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A B S T R A C T

Recent governance reforms have driven many ports to introduce innovative co-operation schemes, including the
merger of Port Authorities (PAs). Port merger is generally characterized by a certain level of complexity due to
the challenges that ports must face within the most critical management processes affected by port amalga-
mation.

This paper aims to identify and analyse the main challenges that might emerge within two of these critical
processes: port planning and concession management. This study undertakes a multiple case study analysis of
two newly merged PAs: Genoa-Savona, as the major multi-site gateway port in Italy, and Naples-Salerno, which
was renamed as the PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea.

The main findings of both case studies emphasize the existence of challenging areas that may result in either
opportunities or threats, which can also depend on the managerial skills of PA organizations.

1. Introduction

Recently, many European countries have implemented port reforms
that have modified the governance structure of ports. Port governance
reforms often prompt ports to intensify coordination among themselves.
In particular, ports in proximity may adopt strategies based on co-
operation and integrated approaches to face collective challenges (Hall
& Jacobs, 2009; Heaver, Meersman, & Van De Voorde, 2001; Slack,
Gouvernal, & Debrie, 2009).

In the literature, many scholars have discussed the issues of port
cooperation and coordination. De Langen and Nijdam (2009) describe
the port cooperation process of Malmö and Copenhagen, in Sweden and
Denmark, respectively, and identify the advantages of the merger be-
tween small and medium-sized ports. Brooks, McCalla, Pallis, and Van
der Lugt (2010) analyse the cooperation issues of peripheral ports, i.e.,
the geographical periphery of the port business. Caballini, Carpaneto,
and Parola (2009) propose a classification of the main coordination
models among ports in proximity. Among these models, a strong form
of port integration is represented by port merger, which usually leads to
the creation of a new managing entity, thus substituting previous ones.

The port merger process is generally characterized by a certain
degree of complexity, especially when there is no voluntary merger
between ports, as is the case in a typical top-down approach, and when

this process involves more ports. Port mergers entail a redesign of the
most critical processes that are part of the institutional tasks of Port
Authorities (PAs).

Furthermore, many changes in the shipping industry are currently
putting increasing pressure on ports to improve their performance, thus
affecting port competitiveness and its drivers (Parola, Risitano, Ferretti,
& Panetti, 2016). In fact, the increase in global trade, the financiali-
zation of the terminal industry, and the naval gigantism phenomenon
require increasingly more equipped terminals as well as increasingly
more efficient methods of cargo handling and economies of scale.

In light of the above-mentioned factors, countries that have chosen
port merger as a form of integration for their port systems must face
many managerial challenges related to the redesign of the processes.
Among these, two administrative/management processes are particu-
larly relevant for landlord ports: the planning process and the conces-
sion management process.

Therefore, this paper aims to discuss how the challenges related to
these two processes should be addressed within the new port managing
entities resulting from mergers.

In this study, the Italian context is analysed. In Italy, as a result of
the latest governance reform, 24 PAs have been replaced by 15 Port
System Authorities (PSAs). Consequently, Italian ports currently play a
central role in amalgamation processes that are the source of some
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managerial challenges. Through the mergers and the creation of new
PAs, port planning, coordination, and management activities have be-
come complex, with some potential areas of opportunity and threat.

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 contains a review of the
main literature contributions regarding the most adopted port co-
operation schemes and describes the characteristics of the port merger
processes introduced by the latest Italian port reform. Section 3 pre-
sents the adopted research methodology. Section 4 and Section 5 dis-
cuss the challenges that PAs must face within the planning and con-
cession management processes. Finally, Section 6 presents the
conclusions and discusses further research.

2. Background: governance reform and port mergers

2.1. Port cooperation and integration schemes

Ports tend to adopt several cooperation and integration schemes
with the main purpose of improving port performance and competi-
tiveness, thus increasing port throughput. Many ports have chosen to
create common logistics systems, sharing the same transport infra-
structures and/or being connected to the same hinterland. In these
forms of cooperation and/or integration, ports are not individually
managed; instead, they are coordinated to pursue several goals, such as
the optimization of port spaces and infrastructure use or the develop-
ment of joint projects. It is clear that these objectives can be better
achieved at the local level, especially in the case of neighbouring ports
in a growing market context. In fact, it is at the regional institutional
level that port cooperation and integration may be more effectively
taken into account (Fleming, 1983).

Recently, scholars have shown an increasing interest in port co-
operation, integration, and coordination themes. In particular, Caballini
et al. (2009) propose a taxonomy of the main coordination models
among ports in proximity: (i) collaboration of adjacent ports on projects
that are convenient to both of them; (ii) establishment of a body re-
sponsible for functions of common interest; (iii) extension of a port's
jurisdiction over one or more ports in proximity that have a minor
economic and political relevance; and (iv) complete merger of ports,
with the creation of a new managing entity in place of the previous
ones. De Langen and Nijdam (2009) discuss the cooperation between
large ports around the world, distinguishing three categories of PAs: (i)
PAs that have developed cooperation at a strategic level with other
nearby PAs; (ii) PAs that cooperate with other PAs, although not at a
strategic level; and (iii) PAs that do not have any form of cooperation
with their neighbouring ports. In particular, De Langen and Nijdam
(2009) identify a case of the best practice for port cooperation, namely,
the cross-border merging process between Malmö and Copenhagen.

2.1.1. The case of port mergers
Port merger is a strong integration scheme, which is generally

characterized by a certain degree of complexity. This implies a full
amalgamation of the involved ports and affects the most critical man-
agement processes that are included in the institutional tasks of PAs.
PAs expend significant effort in actually achieving substantial integra-
tion, which represents a prerequisite to merger success. Thus, a stra-
tegic vision is one of the cornerstones of PAs' ability to create port sy-
nergies and rationalization effects from a merger (Hitt, Harrison, &
Ireland, 2001; Larsson & Finkelstein, 1999).

