
Less paperwork, the use of vessel trains, port-to-port collaboration 
and even autonomous vessels. Those were all mentioned during 
Europort’s Masterclass on “Optimising efficiency of short sea 
operations” facilitated by enthusiastic moderator Pieter Boersma 
of TNO. He challenged the speakers in explaining how short-sea 
shipping maintains competitive in comparison to road transport.

Keeping an open mind to the full potential of digital technologies 

and willingness to question received wisdom were the common 

themes running through this Europort’s Masterclass. “Shipping 

comes up short compared to land-based transport because of 

paperwork,” insisted the Swedish Maritime Administration’s 

(SMA) Ulf Siwe. “A truck taking cargo from Portugal to Sweden 

needs only one document. Carrying the same cargo by sea 

requires some 50 pieces of paper to be signed. Employing digital 

tools to manage this paper chain could reduce this overhead and 

make short-sea shipping much more attractive to cargo owners.” 

This administrative burden has secondary impacts on predictability 

and transparency. “Cargo owners increasingly want to know 

exactly where their cargo is and when it’s going to arrive at its 

destination. This information is still not be readily available.” The 

SMA has been heavily involved in STM, an EU-backed project 

initiated almost a decade ago to create a tool that would let ships 

share route information with other vessels in their vicinity to 

improve situational awareness. It quickly became apparent that 

the same data could be employed for port call synchronisation. 

“Confirming an arrival slot eight hours in advance rather than two 

hours can lead to substantial fuel savings,” explained Siwe, as 

well as contribute to the transparency craved by cargo owners. 

“We’ve only begun to scratch the surface of what’s possible by data 

sharing. There’s a lot still to be invented,” he said. 

PORT-TO-PORT COLLABORATION
Siwe also believes there is considerable scope for ‘unlocking 

efficiencies’ in port-to-port collaboration. Europe’s major ports have 

long viewed each other purely as rivals and, consequently, have been 

reticent about sharing information but, Siwe claims, attitudes are 

changing. “Ports like Rotterdam, Hamburg, Felixstowe, Antwerp 

and others are gradually opening up. Historically, not sharing data 

led to a competitive advantage. Today the reverse is true.” The 

mould-breaking theme continued in a presentation on vessel 

trains from Dr. Edwin van Hassel, a senior researcher at the 

Faculty of Transport & Regional Economics, Antwerp University. 

“Increasing freight volumes on inland waterways and the short 

sea sector hinges on exploring new business models. We need to 

find ways of achieving economies of scale without resorting to 

bigger vessels,” he told delegates. The vessel train concept, which 

falls within the EU-supported Novimar R&D project, sees a fully 

manned lead vessel shadowed by two or more following vessels 

with reduced crew. Van Hassel stressed that selecting the correct 

business model would be crucial to overcoming logistical 

challenges and resistance from previously independent operators. 

“Operators would balk at the loss of control implicit in being a 

follower vessel,” he warned. A digital platform could alleviate 

these fears by allowing equal participation, while also addressing 

the trade-off between length of train and frequency of service. 

AUTONOMOUS SHIPS
Next to the stage was Luuk Hijlkema from the engine builder 

Wärtsilä, who stressed that establishing a tight relationship 

between owner, architect and suppliers from the outset was key 

to coming up with innovative ideas for building highly efficient 

vessels. He took the example of an ice-class ship, which may only 

operate in ice for a few months each year. “The rest of the time an 

engine is operating outside its optimal range. One option is to take 

a smaller engine with additional power for ice operation provided 

by power take-off (PTO) and power take-in (PTI). “Furthermore, 

fuel savings can be realized by CFD Opti Design, tailoring the aft 

shaft appendages to hull design”. Meanwhile, Harm Mulder, Fleet 

Manager, Seazip Offshore Service (part of JR Shipping Group) 

released the results of trials of a partially autonomous wind farm 

crew ship developed in a joint industry project, with partners includ-

ing Damen, Marin, TU Delft and Robosys. After extensive simulations, 

three boats, one fitted with an autonomous pilot supplied by 

Robosys and two others taking the role of obstacles, took part in 

sea trials. The autonomous control system’s performance was 

evaluated carrying out overtaking, head-on avoidance and crossing 

manoeuvres. “Both the simulations and sea trials provided invalua-

ble insights into the behaviour of the autonomous control system 

and differences with how human captains would respond in these 

situations,” Mulder reported. The test did give valuable informa-

tion of certain situations related to efficiency and safety which can 

be improved. 
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