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Sail with the Tide:  
COVID-19 impact  

on Global Economy,  
Logistics Supply Chains,  

and Ports & Shipping industry

Abdel El Makholoufi
Urban Technology/Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences

Abstract

Historically, epidemics and plagues are repeatedly reported to have happened since the ancient 
civilizations (Egypt, Greece, Rome and imperial China). Most known examples of a devastating global 
pandemics in recent history are the ‘Black Death’ (14th century) and the global influenza (1918-1919), 
also known as ‘Spanish Flu’, that has killed nearly 50 million people in the world. Even though 
pandemics may vary in their dimensions, length (short vs. long), scope (local/regional, national, 
global) and severity of effects (minimal effects or maximal effects), they all represent distinct 
exogenous and endogenous shocks that have far reaching effects on population, health, economy 
and other societal domains.
Currently, the Covid-19 pandemic has relentlessly spreaded around the world, leaving behind 
destructive marks on health, populations, economies and societies. The Covid-19 could spread 
quickly around the globe because of the current structure of the global economy, which is highly 
interconnected through sophisticated global transport networks. An important characteristic of a such 
networked complex system is it vulnerability to unattended events of systemic risk such as the 
Covid-19 pandemic for example. These systemic risks cause substantial cascading effects, which 
lead to extreme outcomes that could permanently alter economic, environmental, and social systems.

In this article, we first, present, discuss and analyze the potential impacts of the Covid-19 on global 
economy, trade and supply chains, by focusing on Europe and/or the Netherlands. Second, we 
examine the effects of the Covid-19 crisis on the shipping industry and on the hub ports and the policy 
measures that have been applied by different countries around the world.
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Abdel El Makholoufi
a.el.makhloufi@hva.nl
Urban Technology/Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences

Introduction

Historically, epidemics and plagues are repeatedly reported to have happened since the 
ancient civilizations (Egypt, Greece, Rome and imperial China). Most known examples of 
a devastating global pandemics in recent history are the ‘Black Death’ (14th century) and 
the global influenza (1918-1919), also known as ‘Spanish Flu’, that has killed nearly 50 
million people in the world. Even though pandemics may vary in their dimensions, length 
(short vs. long), scope (local/regional, national, global) and severity of effects (minimal 
effects or maximal effects), they all represent distinct exogenous and endogenous shocks 
that have far reaching effects on population, health, economy and other societal domains.

Currently, the Covid-19 pandemic has relentlessly spreaded around the world, leaving 
behind destructive marks on health, populations, economies and societies.

In addition to devastating effects on health, the Covid-19 has severely affected most of 
economic sectors, especially the service export sectors like tourism, travel, hotels, retailing, 
shops, restaurants and entertainment. Other economic effects of the coronavirus include 
indirect or implicit costs, such as potential changes in business environment, changes in 
supply and demand patterns, and changes in the behaviour of consumers e.g. consumers’ 
confidence, as well as businesses e.g. investments.

The SARS pandemic, which took place in 2003 in East-Asia, is a good example that can 
help us to understand the potential impacts of the Covid-19 on the population, global 
economy, logistics supply chains and shipping industry. Indeed, during the outbreak of 
the SARS pandemic, a widespread panic among people across Asia resulted into self-
lockdown and stay at home, travel movements were restricted (airport were operating at 
limited number of arrivals and departure), and service export (tourism, retails, etc.) were 
hardly hit.

SARS pandemic has affected economic growth through supply shocks as well as demand 
shock channel. On the supply side, the labour markets, business operations, production, 
transport and logistics services were disrupted. The major demand shock was caused by a 
dramatic decline in consumer confidence, that has led to a decrease in private consumption 
spending. Due to increasing uncertainty about what will happened next, there was also a 
decrease in investments by companies and businesses (Lee at al. 2008., pp. 7-8).

It is worthy to mention that, in opposition to the Covid-19, SARS epidemic was short in 
duration, had a regional rather than global character, and was minimal in human deaths 
(774 deaths).

The Covid-19 pandemic could spread quickly around the globe because of the current 
structure of the global economy, which is highly interconnected through sophisticated 
global transport networks. An important characteristic of a such networked complex system 
is it vulnerability to unattended events of systemic risk such as the Covid-19 pandemic for 
example. These systemic risks cause substantial cascading effects, which lead to extreme 
outcomes that could permanently alter economic, environmental, and social systems.

Most analysts agree that the Covid-19 will cause an unemployment crisis, which will 
have significant consequences for the whole economy. For example, in April 2020, the 
US unemployment rate has raised to a record high of 14.7% (a post war record!), with 
more than 20 million jobs lost in March 2020. Also, there are strong evidences that the 
number of firms closure/bankruptcies in the service sector and -to a less extent- in the 
manufacturing industry, especially SME’s, will increase during the year 2020. In this sense, 
all governments around the world are facing several challenges caused by the Covid-19, 
which require rapid actions at large scale across a wide range of policy areas (OECD, 
2020).