Despite its intrinsic complexity, a port merger may end up being
advantageous for the port system as a whole. For example, it might
avoid inter-port competition (Wang, Ng, Lam, & Fu, 2012), which does
not allow for the improvement of overall international competitiveness.
Nevertheless, port merger should occur on the basis of a comparative
background analysis of the merging ports by taking into account the
political and economic context in which they are inserted. This ap-
proach is used to determine whether the local situation can support the
convergence of interests between the merging ports and whether the

merger can create additional value for stakeholders (Frémont & Lavaud-
Letilleul, 2009; Hitt et al., 2001).

The analysis of traffic flows, port facilities, port stakeholders, and
local political and economic conditions can indicate if two closely
proximate ports are in a position of competition or, otherwise, of
complementarity or cooperation (Frémont & Lavaud-Letilleul, 2009).
Two ports that are dedicated to different traffic segments are not in
competition, even if they are adjacent. Conversely, ports in proximity
with similar profiles in terms of traffic type may compete with each
other. In particular, if the two ports are of different sizes, they may give
rise to three alternative situations (Frémont & Lavaud-Letilleul, 2009):
(i) a greater specialization of both ports and an organization of port
spaces to encourage the growth of traffic in the main port; (ii) a com-
plementary port relationship that can exploit, for example, the good
maritime accessibility of one port and the land accessibility of the other;
and (iii) a greater inter-port competition that encourages the arrival of
new operators and thus avoids the continuation of oligopolistic situa-
tions.

Worldwide, there are several examples of ports that have adopted
merger as a form of cooperation. The Port Authority of New York &
New Jersey (PANYNJ) is a public agency that was established to avoid
competition between the states of New York and New Jersey. It has
become one of the most relevant American public agencies, managing a
highly diversified portfolio of activities (Rodrigue, 2003). In 2001, the
ports of Malmö and Copenhagen, in Sweden and Denmark, respectively,
merged and created the Copenhagen Malmö Port (CMP) that is involved
in port activities by providing freight handling services. In this case, the
decision to opt for a merger as a form of cooperation was taken due to
several advantages, such as a more effective utilization of resources and
a rationalization of the port infrastructures (Langen & Nijdam, 2009).
To increase the total container traffic and the efficiency of intermodal
transport, in 2008, the Canadian government merged the Fraser River
PA, the North Fraser PA, and the Vancouver PA. These three PAs were
replaced by the Vancouver Fraser Port Authority (VFPA), whose public
name is now Port Metro Vancouver (Hall, 2014). Lastly, in Italy, the
most recent port reform has introduced some port merger processes that
are currently underway. This port reform pursues amalgamation and
integration limit weaknesses and increase the competitiveness of the
Italian port sector.

Port mergers may result from bottom-up or top-down pressures. In
the first case (bottom-up), PAs play a more proactive role, as they
choose to merge in the light of the strategic objectives that they
themselves have identified. In the second case (top-down), merging
processes follow a compulsory approach and take on a particular value
and criticality when they are part of a broader port reform process at
the national level.

2.1.2. The impact of compulsory mergers on PA management and processes
The advent of port integration/merger has an impact of port ad-

ministration, operation, and governance. Indeed, as these changes are
implemented during the “normal” life of PAs, it is relevant to question
which kind of transformations they undergo and what influence they
might have on the extant processes, routines, and projects. When law
and policy-makers impose the merger process using a top-down ap-
proach, they typically look for positive effects in terms of rationaliza-
tion (e.g., operating costs, space, etc.), strategic development (e.g., re-
duce project overlapping, optimize public funding, etc.), and market
positioning (bargaining power with customers, higher marketing visi-
bility, etc.).

Before the implementation of a reform at the national level, some
pioneering ideas often emerge from individual PAs or local public in-
stitutions (e.g., municipalities, regions, etc.). These are voices from the
territories that ask for a change in the institutional setting to obtain the
rationalization of some administrative process, a more conscious
planning activity, and a more effective management of public finance
(cf. Debrie, Lavaud-Letilleul, & Parola, 2013; see Fig. 1). Unfortunately,
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only in a few cases are these proposals be transformed into actual
projects that become already active prior to port mergers. The lack of
local regulations, the rise of managerial inertia, and many other factors
make the proliferation of innovation and rationalization measures in PA
management and organization difficult. A difficult picture can be drawn
outside port boundaries. In other logistics infrastructures, we may en-
counter other paths (and timing) of reform and rationalization, which
are independent with respect to those taking place in ports. In this re-
gard, port mergers might be beneficial for port supply chains if re-
spective regulations and measures are somehow complementary and
can be oriented to aligned objectives.

The introduction of port mergers breaks the extant status quo and
offers new opportunities to port executives in several managerial areas.
As stated earlier, concession management and planning are among the
areas where transformations in approach, mentality, and responsive-
ness can be made possible. Therefore, after a reform stage, we tradi-
tionally find a proliferation of new actions across various ports, also
following imitative behaviours. The degree of effectiveness produced by
mergers with respect to various (new) initiatives may vary even broadly
in different territories, depending on several contextual factors (see
Fig. 1). Hence, the outcomes are by definition heterogeneous because it
is difficult to find a common “recipe for success”. Similarly, the degree
of diffusion of the rationalization measures and of the projects also
encounters diverse patterns of involvement by PAs. Some ports, despite
a merger, may remain refractory to managerial changes and unable to
capture the opportunities that arise, whereas others (“leaders”) are
ready to exploit any opportunity that materializes before them. In light
of the above considerations, the evaluation of port mergers across a
country should be performed carefully given the presence of pre-ex-
isting port proposals/projects that might benefit from the reform pro-
cess. In addition, the contextual development of rationalization ex-
periences (e.g., rail, road, logistics centres, national transport policy,
etc.) outside port boundaries makes the landscape even more complex.
Hence, the causality between a merger and some factual projects taking
place after it might be “spurious”, thus making it necessary to capture

