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Abstract 

The global container carrier Mærsk Sealand has decided at the end of the year 2004 
to move the deep-sea liner services from the port of Antwerp, a historically evolved 
maritime gateway to Belgium and the European hinterland, to the port of Zeebrugge. 
Antwerp is an inland river port, located close to the markets of production and con-
sumption and equipped with very good hinterland connections with respect to all 
relevant modes (transport by rail, barge and truck). Zeebrugge on the other hand is 
a coastal deep-water port. Thereby, calling at Zeebrugge has the advantage that the 
deviation of the vessels from the major shipping routes through the North Sea is 
minimised. Furthermore, due to the large water depth, Zeebrugge can accommo-
date even very large containerships. In addition, AP Møller Terminals, an affiliated 
company of Mærsk Sealand, is operating the terminal in Zeebrugge where the car-
rier is going to switch to, while this is not the case with respect to the port of Ant-
werp. The major drawbacks of Zeebrugge are its relatively remote location and the 
underdeveloped local inland transport network. Consequently, the benefits for 
Mærsk Sealand of moving to Zeebrugge are expected to occur on the vessel side, 
whereas extra costs are expected for the inland transportation of the containers. 

Even though the decision itself for Mærsk Sealand to move from Antwerp to Zee-
brugge has already been made, the details of the transition are still under discussion 
and it is the task of this study to assist in this decision-making process. One signifi-
cant decision that has to be taken is whether those containers for whom the inland 
transport is not under the control of the carrier should be forced to go directly to Zee-
brugge instead of Antwerp. In that case, the customer would have to bear the extra 
costs of the prolonged hinterland transport. The other option would be that even 
though the deep-sea vessels of Mærsk Sealand will call in Zeebrugge, the custom-
ers would be allowed to drop off and pick up their containers in Antwerp. In that 
case, the carrier would have to bear the extra costs of the shuttle transport between 
Zeebrugge and Antwerp. 

Based upon an analysis of the commercial, operational and financial effects that can 
be expected for the two options, this paper argues that for Mærsk Sealand it is actu-
ally beneficial to choose the second option. If the customers, who have previously 
used the port of Antwerp for their shipments would be compelled to take the boxes 
directly to and from Zeebrugge instead, even though in the majority of the cases this 
would noticeable increase the hinterland transport distance and the related costs, a 
considerable share of the current cargo base can be expected to be lost to the com-
petition. This can be explained by the fact that there is no need for the customers to 
accept to bear higher inland costs due to the new port of call of Mærsk Sealand, as 
there are several other carriers available either calling directly at Antwerp or calling 
at Zeebrugge, but bearing the costs of a shuttle transport between the two ports. 

Consequently, even though Mærsk Sealand would have to set up and bear the 
costs of a shuttle service, these expenses are still smaller than the impact of the lost 
business the carrier would have to cope with otherwise. Moreover, this paper argues 
that the decision of the carrier to move to Zeebrugge can only turn into a success 
story, if both the sea-side as well as the land-side operations are optimised and fine-
tuned to avoid service quality deterioration. Furthermore, a complementary commu-
nication strategy towards the customers is vital to tackle any possible initial resis-
tance to the changes that will be introduced. 