In this article, discussions and analysis will focus first on the impacts of the Covid-19 on 
global economy, trade and supply chains, taking as example the case of Europe and/or the 
Netherlands. Second, we examine the effects of the Covid-19 crisis on the shipping industry 
and on the hub ports worldwide, with special attention to Europe. Next, we present and 
discuss policy measures applied by different countries around the world before providing 
some concluding remarks.
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Impact on global economy

Basically, the coronavirus crisis is at first instance a public health crisis, posing serious risks 
to the economy and societies. Because of the fast spread of the virus, production activities 
came to a halt, people’s movement was interrupted, and many transport and logistics 
supply chains activities were disrupted. What make the Covid-19 crisis exceptional is its 
direct

 effects on both production and demand for goods and services (i.e. combined features of 
a demand and supply chock).

First, the supply shock is manifested in sharp drop in manufacturing production, which is 
a direct consequence of combined effects of lockdown measures (e.g. workers cannot be 
used) and disruptions in the supply of intermediary inputs/goods. According to the 
OECD, the initial direct impact of decrease in production, caused by the Covid-19, will 
lead to a decline in the level of output of between one-fifth to one-quarter in many 
economies, with consumer expenditure potentially dropping by around one-third 
(OECD, 2020., p. 5). Consequently, a decrease in production will weaken short-
term growth prospects substantially. It was estimated that the decline in annual 
GDP growth could reach 2 percentage points for each month of containment, not 
considering the potentially large indirect impact (e.g. loss of confidence, delayed 
consumption of good and services and delayed investments).

In Europe, estimations show that GDP of EU countries will decline by -7.7% in 2020. In 
China, GDP fell by -6.8% in the period of January-march, compared to the same period 
in 2019, and it is expected that economic growth decrease by -2.5% in 2020 (the slowest 
growth in 50 years), due to the drop in global demand for Chinese products.

Second, the demand shock was triggered by contact restrictions, decreasing trade, and 
changes in behaviour of consumers and businesses (i.e. delay in purchases investments). 
The most affected economic sectors are the service export sectors such as tourism, travel, 
hotels, retailing, shops, restaurants and entertainment. The WTTC (World Travel 
Tourism Council) has estimated the potential job losses in the travel and tourism sector as 
result of Coviod-19 to about 100.8 millions worldwide, from which 63.4 millions in Asia, 
13 millions in Europe,

7.6 million in Africa, 14.1 millions in Americas and 2.6 millions in Middle East (WTTC, April 
2020).

Other demand shocks include indirect or implicit costs, such as potential changes in business 
environment, changes in demand patterns, and changes in behaviour e.g. consumers’ 
confidence and business investments. Nonetheless, looking at what happened in China, 

it appears that the biggest challenge to bring the economy back to normal depend on how 
fast confidence of consumers and businesses can be restored, and spendings can be 
increased.

However, experience show that the drop-in consumers demand may persist longer 
than the re-establishment of the damaged productive capacity. In China for example, 
the manufacturing output fell by about 18% between December 2019 and February 
2020. In April 2020, the Chinese manufacturing were recovered almost completely, but 
consumptionspending was still about 13% below its prior level. The same observation 
applies also to South Korea, where the manufacturing output was down by -1% and 
consumer spending by - 12%.

More generally, the Covid-19 induced glut at global economic level lays in the mismatch 
between somewhat larger supply and weak global demand. This situation push companies 
into fierce competition to maintain or increase their market share in a shrinking global 
market. In case this crisis lasts longer, other problems could arise in the financial sector 
that might be triggered by disruption in the housing market or an increase in bad debts.The 
channels through which the Covid-19 affect the global economy are the following three 
channels:

1) Trade and manufacturing production/output of goods and services: The most obvious
impact of Covid-19 on trade is manifested by the disruption in already vulnerable global
supply chains. The supply shock in one nation or an industry within a nation, affect other
nations and/or industries when the goods being supplied from one place serve as an input
to produce final good in other place. This ‘supply-chain contagion’ is an important element
of COVID-19’s economic legacy. Shortages of some goods, especially pharmaceutical
products, face masks, and medical equipment’s, have been exacerbated by decrease in
export and production in China, Europe and other producingcountries.

The OECD has estimated the potential initial impact of partial or complete shutdowns of 
economic activities, and hence reduced trade, to about -19% of GDP in China (at constant 
prices), -18% in India, -24% in Korea and -23% in Russia. In Europe, France and the 
Netherlands will suffer a loss of -26% of GDP, -28% in Germany and -27% in Great Britain. 
In Latin America, Brazil and Argentina will loss -21% and -22% of GDP respectively, Mexico 
-30% and USA -26% (OECD, 2020., p. 4).