the above multifaceted dynamics in a more in-depth manner.
Nonetheless, reforms do not only bring positive outcomes. In par-

ticular, mergers, especially when imposed by the central state, can be a
somewhat traumatic path of change in which local players must handle.
Port merger requires a profound revision of the PA organizational
structure, job cutting and hiring, re-drawing of functions, business
process re-engineering (BPR), etc. Therefore, especially in the short to
medium term, suitable conflict management by port executives is de-
sirable if PAs do not want to miss the opportunities mentioned above.
Indeed, some concerns associated with (compulsory) mergers may
reach beyond a physiological period and become more “structural” or
“systematic”. For instance, the presence of a historical rivalry between
territories (institutions, local entrepreneurs, municipalities, industrial/
logistics clusters, etc.) might hinder the smooth implementation of the
merger and exacerbate the dialogue among stakeholders. In this regard,
administrative procedures linked to concessions and planning activities
might easily produce “negative sum games” in the presence of such a
difficult “background”.

2.2. Port mergers: the case of Italy

This paper addresses this Italian case as a relevant case study. Here,
governance reform is inspired by the scarce ability of PAs to stand
behind recent drastic changes in the maritime and logistics sector. This
factor, in addition to the lack of land infrastructures, has led to a decline
in the competitiveness of the Italian port system following a positive
peak period in the late 1990s.

After several attempts, the Italian port governance, thanks to port
reform law no. 84/1994, has finally been reformed by legislative decree
no. 169, approved on August 4, 2016, known as the “Reorganization,
rationalization and simplification of Port Authorities” decree (Ports
Decree), in accordance with the outcomes of the “National Strategic
Plan for Ports and Logistics Systems”, reported by the Italian Ministry
for Infrastructure and Transport in 2015. Through the Ports Decree,
Italian ports are reorganized and grouped into port systems based on

Fig. 1. The diffusion of the positive impact of mergers in the management of PAs.
Source: authors' elaboration.
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historical contexts, political influences, port peculiarities, and hinter-
land characteristics (Parola, Ferrari, Tei, & Satta, 2017). In particular,
as shown in Table 1, 15 PAs are replacing the previous 24 Italian PAs to
assume a strategic role in planning and managing the ports located in
their area. The new PAs are headquartered in the ports of strategic
interest at the European level, i.e., the central ports of the Trans-Eur-
opean Networks–Transport (TEN–T), defined as “core ports” according
to Regulation (EU) no. 1315/2013.

These merging processes of Italian ports show some peculiarities.
First, PAs have been grouped according to strategic planning and

under the political supervision of the Italian Ministry for Infrastructure
and Transport, i.e., a top-down planning policy. In this sense, there is no
voluntary participation of the PAs, which have not chosen to join the
new system.

In addition, the new PAs are public entities, as were the previous
ones. Therefore, principles and know-how typical of the commercial
private sector have not been applied to the port planning and man-
agement system by the current Italian reform. This aspect might be seen
as a limitation; the persisting rules that do not facilitate the simplifi-
cation of the bureaucratic procedures and the changes/improvements
of the staff may also be construed as a limitation.

Importantly, these “imposed” merger processes of PAs are more
critical for those cases in which the involved ports are both relevant in
terms of throughput and size. Merging ports should cooperate to en-
hance their competitive position and to share opportunities, and a new
PA must face the problems of both ports and manage the potential
multiple conflicts derived from the merger. Thus, a critical situation
may arise if the merger does not meet local stakeholder interests.

In light of these aspects, the Italian ports are now facing an in-
tegration path that requires time to be concluded effectively. During
this period, many managerial challenges arise, mainly related to the
critical processes to be redesigned. Among these are two major ad-
ministrative/management processes: the planning process and the
concession management process. In fact, port planning and concession
management are among the main functions of PAs in a landlord port
model, which is the Italian port governance model.

3. Research method: a multiple case study analysis

We propose a qualitative analysis of the challenges arising from
planning and concession management during the PAs' merger processes
in Italy. The analysis is based on a multiple case study approach, which
is adopted because it is the preferred strategy when “how” or “why”
questions are being posed (Yin, 2003). In particular, two case studies
are analysed: the PA of the Western Ligurian Sea and the PA of the
Central Tyrrhenian Sea, which, according to the Ports Decree, have
replaced the PAs of Genoa and Savona and the PAs of Naples and
Salerno, respectively (see Table 1). The main criterion of case study
selection is related to the different geographical locations and economic
contexts of the port systems. The PA of the Western Ligurian Sea and PA
of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea are located in northern and southern
Italy, respectively. In particular, the former PA is located in a region
that is more developed from an industrial perspective.

The preliminary outputs of this analysis result from an empirical
investigation conducted in the Italian seaports of Genoa, Savona,
Naples, and Salerno via interviews, press articles, and the existing lit-
erature. A multiple case study technique is used because it allows re-
searchers to pursue a replication logic, thus facilitating both literal
replication (i.e., the prediction of similar results) and theoretical re-
plication (i.e., the prediction of contrasting results, but for anticipatable
reasons) (Yin, 2003).

PAs of the four investigated Italian seaports have been replaced by
the PA of the Western Ligurian Sea and the PA of the Central
Tyrrhenian Sea. In particular, the two medium-sized ports of Savona
and Salerno have been aggregated with their neighbouring ports Genoa
and Naples, respectively.

