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Top 30 container ports return to positive growth in 2021 

Throughput growth at the world’s 30 largest container ports exceeded 6.5% in 
2021, as gains offset last year’s losses for many individual ports. The 30 lead-
ing ports handled 450 Mteu during the year, versus 421 Mteu in 2020. 

Shanghai continued to build on its lead as the world’s busiest container port 
recording its 12th year at the top, as well as its 12th year of consecutive 
growth. It has now opened up a gap of nearly 10 Mteu on its nearest competi-
tor, Singapore. China’s next four largest ports - Ningbo-Zhoushan, Shenzhen, 
Guangzhou-Nansha and Qingdao - have also closed the gap on Singapore, with 
Ningbo-Zhoushan now just 6.5 Mteu behind the Lion Republic. Singapore’s 
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throughput has remained largely static during COVID, falling nearly a 
percent in 2020 and rising just 1.6% in 2021. 

The relative rankings of the top 8 ports did not change during the 
year, but there was considerable churn lower down the rankings.  

The twin ports of Los Angeles/Long Beach moved up to 9th position, 
recording growth of 15.8% in 2021. After Shanghai, they saw the 
greatest increase by volume and handled an impressive extra 2.7 
Mteu during the year despite heavy congestion from the flood of im-
ports. Total volumes for the port exceeded 20 Mteu for the first time 
ever in 2021. 

New York/New Jersey also climbed two rankings during 2021 and is 
currently the world’s 18th largest port with nearly 9 Mteu processed. 
A second US east coast port, Savannah, also reaped the benefits of 
the consumer boom, jumping from 35th to 28th place after increas-
ing throughput nearly 20% during the year. 

Overall, 14 ports transformed a negative showing in 2020 into posi-
tive growth in 2021. However, 6 ports in the top 30 who saw a mix of 
negative and positive growth last year have yet to regain their pre-
COVID volumes: Hong Kong, Piraeus, Dubai, Kaohsiung, Hamburg 
and Yingkou. 

With the exception of Tanjung Pelelas, Tanger Med and NY/NJ, the 8 
ports which sailed through COVID recording positive growth in both 
2020 and 2021 were all on the Transpacific trade. 

Individual winners during 2021 included Xiamen, Nhava Sheva (after 
suffering a double-digit fall in 2020), and Tanger Med, which contin-
ues its rapid ascent, recording growth of 49% over the last two years, 
and clearly consolidating its position as the largest container hub in 
the Med. 

Laem Chabang enjoyed a strong year, posting growth of nearly 13%, 
while Valencia (including Sagunto) moved up the rankings after prof-
iting from weak results at Piraeus and Yingkou. Piraeus was the only 
ranked port to see a drop in volumes in both 2020 and 2021. 

Among the losers were Hong Kong, which recorded another poor year 
and a fourth year of declines; Hamburg has not yet announced its 
final figure for 2021 but is expected to be unseated by NY/NJ. 

Despite this - as with the container carriers - low volume growth did 
not automatically translate to low earnings. Hutchison Port Holdings 
recently reported a 53% increase in operating earnings for 2021 de-
spite throughput growth of just 4% (see page 24). Terminal operators 
are expected to have made good money from dwell fees during the 
pandemic, a relatively cost-free revenue generator.  
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