China’s imports and exports fell by 0.9% and 6.6% respectively in March 2020 compared 
to the same month last year (YoY). However, the country’s March trade surplus was $19.9 
billion, showing clear sign of recovery of exports.



Sail with the Tide: COVID-19 impact on Global Economy, Logistics Supply Chains, and Ports & Shipping industry
Abdel El Makholoufi

1312

Figure 1. China’s overall trade in Jan 2019-Apr 2020.

Note:  The lines show year-to-year percentage changes in Chinese Exports, Imports. Source: China Customs, Refinitiv.

One important consequence of the fall in production capacity and demand is the increase 
shortages in inventories of manufacturing industries, particularly those who are organized 
in lean and just-in-time manufacturing process.

The economic sectors that are most directly affected by Covid-19 impact on trade are: 
transport sectors, air transport being the most affected than shipping industry and other 
transport modalities (rail, road, etc.), Service sectors, especially activities involving travel, 
including tourism, retails, shops, museums, entertainment parks, etc., and some parts of 
the manufacturing sector, such as producers of transport equipment, where production was 
completely shutdowns, because of the cut in provision of necessary inputs from suppliers 
from other countries.

2) Supply chain and market disruption: The slowdown of key economic activites, and
transportation restrictions, has an impact on the manufacturing production and profitability
of global companies. Small and medium-sized firms are most vulnerable to supply chains
disruption, because of transport constraints and restrictions of the movements ofpeople.

According to the International Air Transportation Association (IATA) for example, the airline 
industry is set to lose $29 trillion worldwide. Urgent shipping of essential goods, especially 
pharmaceutical products and small packages, has increased demand, resulting in increase 
into an increase of 30% in air freight cargo between China and USA and 60% between 
Europe and North America.

In the shipping industry, the impact of Covid-19 has been significant. Some estimates 
show a total loss of about $US 350 million a week of revenues for the shipping industry 
(International Chamber of Shipping (ICS)). In the period of mid-January to mid-February, 
the Chinese factories were operating at 50-60% of capacity and the container carriers 
from China operated at 49% less sailings than normal (Baldwin et al, 2020., p. 15). The 
decrease in container shipping has direct effects on ports and port operations. Important 
global shipping ports reported decrease in cargo between 10% and 20% in February 
2020(Year-on-Year).

Port authorities in more than 50 countries were forced to change port protocols and 
restrictions, ranging from port closure and quarantine measures to additional documentation 
requirements and examination. In addition, the restrictions imposed on the movement of 
people/workers reduced the availability of labour at ports. A variety of port activities related 
to trade processes suffered the shortage in labor, such as physical inspection of goods, 
testing and certification, etc.

Figure 2. Changes in Sea and air cargo activities from 2018 to Q1_2020.

Source:  OECD, 2020 (figure is based on data from ISL (container index) (www.isl.org/en/containerindex) and IATA for air cargo 

volumes (www.iata.org)).
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3) Financial impact on firms and financial markets/capital flows: due to the Covid-19, an
increasing number of firms begin to suffer from liquidity problems. The risk of solvability
has direct effects on financial market players, and in turn could lead to significant decline
in equity markets and corporate bond markets. Also, with the difficulties that might
facethebanking system (loan losses), access to funding by firms might become difficult,
which in turn will increase the loss of confidence in the financial and banking system.

Despite the efforts to reduce fiscal deficits, many governments in Europe and the rest of 
the world still have high levels of debt following their interventions to deal with the financial 
crisis and its aftermath. Perhaps the most worrying element of the implication of the Covid- 
19 on the financial market is the very high level of private debt, encouraged by low interest 
rates, the decrease in foreign direct investment, which is important for developing countries, 
and the difficulties to borrow from international institutions and international markets.

COVID-19 impact on economy: The case of the Netherlands

As many other European countries, the Netherlands was less affected than Italy, Spain or 
the UK. In order to measure the potential effects of the Covid-19 on the Dutch Economy, 
the Dutch Central Planning Bureau (CPB) has tested four scenarios to indicate the possible 
magnitude of the impact of the corona crisis on the Dutch economy in 2020 and 2021. The 
four scenarios differ mainly in the assumption of the duration and depth of the economic 
crisis.

The results of the CPB scenarios show that the economy will be hit hard in all four scenarios, 
with GDP shrinking between 1.2% to 7.7% in 2020. In the lightest scenario, GDP will shrink 
by 2 in 2021 and the economy will start to recover during the third quarter of 2020. In the 
worst scenario, the GDP will shrink by 2 in 2021and the economic recovery will take place 
during the second half of 2021. In three of the four scenarios, the economic downturn is 
considerably deeper than in the crisis of 2008/2009. Figure 3 below give an overview of 
the the impact of the Covid-19 on growth and employment.