Although these are inserted in two different territorial and economic
contexts, the ports of Genoa and Savona present some characteristics
that are in common with the ports of Naples and Salerno, i.e., a strong
port-city relationship and the historical relevance of both Genoa and
Naples.

However, as shown in Table 2, these ports are representative of
different situations in terms of total throughput. The port of Genoa,
with its diversified portfolio of activities, presents the largest figures. In

Table 1
The population of PAs before and after legislative decree no. 169/2016.

Reform I Reform II

Port authority Port system authority Ports
Genoa

Savona
Western Ligurian Sea Genoa, Savona and Vado Ligure

La Spezia
Marina di Carrara

Eastern Ligurian Sea La Spezia and Marina di Carrara

Leghorn
Piombino

Northern Tyrrhenian Sea Leghorn, Capraia, Piombino, Portoferraio, Rio Marina and Cavo

Civitavecchia Central-Northen Tyrrhenian
Sea

Civitavecchia, Fiumicino and Gaeta

Naples
Salerno

Central Tyrrhenian Sea Naples, Salerno and Castellammare di Stabia

Gioia Tauro
Messina

Central Southern Sea and
Strait

Gioia Tauro, Crotone (old and new ports), Corigliano Calabro, Taureana di Palmi, Villa San Giovanni, Messina,
Milazzo, Tremestieri, Vibo Valentia and Reggio Calabria

Cagliari
Olbia and Golfo Aranci

Sea of Sardinia Cagliari, Foxi-Sarroch, Olbia, Porto Torres, Golfo Aranci, Oristano, Portoscuso-Portovesme and Santa Teresa di
Gallura (only the commercial quay)

Palermo Western Sicilian Sea Palermo, Termini Imerese, Porto Empedocle and Trapani
Augusta

Catania
Eastern Sicilian Sea Augusta and Catania

Bari
Brindisi
Manfredonia

Southern Adriatic Sea Bari, Brindisi, Manfredonia, Barletta and Monopoli

Taranto Ionian Sea Taranto
Ancona Central Adriatic Sea Ancona, Falconara Marittima, Pescara, Pesaro, San Benedetto del Tronto (except the tourist quay) and Ortona
Ravenna Central-Northern Adriatic Sea Ravenna
Venice Northern Adriatic Sea Venice and Chioggia
Trieste Eastern Adriatic Sea Trieste

Source: authors' elaboration.
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2016, it handled approximately 50 million tons, while Naples handled
22 million tons.

It is clear that the analysed case studies show differing market
characteristics and sizes, although both the PA of the Western Ligurian
Sea and the PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea represent two relevant
case studies of a merger between a main port and a secondary port.
Managers should take this aspect into consideration to create an ad-
vantageous and collaborative link between the two merging ports.

In both case studies, the new planning process and the concession
management process appear challenging, implying both opportunities
and threats. PAs must face these challenges by trying to increase the
competitiveness of the overall port system and by evaluating the pos-
sibility of developing a complementary relationship, namely, a con-
structive differentiation in the commodities that the main and the
secondary ports handle. In this regard, the complexity of such processes
are derived from the peculiarities of these top-down “imposed” mer-
gers, which have not been well accepted by the secondary port in both
cases due to the fear of losing control.

These aspects are explained in greater detail in the following sec-
tions.

4. Collaborative strategy and rationalization in port planning:
new challenges for the Italian PAs

Port planning consists of a set of complex activities aimed at deli-
miting and designing the overall port layout as well as identifying the
end use of the port areas by taking into account the estimation of future
traffic flows. A managing body should perform these activities and aim
for an even more efficient use of the overall port area.

The contents of port planning activities are often summarized into
formal documents that may be different in relation to the temporal
horizon (short/medium term vs. long term), the target, and the adopted
level of detail. From a strategic perspective, a relevant port planning
document is generally represented by the PA Master Plan, which should
clearly discuss both the current and the expected port traffic char-
acteristics, port layout, and the impacts of port activities.

In Italy, the Ports Decree introduces the Master Plan of the merged
ports, in place of the Master Plan of each single port. This transition
does not represent the “arithmetic sum” of the contents of individual
port plans. Instead, it is the need for a plan that identifies the integrated
strategies of infrastructural and functional development of the port
system as a whole.

Therefore, it becomes clear that port amalgamation affects the port
planning process.

Ongoing mergers of Italian ports do not represent the result of the
individual port choices; instead, the mergers have been suddenly im-
posed by the central government without a transition period, in almost
all cases. This imposition results in challenges for those Italian PAs
facing the new planning process. Thus, PAs are approaching several
challenging situations that may result in opportunities or threats, which
may depend on their managerial skills (see Table 3).

Among the main areas of opportunity are the rationalization and the
dimension of port spaces. Amalgamation of ports may be advantageous
if it allows the port community to use a larger variety of territorial
resources. This is important, especially in port systems where increasing
traffic leads the major ports to face situations of lack of space (Frémont
& Lavaud-Letilleul, 2009).

Over the last few decades, the shipping industry has experienced
many profound and interdependent changes: increasing containerized
cargo followed by an evolution in the port terminal operators' market;
new automation technologies enabling faster loading and unloading of
vessels, with consequent gains in efficiency; and more specialized and
larger ships that allow economies of scale to be achieved.
Simultaneously, the minimum efficient dimension of a terminal has
evolved. Currently, terminals must be larger and able to offer a greater
storage and handling capacity. Therefore, in the planning stage, there
are different needs to be satisfied in terms of the end destination, the
medium dimension of the terminal, draughts, and infrastructure char-
acteristics. These needs may be met with less difficulty if more than one
seaport is included in the same system, thus conducting a more organic
and rational port planning process. In this case, greater flexibility may
allow, for example, the allocation of more spaces. Therefore, a con-
cessionaire that cannot be located in the leading seaport may instead
find an available space in another port area of the system (secondary
port's area).

