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The Turbulent Twenties
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“If you want scale you need to 
cooperate”

Jan Blomme – Flemish Port Commissioner  2025
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The structural macro economic indicators remain neutral but show underlying 
vulnerabilities of the global and European economy

GDP evolution Unemployment European Union

FDI – European Union (billion $) Inflation

Trade openness (trade as % of GDP)

World trade growth

70

75

80

85

90

95

100

105

110

115

120

2015
Q1

2016
Q2

2017
Q3

2018
Q4

2020
Q1

2021
Q2

2022
Q3

2023
Q4

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

1870 1885 1900 1915 1929 1945 1960 1974 1989 2004 2019
-10

-5

0

5

10

2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

World European Union

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

European Union World-400

-200

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

1600

2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

20002002200420062008201020122014201620182020202220242025

Slowbalization

Slowbalization

Structural low 

availability of personnel

Stabilizing

Stable – 1,2-1,5% coming years

Under pressure

World trade in tumultuous waters



© BDO

The world is the most uncertain it has ever been

Trade policy uncertainty

Source: https://www.policyuncertainty.com/
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Financial 
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Decrease in consumer 

purchasing

Increase in cost of 

services, inventory, 

delivery,…

Reduced investment 

capacity

Increase in commodity 

prices
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Source: BDO analysis based on Mckinsey
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This growing uncertainty stems from a recent history of continuous shocks…
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Often considered black 
swans

Hard/impossible to 
plan for

Long term mitigation 
strategies (diversification, 
financial resilience,…)

Can actively be managed by 
strategy

Often operational 
mitigating programmes

Operational risk 
prevention plans

Sufficiently predicable
Source: BDO analysis based on Mckinsey

The “once in a generation events”

The “operational disruptions” The “trend driven disruptions”

Systematic cyber attack

…which the successful firms and have learnt to deal with through proactive 
strategic planning
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Trade pairs

Growth     

2022-2023

Growth     

2018-2023

Value 

2023

European union - USA 1,50% 7,10% 995

China - European union -9,90% 4,90% 911

Mexico - USA 1,60% 5,40% 736

Canada - USA -2,90% 4,70% 707

China - USA -18,70% -3,10% 613

European union - UK -2,90% -1,50% 527

China - Russian federation 19,80% 16,40% 237

European union - Russian federation -54% -13,80% 135

World trade in tumultuous waters
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With external trade accounting for 22.4% of the EU's GDP, the EU is particularly 
vulnerable to disruptions in global trade flows

MACRO DEVELOPMENTS AFFECTING PORTS GLOBAL PORT INDUSTRY TRENDS

Selected trade flows changes 2023 Global trade volumes growth rate (%)

Source: Unctac calculation based on Comtrade and UNCTADSTAD
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This is a dynamic world – good practitioners are constantly trying to understand 
what’s happening, what they need to know, and whether to change course

MACRO DEVELOPMENTS AFFECTING PORTS

DEMOGRAPHIC
• High population growth in emerging economies
• Lower productivity in other markets due to aging workforce

GEO-POLITICAL
• Increased geo-political tensions and instability
• Shifting trade patterns 

TECHNOLOGICAL
• Accelerated technological innovations
• Decreased cost of technology implementation

ENVIRONMENTAL
• Accelerated green investments
• Increased demand for green products and services

SHIFTING GROWTH & CARGO 
PATTERNS1

LABOUR SHORTAGES AND 
INCREASED COST6

INCREASED PRESSURE ON 
OPERATIONAL EFFICIENCY5

INCREASED VERTICAL AND 
HORIZONTAL INTEGRATION4

CHANGES IN AVAILABILITY & 
EXPECTATIONS OF CAPITAL3

GROWING STRATEGIC IMPORTANCE 
OF TRANSPORT2

GLOBAL PORT INDUSTRY TRENDS

INCREASED EXPENSES OF 
RESILIENCE AND SUSTAINABILITY7

INCREASED PROTECTIONISM8
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Demographics are at the core of trade growth and affect the way in which we 
can do business

MACRO DEVELOPMENTS AFFECTING PORTS GLOBAL PORT INDUSTRY TRENDS
Total population

Working share of population

Forecast

Forecast Forecast

Forecast

Source: Worldbank based on UN data 2015

Lower productivity

Lower employee nrs

Population growth

Age distribution
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Going green puts enormous pressure on expenses throughout the value chain 
from infrastructure to operations

Ship side Hinterland side

Becoming greener

Becoming more resilient

Shipper investment

Terminal/port investment

Hybrid/public investment

2,5 billion

150 billion

Note; own elaboration based on annual
private market size, annual investment
need outlined by European commission
and own analysis, not peer reviewed

European investment needs estimate
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Geopolitic disruption is today by far the biggest “threat” to our transport 
system and measures itself in disruption but also increased regulation

Projected GDP and export impact depending on tarrif war outcomeImpact on forcing “green” solutions – TCO battery vs internal combustion
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Technology is being seen more as a solution than as a disruptor in the 
transport industry
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Harmonised tariff schedule
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Looking forward – we need to be aware of our weaknesses and understand that 
for the forseable future the world is a more turbulent place

GDP evolution Unemployment European Union

FDI – European Union (billion $) Inflation

Trade openness (trade as % of GDP)

World trade growth
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So what do we do? We cooperate internally and externally

Internal silo breaking External cooperation/integration

World trade in tumultuous waters

Total deal value by region Total deal volume by region
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• Procurement team will hammer on using scale to 

secure cheaper freight rates. 

• Operations team cares a lot about that transit time for 

their day-to-day workflow. 

• Finance team cares about the working capital involved

As interest rates go up, longer transit times mean higher 

inventory costs and holding costs.

• External cooperation can be informal an lead to better 

end to end visibilty 

• External integration can lead to vertical and horizontal 

integration
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So what do we do? We mitigate but also strategise 

Derisking of supply chains External information sharing

World trade in tumultuous waters

Resilience measures implementation comparison (% of respondents)Nearshoring indicators

Gap stable

More inter blok 

trading
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Some suggestions moving forward

- The policy makers should: 

- Understand the harshness of the current economic climate and the position of Europe in the 

wider geopolitical landscape 

- Tailor regulation to support the shippers and logistics providers in their task of keeping Europe 

trading

- Guide the logistics stakeholders through these turbulent times as well as facilitate them in this 

process of change

- Collaboration is critical on both a horizontal and vertical level and nurturing an ecosystem where 

innovation and sustainable growth can truly thrive is now essential

- Rethink how change is currently managed in your port and develop specific strategies for 

transformational innovations: be bold, set up a specific structure operating with protected funds, 

measure and incentivize with non-economic metrics

- We need to manage the entirety of the market risks proactively and prepare our workforce and 

organizations for the impact of digitalization and automation

World trade in tumultuous waters
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Indra is partner at BDO Belgium responsible for the Transports and Logistics
industry, he has a PHD in Maritime economics (specialisation resilience in
seaports, dealing with economies of change) from the university of Antwerp
and Solvay Business School Brussels and is tenured professor at the University
of Brussels where he teaches on European economics and integration.
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