Figure 3. Impacts of Covid-19 on the Dutch Economy in 2020 and 2021. 

Source: based on CPB (2020).

The impact of Covid-19 on the labor market is substantial in all four scenarios, ranging 
from slightly rise of 4.5% in the first scenario to almost 9.4% in 2021 in the most severe 
scenario. In case the economic recession will persist longer, unemployment will rise further 
than the estimated 9.4%.

The government policy, based on various support packages to key sectors and households 
in addition to monetary and fiscal measures, is aimed at limiting layoffs and bankruptcies 
in the short term. These measures to the economy are intended to prevent a downward 
spiral and lasting economic damage. However, government spending come with a cost, 
especially for public finances and public debt as percentage of GDP. Indeed, the CPB 
study suggests that the government costs will be high, but not prohibitive.

On one hand, public finances are deteriorating sharply in all scenarios, the deficit reach 
1.3% of GDP in 2020 in the lightest scenario and 7.3% of GDP in the worst scenario (the 
deficit will further increase to 9.9% of GDP in 2021). On the other hand, public debt is not 
directly in the danger zone. In the worst-case scenario the debt will reach 73.6% of GDP at 
the end of 2021, which is far below the risky levels considered in the literature.

The main uncertainty surrounding the Covid-19 and its impact on the economy is the 
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duration of contact restrictions necessary to contain the spread of the virus and the 
development of new medicine that cure this virus. In addition, it is also uncertain to know 
ifthe applied support measures are successful, and whether the financial sector will be 
affected too.

Impacts on logistics and global supplychains

Current global supply chains are designed to serve the needs of hyperspecialized global 
production and distribution of goods (and services), in terms of quality, capacity, timely 
delivery and cost effectiveness. They are built on outsourcing and risky organizational 
principal of ‘just in time’ delivery and limited inventory buffer where products are kept only 
15 to 30 day on hand. In addition, globalization has intensified the competition for valuable 
supply sources in several industrial sectors and enabled consolidation of key players in 
global supply chains. These two elements make global supply chains highly vulnerable to 
unpredictable disruptions, because they cannot be changed quickly in order to absorb the 
effects of such disruptions.

UNCTAD data shows that the coronavirus has cost global value chains $50 billion in exports 
in the month of February 2020 (UNCTAD, 2020). The top 7 most affected economies are: 
European Union with a total estimated cost of $15597 millions, followed by United State 
($5779 millions), Japan ($5187 millions), Korea ($3816 millions), Vietnam ($2298 millions), 
Singapore ($2165 millions) and United Kingdom ($1917 millions).

More generally, there are two type of global supply chains participation that can be 
distinguished: (1). Backward global value participation where inputs are imported to produce 
the goods and services the economy export. (2). Forward global value participation where 
domestically produced inputs are exported to trade partners involved in the later stages of 
production. Countries with a high share of backward global value chain participation tend 
to be hardly hit by disruption in global value chain than countries involved in forward global 
value participation (e.g. countries exporting commodities like minerals, crops, oil and gas, 
etc.). These later countries are more vulnerable to demand disruption.

Figure 4 below shows the channels through which shocks may occur along the supply 
chains and their potential impacts at different legs of the supply chain.

Figure 4. Impacts of pandemics on supply chains

Source : Rodrigues (2020., p.17)

As figure 4 shows, supply and demand chocks are the main two channels through which 
disruptions in supply chains may occur. Both demand and supply shocks affect directly 
the transport chains, and hence the distribution channels. Supply shocks propagate into 
transport chains and distribution channels, leading to serious disruptions in transport and 
logistics sectors, especially the last mile deliveries. In opposition demand shocks can 
affect transport chains and distribution channels (back propagation), when for example 
global decline in demand, due to lockdown measures, results into decline in demand for 
transport (air, sea, road, rail, etc.) and logistics activities.

In this perspective, and as result of the demand shock of the Covid-19, the shipping 
transport, which is responsible for 80% of global trade, was severely hit as inactive fleet 
size has swelled to 2.04 million TEUs or 8.8% of global capacity between February and 
March 2020. This decline is greater than the 1.52 million TEUs of canceled capacity during 
the financial crisis in 2008. Almost 5.5% of global container capacity was affected by the 
decrease in demand.

Basically, the whole transport sector, especially road transport, was hardily hit by the 
Covid-19. A historical drop in transport demand for passengers and freight has been 
registered worldwide, as consequence of travel restrictions and borders closure. However, 
the impact on road transport show a mixed impact, depending on the industry they serve. 
For example, transport companies working in the e-commerce and food distribution saw 
an increase in their activities, other transport companies working in airfreight transport 
were practically inactive/jobless.



