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How port planning and strategy have changed over time
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Economic/infrastructure plan
Multi-stakeholder multi-dimensional

vision on port ecosystem

Focus on end product  
Continuous process of 

organisational learning

Focus on cargo flows
+ industry + logistics

+ energy hub + circularity + data 

flows + sustainability

Rather static
Dynamic/flexible tied with

risk & resilience management

Competition-driven economic

objectives & KPIs

Multi-dimensional objectives & 

KPIs (competition+cooperation) 

THEN NOW or WOULD BE



© Theo Notteboom

The process of strategic port planning

Source: Notteboom , Pallis and Rodrigue (2022)

GAP 

© PEMP-Notteboom

Port mission
(strategic intent)

Abilities
What is the port able to do?

Ambitions
What should the port do?

Strengths & 

weaknesses

Opportunities 

and threats

Resources & 

competences

Competitive 

environment
Development of (new) capacities 

and capabilities
Build resources to fill gap

Formulate and 

implement strategy
Roadmap and concrete initiatives

Evaluate strategy

Port mission/vision
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The process of strategic port planning

• A vision statement is 

concerned with the future 

the port seeks to create.

• Forecasting vs. 

backcasting

• Port ecosystem vs. 

managing body of port

Worldcloud based on the visions of 95 port 

authorities in Europe and North America

Source: Notteboom (2023)
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The process of strategic port planning

V
Valuable

R
Rare

I
Inimitable

O
Organized

NO Competitive disadvantage

YES NO Competitive parity

YES YES NO Temporary competitive advantage

YES YES YES NO Unused competitive advantage

YES YES YES YES Sustainable competitive advantage

VRIO-test = Four key criteria by which resources and capabilities 

can be assessed in terms of them providing a basis for achieving 

competitive advantage
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The process of strategic port planning

Competitive environment

• VUCA-world (Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous)

• Political, economic, social, technological, environmental & legal 

• Disruptions and resilience



© Theo Notteboom

Statement 1
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Port planning is still too much focused on 'business as 

usual' and on the extrapolation of existing megatrends, 

while often neglecting inflexion points and weak signals.

Megatrends are large-scale political, economic, social, 

technological, ecological or legal movements.

Inflexion points are moments when trends shift in direction, 

for instance turning sharply upwards or downwards. 

Weak signals are advanced signs of future trends.

Role of forecasting and scenario analysis?

Room for adaptive port planning?
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Statement 2
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The many transitions ports are exposed to, push port 

managing bodies to evolve from a facilitator role to a 

facilitator+ or entrepreneurial governance model.

Conservator Facilitator Entrepreneur

Landlord Passive manager Active broker
Mediator in B2B relations
Strategic partnerships

Active broker
Direct commercial B2B negotiations
Direct investments beyond port 

Regulator Passive application
and enforcement
Rules set by others

Active application & enforcement
Other + own rules

Idem facilitator
Commercialising expertise outside port
Financial revenue on commercial basis 

Operator Mechanistic
concession policy

Dynamic concession policy
Provide public services

Dynamic concession policy
Shareholder in private service providers
Provide commercial and public services

Community 
manager

Not actively
developed

Solve economic bottlenecks
Provide public goods
Solve conflicts

Idem facilitator but more direct 
commercial involvement

Source: adapted from ESPO (2011) Fact Finding Report

Facilitator +
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Rigid government-led regulatory frameworks on port 

planning are counterproductive in a VUCA* world 

* = Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous

Statement 3
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The stakeholder landscape in future port planning 

processes will fundamentally change due to sustainability, 

energy transition and digital transformation aspects 

Statement 4
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theo.notteboom@uantwerpen.be ; theo.notteboom@ugent.be

https://porteconomicsmanagement.org/

https://www.porteconomics.eu/
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