The PA of the Western Ligurian Sea seems to take the opportunity
that port amalgamation offers in terms of port area allocation by im-
plementing a rationalization of spaces among various commercial sites.
Moreover, having considered the pressing need for larger terminals, the
potential delocalization of port activities towards more suitable port
sites is often considered. In particular, to adapt a port's capacity for
large ships as well as to improve its maritime accessibility, the PA is
planning to intervene in the port of Genoa by moving the current dam
of the Sampierdarena basin to the sea. In addition, work on the com-
pletion of the terminals of Bettolo Wharf (MSC, Infravia and
Infracapital) and the Ronco-Canepa area (Messina Line and MSC) as
well as the Vado port facility (APM Terminals, Cosco and Qingdao Port
International Co.) is in progress, thus making these spaces suitable for
private concessionaires who are already making substantial invest-
ments in terminal equipment.

As regards the PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea, the Master Plan of
1958 (port of Naples) is outdated and inadequate to address the rapid
changes occurring in the shipping industry. In this case, the particular
location in the city centre of the ports limits their possible infra-
structural expansion. However, the PA is currently evaluating potential
opportunities of port space allocation. To cope with the increase in
traffic in the port of Salerno, the PA is planning to carry out optimi-
zation operations for the use of space, beginning with the construction
of a multi-storey structure for the storage of cars, which allows both this
type of traffic and the development of motorways along the sea to
operate optimally.

Another challenge that PAs face is the rationalization of intermodal
connections, with the opportunity to choose more efficient transport
solutions that also reduce negative environmental externalities. Ports
amalgamation may facilitate the creation of a more coordinated and
monitored network of intermodal services, supporting the integration
and efficiency of the overall port system. Therefore, the PA of the
Western Ligurian Sea is implementing a rail development plan to ex-
ploit new investments on the Rhine-Alpine corridor. The central gov-
ernment aims to complete the rail work of the Rhine-Alpine corridor by
2021 in conjunction with the Monte Ceneri Rail Tunnel, thus creating
the first flat railway at the European level from one end to the other of
the corridor. This work represents the future of freight forwarding and
receiving, with the prospect of extending the market beyond the na-
tional border and along the Reno-Alpine corridor and allowing a quality
leap for logistics companies operating in the Ligurian ports.
Furthermore, to ensure the adequate rail connection of the port system

Table 2
Traffic information for the studied ports (year 2016).

Port authority Genoa Savona Naples Salerno

Throughput (1000 tons) 49,830 12,744 22,397 13,149
IN (1000 tons) 30,308 10,845 14,536 6507
OUT (1000 tons) 19,521 1899 7860 6642
Liquid bulk (1000 tons) 14,583 7153 5224 0
Dry bulk (1000 tons) 3651 1454 6104 120
General cargo (1000 tons) 31,596 4137 11,068 13,029
Containers (1000 TEU) 2298 55 483 389
1000 local and ferry passengers 2093 309 6562 549
1000 cruise passengers 1017 910 1306 111

Source: authors' elaboration from PA information.
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with the national network and the port hinterland, the strategy of the
Western Ligurian Sea is contemplating a series of interventions invol-
ving both arrival/departure parks and port infrastructure at the service
of port terminal operations. As specified in Section 2, some interven-
tions, although already planned or in progress prior to the reform
process, are positively stimulated by the port merger.

Furthermore, the PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea is willing to
reactivate rail connections from port sites. This is highly relevant for
connecting marine terminals with dry ports, with consequent im-
provements in the competitiveness of the main port and the nearby dry
ports. In particular, the PA's focus is on the rail connection between the
port of Naples and the dry ports of Nola and Marcianise.

Another opportunity provided by port merger is the possibility of
more hinterland links, which should be considered during the strategic
planning stage. These links may offer many alternative solutions for the
management of both ordinary and extraordinary activities.

In this regard, the PA of the Western Ligurian Sea is increasing its
bargaining power with inland terminals and is willing to reinforce its
active influence over hinterland transportation. With the port merger,
the PA can utilize the efficient road and rail connection infrastructure in
both Ligurian ports. In particular, road transport plays a key role in
short-distance service. A short dedicated junction connects the port
basin to the motorway network, which allows the major distribution
centres in northern Italy to be reached in a short time. However, re-
garding rail links, it is possible to reach all the major destinations in
northern Italy and southern Europe with direct rail services from the
ports of Genoa and Savona (trains of approximately 500m in length and
1000 t in capacity) through the intermodal centres of the hinterland.
Beginning in 2021, once the upgrading work on the terminal segment of
the Rhine-Alpine corridor has been completed, it will be possible to use
trains of 750m in length and 2000 t in capacity directly from this port
system to all European destinations.

The PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea, however, has not yet im-
plemented concrete initiatives to take the opportunity to increase the
number of hinterland links.

Each port is located in an area characterized by its own urban
regulation and where the political orientation may differ from that of
other areas. In particular, when the merger occurs, more than one
municipality is usually involved, and the presence of potential di-
vergent political orientations at various institutional levels may
threaten port planning.

Regarding this issue, the PA of the Western Ligurian Sea is facing
troubles in the harmonization of procedures for land planning and is

trying to frame its strategic development priorities within the national
and regional strategy. For the PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea, how-
ever, no specific risks have materialized.

Regarding political orientations, the PA of the Western Ligurian Sea
must now manage multiple sites belonging to a greater number of
municipalities, and the presence of different political orientations is
making administrative procedures more complex. At the same time, for
the PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea, the merger imposes a more
complex institutional debate on the definition of priorities regarding
land exploitation.