Sail with the Tide: COVID-19 impact on Global Economy, Logistics Supply Chains, and Ports & Shipping industry
Abdel El Makholoufi

1918

According to McKinsey (2020), supply chains are being disrupted around the world, but 
the full impacts have not yet been felt. On the supply-production side, most manufacturing 
industries can restart their activities relatively quickly, but parts of the labor shortage that 
might persist can led to further disruptions in supply chains (e.g. decrease in production 
capacity).

Some analysts argue that both firms and government will be pushed by the weaknesses 
of global supply chains that are clearly exposed by the Covid-19 to rethink how to re-
restructure the global production in term of developing new strategies that separate 
between strategic goods that can/should be produced domestically and other global 
sourcing strategies. Other analysts stress the urgency to take this opportunity, after the 
Covid-19 crisis, to strengthen the resilience and the sustainability of the current global 
supply chains and integrate them in a broader strategy aiming at balancing environmental 
gains with economic efficiency (OECD, 2020., p.9).

We believe that strengthening the resilience of the global supply chains should begin by 
improving transparency of the whole supply chains from the origins to the final sources. 
Digitalization and smart use of new technologies could help to increase the resilience 
of the supply chains. Also, there is a need to optimize the production and distribution 
capacity of the global supply chains by identifying the main constraints and determine 
the critical components of the supply chains that are subject to interruption risk. These 
can be reached only if all stakeholders along the supply chains are willing to cooperate, 
improve communication and share information’s. Finally, global supply chains re-design 
and development should be based on a realistic assessment of the customers need and 
their demand.

Impacts on shipping industry and ports

The last thirty years, China has developed into the most important driver of the shipping 
industry and the first manufacturing place in the world. After joining the WTO in December 
2001, China strengthened its position as a powerful player in global trade. The world’s 
cargo volumes and demand for cargo is driven by the Chinese manufacturing demand for 
raw materials and the exports of semi-finished and finished products from China to the 
world.

Consequently, the central position of China in global supply chains and the dependence 
of large part of the world on Chinese manufacturing production is obvious. When China 

was the first country that was hit by the Covid-19 pandemic, international trade and various 
links of the global transport chains were disrupted. The shipping industry was one of the 
mostaffected sectors by this disruption. Not only large shipping companies, which are the 
backbones of international transport and seaborn trade, but also related industries like 
ports, terminals, etc., suffered from the Covid-19 crisis.

The demand shock translates into lower demand for commodities and raw material, and 
thus the need for transport/shipment. This has direct effects on the total capacity of shipping, 
which has decreased significantly during the first three months of 2020. Compared to the 
same period in 2019, the Chinese coastal ports registered a drop in total throughput (in 
TEU million) of respectively -5.9% and 15.8%, and 10.1% in total container volumes in 
January, February and March 2020. Some key port like Hong Kong have registered 15% 
drop in total container volume in February 2020.

At the global level, the container trade volumes declined by 8.6% in February 2020, 
compared to the same period in 2019. The decline in container trade was particularly 
marked in the Far East (-17.5%), Europe (-4%), North America (-7%) and Oceania (-2.8%) 
(ITF, 2020., p.1).

The first reaction from most shipping companies to the falling global demand was a 
reduction in supply of container ships and temporary suspension (or combination) of some 
services and trade lanes (trade routes). As result, shipping operators have suppressed 
some scheduled sailing (e.g. tactical capacity) in order to maintain constant freight rates 
and to prevent worsening of their liquidity position. This has resulted into an increase in 
total blank sailing of 188 in the months of February-March2020.

According to ITF (2020), almost 30% of the far East-Europe service capacity was cancelled 
and up to 20% of the Trans-Pacific service capacity is expected to be cancelled by the 
end of May 2020. On May 11th 2020, 11.3% of the total containership fleet capacity was 
inactive.

This is equivalent to 2.65 million TEU.

In addition to shipping carriers, common feeder operators have also reduced their capacity 
as the effect of the many blanked sailing on Asia –Europe trade route is felt in Europe. As 
result, the demand for feeder services has decreased further.

It is worth to mention that despite the reduction in capacity by major shipping carriers, 
the prices of container shipping services remained stable, due to the control of container 
shipping prices by shipping alliances and consortia.

By the end of May 2020, global shipping carriers, such as The Alliance (Hapag-Lloyd, 
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HMM, ONE and Yang Ming), are progressively reinserting some previously cancelled 
sailings on transpacific and the Asia-Mediterranean tradelanes.

More generally the Covid-19 crisis has the following short term and medium and long-term 
effects on the shipping industry:

1) Short term effects range from:

•  Increase in manufacturing delays, due to travel restrictions and shortage of labor force.
(b). Increase in blank sailing, due to decreased global demand.

