 

back, the return to a modest aggregate outlook means ports will continue to look to growth sub 

sectors but also, crucially, volume light activities and services to grow value. 

 

To learn more the outlook and what it means for UK ports please contact 

Tim Morris, Chief Executive, UK Major Ports Group 

Email: tim.morris@ukmajorports.org.uk 

Phone: 07387 091 407 

 

Notes to Editors: About the UK Major Ports Group 

The UK Major Ports Group is the trade body for the UK’s major port operators. It represents nine 

of the top ten port operators in UK. Our members collectively handle 75% of the UK’s port volumes 

through 40 ports. These include the largest ports in England, Scotland and Northern Ireland. 

UKMPG members together already invest around £500 million per year in the UK’s ports and 

related infrastructure. 
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Current UKMPG members are Associated British Ports, Belfast Harbour Commissioners, The Bristol 

Port Company, DP World , Forth Ports, Hutchison Ports UK, PD Ports, Peel Ports and the Port of 

London Authority.  

  

For more information please see http://ukmajorports.org.uk/.  

 

 

 

Appendix A: UKMPG Members 

 

 
 

 

http://ukmajorports.org.uk/