A threat is also represented by the strong attachment of local en-
trepreneurs to their territories. The risk is that this attachment may lead
to closure in the face of non-local, private entities. Although no specific
risks have materialized for the PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea, in the
Ligurian ports being considered, incumbent local concessionaires try to
exercise actions of moral suasion towards PA administration to guide
planning decisions. In this way, newcomer concessionaires risk coming
up against entry barriers.

Importantly, there are challenges that may be result in opportunity
or in threat (hereafter called “grey areas”), depending on the existence
of a strategic overview in the planning process and on the managerial
skills of the PAs. For example, one of these cases is the merger involving
ports that compete for the same commodities. One such situation may
become an opportunity for PAs if the planning and managing activities
are performed to avoid the leader port from subtracting traffic to the
secondary one; otherwise, it is a threat.

Both in the port area of the PA of the Western Ligurian Sea and the
PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea, there are small concessionaires that
face a closer competition complaint regarding planned investment in
favour of bigger terminals. However, in Genova, the PA management is
successfully trying to rationalize planning and avoid investment re-
dundancy.

Another grey area concerns the finding and the allocation of fi-
nancial resources. To pursue the implementation of their planning
strategies, Pas may consider several regional, national, and European
funding sources as well as already planned private investments.
Available financial resources should be rationalized; moreover, invest-
ments should be addressed to the main infrastructures within the port
planning's strategic vision.

Port mergers offer both the PA of the Western Ligurian Sea and the
PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea the opportunity to obtain more public
transfers by virtue of the increasing bargaining power (e.g., political
influence, lobbying activity, etc.) and influence towards the central

Table 3
Challenges in the port planning process: opportunities and threats for the sample merging ports.

Challenge Opportunity (O) Threat (T) PA of the Western Ligurian Sea PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea

Allocation/rationalization of port spaces X Proactive approach: implementation in progress Ongoing evaluation of needs and potential
opportunities

Dimensions of port spaces (rentable areas) X New planning activities in progress No initiatives yet
Rationalization of intermodal connections X Rail development planning in progress Ongoing initiatives for reactivate rail

connections from port sites
Increasing number of hinterland links X Ongoing initiatives to reinforce active influence

over hinterland transportation
No initiatives yet

More than one urbanistic regulation to be
respected

X Emerging troubles to face No specific risks have materialized

Different political orientations of the
involved municipalities

X Increasing complexity to manage Increasing complexity to manage

Strong attachment of the local entrepreneurs
to their territories

X Potential entry barriers for new concessionaires No specific risks have materialized

Merging ports that compete for the same
commodities

X X Increasing competition (T)
Proactive approach: rationalization of activities (O).

Increasing competition (T)

Funding and allocation of financial resources X X Increasing public transfers (O).
Conflicts over resource access (T).

Increasing public transfers (O).

Increasing number and variety of
stakeholders

X Increasing divergent interests and complaints about
some specific planning choices.

Potential marginalization of some
stakeholders' interests.

Source: authors' elaboration.
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government. However, in the Ligurian ports, during the implementa-
tion of the Three-year Operational Plan (TOP), some conflicts have
arisen among port stakeholders seeking to obtain the most resources
and/or resource access priority.

Lastly, a planning challenge, resulting in a threat, concerns the in-
creasing number and variety of stakeholders. The relationship among
ports, cities, and territories is generally complex. Despite Law no. 84/
1994 instituting an agreement between PAs and municipalities, con-
flicts between port stakeholders are often strong and persistent.
Currently, given the ongoing reform, the planning process has become
more complex; agreements and comparisons with local stakeholders
have grown.

In the Ligurian context, PA managers must suddenly handle many
more stakeholders (both internal and external) complaining about
specific planning choices. As regards the PA of the Central Tyrrhenian
Sea, however, stakeholders associated with the communities of the
secondary port, Salerno, perceive the risk of a potential marginalization
of their interests.

In such a complex context, the Master Plan must be structured to
assume a shared dimension. To this end, a preliminary analysis,
translated into a planning address document, is recommended. In par-
ticular, this preliminary document should define the integrated tech-
nical and environmental goals to be pursued through the strategic
choices of the successive Master Plan.

To better coordinate and harmonize port planning choices, the Port
Decree also considered a “National PAs Coordination Conference” as a
prerequisite for the planning of the 15 port systems. This conference
should provide for the preliminary identification of the characteristics
of each Italian port system and ensure the progressive implementation
of the actions envisaged by the adopted plan strategies.

In addition to the Master Plan of the new PAs, the Ports Decree
introduced more flexible administrative procedures for modifying port-
planning decisions. Such mechanisms are related to the individual port
of the system and cannot lead to changes in the main goals of the
Master Plan.

The introduction of these “lean” procedures evidently represents an
attempt to offer some suitable solutions able to facilitate and accelerate
the planning process in relation to the development of (a) specific (set
of) infrastructures. The timing of planning approval plays a key role in
determining port competitiveness in the long term because it heavily
affects the timescale of the realization of new facilities.

5. Concession management: Relevant issues in the port
amalgamation processes

The port governance scheme adopted in Italy is the landlord model,
which was introduced by the port reform law no. 84/1994. According
to this model, typically a public entity, i.e., the PA, manages, promotes
and coordinates port activities and uses the concession tool to entrust a

determined port area to a private operator for the development of a
specific commercial activity.

In the literature, some researchers have handled the issues con-
cerning the concession tool. In particular, several authors have analysed
the port concession-awarding process in European ports (Notteboom,
Verhoeven, & Fontanet, 2012; Theys, Notteboom, Pallis, & De Langen,
2010), also discussing relevant issues related to contract stipulations
and to the duration of concession agreements (Notteboom &
Verhoeven, 2010).