•  Decreasing costs (20% decrease in Jan-February 2020) of hiring very large crude 
carrier, large tankers and bulkers.

•  Slower port operations as priority is given to vessels carrying aid supplies and urgent 
products for the outbreak (pharmaceutical products, equipment’s,etc.).

•  Cancellation of important global events related to trade and maritime and shipping 
industry, which might cause less new purchases and income opportunities forsellers.

• Low demand of oil, due to lower demand and decreased capacity.

2) Medium- and Long-term effects:

•  Lower freight rates for vessels (dry bulk and tankers) due to the combination of lower 
demand and lower manufacturing productioncapacity.

•  Revenue losses and low profits caused by big drop in container volumes and additional 
costs that came in with the IMO 2020 regulation for steamshiplines.

•  Risk of insolvency of some major carriers as result of the high debt levels of container 
carriers in addition to the Covid-19 effects on their profitability.

•  Potential (negative) effects of the China-U.S. Trade Deal on the international trade

•  Potential risk of economic slowdown in China as it was the case during the SARS 
outbreak in2003.

Covid-19 impacts on global container ports

As mentioned before, lower volumes and blank sailing of container shipping has also 
direct effects on ports and port activities. Indeed, most global hub ports reported significant 
decrease in total handled volume in the first quarter of 2020, laying between 8% and 10%. 
The decrease in imports from Asia lay between 10% and15%.

In May 2020, Chinese ports showed positive signs of recovery. The containerized cargo 
has improved significantly from a fall of -17% in February to only -2% in March (ITF, 2020, 
p. 9). The figures from the China Ports and Harbors Association show that in the eight 
majorChinese ports, the decrease has been 7.3% on YoY, and 50% of the Chinese ports 
registered a decrease of more than 15% YoY (IAPH-WPSP, 2020). The reduced volumes 
in international cargo was partly compensated by an increase in domestic cargo transits 
of Chinese ports.

Outside China, the port of Singapore reported a reduction of 5% in container volume, and 
12.6% in cargo throughput (million tonnes) in April 2020. The number of vessel arrivals in 
the same month decreased by 37.6% (YoY growth).

In Europe, most ports were among the world’s hardest hit from the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Two- third or more of European ports were severely affected by the coronavirus crisis, due 
to falling ship calls (65% in the first week of May 2020) and strong contraction in global 
supply chains. High blank sailings (28% on the Asia-Europe route in the second half of 
May), in combination with demand shock in Europe, has increased the idling of the fleet 
capacity (more than 2.5 million TEU) and less vessel calls. Container ships, car carriers 
and industrial dry-bulk vessels were the hardest hit by the Covi-19 crisis. For example, on 
the Mediterranean range, the port of Barcelona recorded a decline of -14% in total volumes 
and only 3.2% decrease in total containerized cargo flows (import and export). The port 
of Valencia recorded a -5% decrease in total volumes. On the Le Havre-Hamburg range, 
and except for the port of Antwerp and Zeebrugge, who recorded a positive growth, total 
throughput dropped from moderate to strong in most other hub ports, with Hamburg recording 
-6.6% decrease, Bremerhaven -3.2% and Le Havre recording a decrease of-23%.

The port of Rotterdam, the largest port in Europe, registered a decrease of -9.3% in the 
total throughput in the first quarter of 2020, compared to the same period of 2019, which is 
equivalent to a total of 112.4 million tons. Projection for the years 2020 and 2022 show a 
further decrease of the annual throughput volume between -10% to -20%.

Detailed figures per commodity show significant throughput decrease in the segments of 
dry bulk (-14%), crude oil (-8%) and oil products (-32.8%) compared to the same period 
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of January-March 2019, while a clear increase was registered in the transhipment of iron 
ore (15.7%), biomass (106%), LNG (17.9%) and other wet bulk. The container shipping 
registered -5.6% decrease in the total number of containers, while container transhipment 
in tons was almost the same in the first quarter of 2020 as in 2019 (-0.3% in tons, -4.7% 
in TEU).

Finally, RoRo throughput decreased by 7.3% in the same period, as well as the transhipment 
of other general cargo (-3.2%) due to the economic downturn (Port of Rotterdam, Quarterly 
data, 16 April 2020).

The second port in the Netherlands, the port of Amsterdam has been closed since March 
2020 to all sea and river cruise ships until further notice, and all events -like SEAL event- 
were cancelled until 1 July 2020.

In the USA, container port volumes at the North America West Coast declined by 12% in 
the period of January-April 2020 compared to same period in 2019. In April 2020, total 
volume droped by 12%, due, among other things, to canceled sailing of about 20% in the 
ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach during the first three months of 2020. The same 
apply also to the port of Oakland, although with less blank sailings in February through 
March than in the ports of long beach and Los Angeles (a total of 23 blank sailing).

Beyond the figures presented above, it worthy to present and discuss here an important 
survey reporting on the economic impact of Covid-19 on ports in the world, which is currently 
conducted by the IAPH-WPSP. The IAPH-WPSP port economic impact barometer is 
conducted on a weekly basis, with the aim of monitoring the trends and changes in current 
situation in world ports.

The first survey results were collected in the week 15 of March 2020, the second, third, 
and fourth survey in the weeks 16, 17 and 18 of April 2020 and the fifth survey in the week 
20 of May 2020. The surveys are conducted with the contribution of 90 ports from all over 
the globe, with Europe as the leading region with 44% of the total responses. North Asia 
and South East Asia/Australia are also well represented (9% and 10%), as well as an 
increasing contribution rate from Central/South American (15%) and African ports (11%).

The main categories of the survey are: 1). Impact of crisis on vessel calls2). Extra 
restrictions on vessels. 3). Extra delays due to changes in port call procedures. 4). Impact 
of crisis on hinterland transport. 5). Impact on capacity utilization including warehousing 
and distribution activities.6). Impact on availability of port workers.

In what follow, we only present and discuss the results of the last survey of the week 20 of 
May 20201. The main observed trend in this week is the somewhat mixed picture where 

some ports are heading towards a more stable situation, and other ports are still struggling 
to limit the losses from decreasing cargo volumes and the effects of the shutdown of the 
economies on trade (imports and exports).

First, concerning the impact of crisis on vessel calls, the results of the survey show that 
almost 50% of the ports still report significant drops in the number of container vessel and 
other cargo vessel calls as result of the COVID-19. The share of ports facing a decrease 
of more than 25% in container vessels calls has risen to 10%, and the share of ports 
reporting reductions in other cargo vessel calls of more than 25% increased to 15% (vs. 
12 to 14% throughout weeks 16 to 19).

Second, the share of ports imposing restrictions on container and other cargo vessels has 
decreased moderately. Nine out of ten ports did not impose any restrictions on container 
vessels and other cargo vessels. However, due to problems around crew change processes, 
some companies decided to increase the time of the crew on board, reducing the number 
of crew changes, and even dropping stopovers at some terminals.

Third, 92% of ports indicate that activities are normal or back to normal and that there are 
no extra delays due to changes in call procedures (e.g. hygiene inspections, distancing of 
workforce, disruption of port or related services). A slightly more ports report delays or major 
disruptions in container vessels and other cargo vessels. More technological advances are 
applied by the ports (web and mobile app for truck booking services, forwarding exports 
and delivery of import, etc.) to improve the port operations at the yard and at the gates of 
the terminals.

Fourth, concerning the impact of the Covid-19 on the hinterland transport, the results show 
an overall improvement in hinterland transport operations, except for cross-border trucking.

About 21% of the ports are still suffering from disruption in transport sector. They report 
delays of 6-24 hours or heavy delays of more than 24 hours in cross-border road 
transportation. 63% of the ports witness normal operations in cross-border transport by 
truck or are back to a normal situation. Three quarters of ports are reporting normal activity 
of trucks arriving or leaving the port.

Fifth, the results show that the COVID19 crisis has resulted in 1 out of 5 ports reporting an 
increase in capacity utilization of warehousing and distribution facilities for foodstuffs and 
medical supplies. However, none of the respondent ports points to capacity shortages.

Overall, there are more ports reporting under-utilization (23%) than increased utilization 
(13%).

____________
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1       For further details and comparison between results of all conducted surveys, the reader may consult the IAPH-WPSP website 
at:https://sustainableworldports.org/latest-global-port-survey-pendulum-swing-from-over-capacity-to-under-utilization-at-
some-port-storage-areas/

Sixth, the Covid-19 measures have not had a huge impact on the availability of port-related 
workers. 17% of the ports mention that they face shortages of dockworkers, and only 6% 
of the sample is confronted with shortages for the delivery of technical-nautical services.

The availability of truck drivers is high and shows a clear trend towards further improvement: 
only 9% of the ports face truck driver shortages compared respectively 12%, 16% and 
21% in the last three surveys of the monitor.

Countries / Government response to Covid-19:
A comparison

Countries around the world have instantaneously responded to the spread of the Covid-19 
by implementing public-health measures to control the spread of the virus as well as the 
application of various economic policies (fiscal and monetary policies, subventions, etc.) to 
support businesses and prevent structural economic damage to the economy. Cities and 
regions have also played a key role in implementing these policy measures in support of 
small and medium enterprises and the population.