Within this context, Ferrari, Parola, and Tei (2015) stress the re-
levance of concessions in relation to port services regulation and the
achievement of port goals. Wang and Pallis (2014) provide a game
theory foundation for concession agreements. Moreover, Parola, Tei,
and Ferrari (2012) investigate the administrative process that leads to
the assignment of port concessions in Italy, evaluating the effectiveness
of the concession tool through a set of indicators. Therefore, concession
is also recognized as a tool for the direct and indirect pursuit of the PA's
strategic objectives. The management of concession agreements affects
the economic, social, and environmental aspects of port governance,
i.e., allocation of port spaces, financial availability and investments of
the PA, traffic flow, employment, regional economy, and externalities
(Parola et al., 2012).

Nevertheless, management of concessions is influenced by the
terminal-awarding procedure, which varies according to the type of
port areas to be awarded and the country where these areas are located
(and therefore the national legislative framework). Typically, the pro-
cedure to award a terminal consists of three different phases (Ferrari
et al., 2015; Theys et al., 2010): a pre-bidding phase, in which the PA
should define the terminal-awarding methodology and adopted criteria;
an awarding phase, in which the selection of concessionaire and the
definition of constrains occur; and a post-bidding phase, in which the
PA and the selected concessionaire sign an agreement, which occurs
with an official establishment of all the constraints.

All the issues concerning these aspects, which are thoroughly ana-
lysed in the literature, become more challenging in countries with on-
going port amalgamation processes. Port merger involves great efforts
not only in port planning but also in concession management, which
faces several challenges in terms of space allocation, the awarding
procedures, the criteria used for the selection of the concessionaires, the
duration of the concessions, etc. (see Table 4).

A PA merger offers the opportunity to improve land-use manage-
ment, for example, by addressing issues related to useful changes of
functions and uses of spaces and terminals. During the amalgamation
process, port management must face the rationalization of port con-
cessions, whose analysis constitutes a challenging activity that con-
tributes to giving the opportunity to optimize the use of port spaces in
the overall port system of interest. From a long-term perspective, both
planning and management might improve port zoning, namely, the way
in which the various port areas are combined. This activity might be

Table 4
Challenges in port concession management: opportunities and threats for the sample merging ports.

Challenge Opportunity (O) Threat (T) PA of the Western Ligurian Sea PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea

Rationalization of port concessions X Ongoing evaluation of needs and potential
opportunities.

No initiatives yet.

Terminal awarding procedures and criteria used
for concessionaire selection

X Proactive approach to face the lack of a national
regulation.

Ongoing evaluation of the criteria to be
restructured

Duration and renewal of terminal concessions X X Concession durations' harmonization (O).
Competition for terminal renewal (T).

No initiatives or specific risks have
materialized.

Strong attachment of the local entrepreneurs to
their territories

X Attempts at moral suasion to face. Attempts at moral suasion to face.

Increasing number of hinterland links X Activities aimed at promoting the use of rail for
hinterland transportation.

Ongoing initiatives to rediscover rail.

Increasing number and variety of stakeholders X Conflicts due to the impacts that terminal
concessions have on the port community.

Conflicts due to negative externalities of
concessionaires' activities.

Source: authors' elaboration.
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finalized, for example, to merge or separate port spaces by accounting
for the specialization of terminals on the basis of the traffic segment to
which the terminal is dedicated.

In the analysed Ligurian port, the wider port area is triggering PA
administration to think about concession merger and rationalization,
especially for container terminals. For example, the layout of areas
under concession in the Reefer Terminal has been modified to allow the
PA of the Western Ligurian Sea to set up a centralized point for phy-
tosanitary, veterinary, and customs controls. In Naples and in Salerno,
however, no initiatives have been developed.

Management of concessions in the current reform process differ in
the two case studies. Due to the different dimensions and relevance of
the two port systems, the total number of concessions to be managed is
very different: nearly 1200 for Genoa-Savona and approximately 160
for Naples-Salerno, including all the functions and categories (com-
mercial, passenger service, industrial, tourist, etc.).

In Italy, regarding the terminal-awarding procedures and the cri-
teria used for the selection of the concessionaires, law no. 84/94 de-
ferred the determination of awarding procedures and requirements to a
subsequent law. While awaiting this law, in 1996, the current Ministry
for Transport and Navigation specified that the correspondence of the
concessionaires' programmes to the port development ones would
constitute the main criterion of preference among many candidates and
introduced a concession-awarding system based on tendering proce-
dures.

After more than twenty years, the above-mentioned expected law
has not been adopted, and this legislative void has caused several cri-
tical situations, mainly associated with the transparency of the
awarding process and concession renewal.

The situation of uncertainty resulting from this legislative void
makes concession management within the current port merger pro-
cesses more challenging. However, in the absence of a national reg-
ulation, management now has the opportunity to define new guidelines
for its port system, allowing the adoption of suitable methods and se-
lection criteria. In Genoa, new guidelines for concession-awarding
procedures were introduced, and specific criteria for bidding evaluation
were identified. More specifically, according to these guidelines, the
award of terminal port concessions may take into account (i) the plan
for infrastructural and superstructure investments, which are to be as-
sessed in relation to increased port productivity; (ii) the employment
plan with a view to promoting a large return on employment; and (iii)
the pre-established traffic objectives and the development of port-hin-
terland logistics and railway modality. The PA of the Central
Tyrrhenian Sea is currently considering restructuring the criteria for
awarding terminal concessions. The intention is to evaluate the busi-
ness plans of private firms to avoid under-utilization of infrastructure
capacity.