In Asia, Southeast Asian countries were the first regions affected by the Covid-19, due to 
their geographical proximity to China and the high level of business travel, tourism and 
supply chain links to the China. As the rate of infection rose in Southeast Asia, the impact 
of the pandemic brought immediate interruption in all sectors of the economic activity.

The governments of these countries have introduced comprehensive monetary policies 
measures and fiscal stimulus packages aimed at supporting businesses and households. 
These fiscal and monetary policies stimulus packages range from health system measures, 
income support measures for individuals and household, public sector loans or capital 
injections to key firms, loan guarantees by the state, benefiting private borrowers, tax and 
contribution policy measures, cut of interest rates and temporary suspensions of loan 
principal/interest repayments, setting up funds to facilitate lending to firms, deferral of taxes 
and social security contributions and bringing forward expenditures within current fiscal year, 
etc.

In Africa, and beyond health risks, the COVID-19 crisis will affect Africa’s growth 
through domestic and external channels. The main shocks to African economies come 
from lower 

trade and investment (FDI) from China (was 16% between 2104-2018), the demand slump 
associated with the lockdowns in the European Union and OECD countries, which absorb 
more than 50% of West African countries exports, and finally a continental supply shock 
affecting domestic demand and intra-African trade. More generally, the Covid-19 crisis will 
have significant impact on the well-being and number of people living in poverty (30 million 
more people could fall into poverty according to the UN estimates).

Like other governments in the world, most African governments have responded to the 
Covid-19 pandemic by implementing monetary and fiscal stimulus measures.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, economic impact of the Covid-19 crisis is dramatic 
for some countries that are dependent on export services and tourism. Some Caribbean 
economies, where tourism accounted for more than 20% of GDP (2018) could fall by around 
25%. Other sectors such as retail trade, wholesale trade and manufacturing sectors will 
also be heavily affected. Many SME’s companies, which represent 99% of all companies 
in the region and generate more than half of jobs, are struggling to survive.

To contain the spread of Covid-19, many LAC countries have already reacted swiftly by 
adopting social distancing and lockdown measures. In parallel, they have adopted fiscal 
and monetary policies measures to protect the most vulnerable and to preserve productive 
and financial capacities of their economies.

Without further digging deeper into a comparative analysis of differences and similarities of 
applied fiscal and monetary policy measures by different governments around the world, 
we present in the table 1 (see the appendix) a detailed summary of the most important 
policies and stimulus packages launched by many countries around the continents (Asia 
and Southeast Asian countries: China, South Korea, Japan, Vietnam, Thailand; Africa: 
Côted’Ivoire, Egypt, Morocco, Senegal, and South Africa; Latin America and the Caribbean: 
Argentina, Brazil, Mexico, Chile, Ecuador, Paraguay and Peru)
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Concluding remarks

From the discussions and analysis in this article, a couple of remarks emerge:

First, if the outbreak of the Covid-19 has teach us something, that would be the fact of 
how vulnerable are the current interconnected and networked economic system and the 
(organization of) global value chains for unexpected events such as pandemics and/or other 
disruptions (like natural disasters). Recent discussions point out to the fact that Covid-19 
crisis could result into less globalization (de-globalization) and increase regionalization. The 
reason for this is that because of globalization and interconnectedness, most economies 
become too dependent on each other’s and too vulnerable for small risks that could hit 
some nodes in the global supply chains. Because of these, we might expect a restructuring 
moves of the economies as production and sourcing could move closer to end users and 
companies de-localize or regionalize their supply chains.

Second, the true economic effects of the Covid-19 crisis are difficult to quantify because the 
nature, properties, and the duration of the Covid-19 pandemic are not clear or unknown. We 
can only extrapolate from past shock experiences that are closely similar to the Covid-19 
pandemic, like the SARS pandemic of 2002-2004. However, impacts on transport and 
logistics services, retails, hospitality, culture and entertainments, and domestic demand 
for, non-tradable services are substantial and could be disastrous for the economy if 
governments stimulus measures were not applied quickly, and governments interventions 
were not instantaneous.

Third, a possible result of the Covid-19 pandemic could led to ra e-restructuring of the 
global production that will shift closer to big consumer markets, and re-design of the global 
supply chains based on resilience and sustainable short supply chains.

Fourth, rising awareness from companies and businesses to find and apply smart solutions 
to anticipate risks. Emerging technologies such as Artificial Intelligence (AI), Internet of 
Thing (IoT), in combination with big data and predictive analytics, etc., offer huge potential 
for supply chains, and helping to predict risk events and reduce disruptions, especially 
in transport and logistics supply chains. Some manufacturing companies (automotive 
manufacturers for example) have already installed systems that enable them to accurately 
forecaste demand. A key element for a successful implementation of new technologies 
is the integration of all parties involved at different parts/legs of the supply chains that are 
willing to cooperate and share information.
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