A relevant constraint of a concession contract concerns the duration
of the port space concession. This generally depends on the type of
activity that is performed in the port space and the investments planned
by the operator (Notteboom & Verhoeven, 2010; Theys et al., 2010).
This element is strategically relevant because it might be an opportu-
nity for the PA, i.e., a means to attract more investment and to anchor
an operator to a port. Nevertheless, over the established duration, port
space end-use cannot change. In this sense, this constraint constitutes a
threat, especially when a port merger is occurring. The PA of the
Western Ligurian Sea seems to take the opportunity that this challen-
ging point offers by considering to outsource some construction work to
a private concessionaire and giving them an extension to the terminal
concession duration. Unless the submitted programme of activities
justifies a longer duration, the above-mentioned guidelines on conces-
sions also specify that the duration of the extension (or new concession)
is generally fixed at a maximum of 20 years from the expiry of the
concession. The PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea has not implemented
any initiatives related to the port concession duration.

Closely linked to the issue of duration is the issue of concession

renewal, which port management is facing due to the lack of common
regulations. In this case, a long-term renewal of existing concessions
may offer the PA the opportunity to establish market competition in its
port system, thereby seeking to increase its performance. However, this
extension comes with the risk of not implementing new strategies in
line with market changes.

In Genoa, the PA renewed the concessions of the three container
terminals located in the old port area, i.e., Southern European
Container Hub (SECH), Genoa Port Terminal (GPT), and Terminal San
Giorgio (TSG), which were set to expire in 2020. The concession for the
SECH terminal was extended until 2045, for the GPT terminal until
2054, and for TSG until 2030. The only rejection was for the Genoa Dry
Bulk Terminal, which called for an extension from 2020. This rejection
was due to the precarious financial management and the partial use of
this terminal. The PA also opted for these solutions to harmonize the
durations of terminal concessions existing in the new port system. In
doing this, it had to face the fear of competition for terminal renewal of
more relevant interested candidates.

The PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea must decide about the ex-
tension of concessions expiring in 2019.

Depending on the strong attachment of local entrepreneurs to their
territories and the different ties between private entrepreneurs and
public managers of PAs, a concessionaire might have a larger or smaller
possibility of getting its concession's request approved. Both in the
northern and in the southern ports, incumbent local concessionaires try
to exercise actions of moral suasion towards PA administration for
guiding management decisions.

Port merger should prompt the management to look beyond the
ports' boundaries by examining the existing and increasing hinterland
links to push concessionaires to rationalize the use of intermodal con-
nections. This means that it is necessary to consider how cargo is moved
to and from the ports in addition to recognizing the ports' facilities, the
infrastructures, and the connections among and between ports as well
as with their hinterlands. In this regard, the PA of the Western Ligurian
Sea is pushing concessionaries to use more rail for hinterland trans-
portation, while the PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea is willing to re-
discover rail for local terminal operators.

There is also a challenge related to the increasing number and
variety of stakeholders that mergers involve, thus inevitably leading to
the origin of several conflicts (De Langen, 2007; Parola & Maugeri,
2013). In general, port management must face conflicts arising due to
the impacts that terminal concessions produce on the port community,
such as the pollution generated by terminal activities and the overlap
between urban and terminal-related traffic (road congestion and acci-
dents). In Genoa, for example, some conflicts have arisen because of the
concession of a terminal for dangerous use (oil derivatives), while in
Naples because of the lack in concession agreements of specific con-
straints on the development of some activities. In the former case
(Genoa), the PA is facing the dissatisfaction of citizens, who have shown
themselves always more intolerant of the possible negative externalities
of the oil terminal. Such a circumstance contributes to making con-
cession management more challenging in the context of the reform
process, which is pushing towards an increase in port specialization. In
the latter case (Naples), the PA is facing conflicts within the port
community to allocate concession areas dedicated to specific activities
that have not actually been developed.

6. Conclusions

Among existing port cooperation and coordination models, ports
merger represents the strongest form of port integration and is typically
characterized by the creation of a new managing body replacing pre-
vious ones. Port merger is generally a complex scheme because it en-
tails, for PAs, the redesign of critical administrative processes, such as
planning and concession management.

In this paper, the challenges related to these two processes are
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identified and analysed with reference to the ongoing Italian port
mergers. In Italy, following the latest governance reform, 24 PAs have
been replaced by 15 newly constituted PAs. This paper investigates two
Italian case studies: the PA of the Western Ligurian Sea and the PA of
the Central Tyrrhenian Sea, which have replaced the PAs of Genoa and
Savona and the PAs of Naples and Salerno, respectively.

The sample mergers, following a top-down approach, have gener-
ated challenging situations that may result in opportunities or threats
for PAs, which may depend on their managerial skills. Within both the
port planning process and the concession management process, the
main result shows that both the PA of the Western Ligurian Sea and the
PA of the Central Tyrrhenian Sea are adopting a proactive approach to
facing the above-mentioned challenges.

Nevertheless, with reference to some of those challenges, contrary
to the former PA, the latter one has not developed any initiatives. This
is partly because the PA of Salerno obtained a deferment of one year
towards its amalgamation with the port of Naples. This aspect high-
lights the relevance of time as a factor affecting the effectiveness of
these processes.

The paper shows that the planning process is finalized to offer so-
lutions in terms of port space allocation, terminal dimensions, invest-
ments, and intermodal connections. These solutions could be optimized
with less difficulty if more than one seaport were included in the same
system, as is the case when mergers occur. As a consequence, a more
organic and rational port planning process occurs. Moreover, many of
the challenges that the PA faces during the planning process may also
turn into opportunities.

However, the merger process is also characterized by the presence
of many threats, mainly due to the fact that a merger involves more
stakeholders belonging to different institutional levels; moreover, the
integration scheme is adopted in a territory with a strong attachment of
local entrepreneurs.

Similarly, concession management appears challenging in terms of
both opportunities and threats with regards to the rationalization of
concessions, the terminal-awarding procedures, the criteria used for the
selection of the concessionaires, and the duration and the renewal of
the concession agreements.

The PA may take the opportunity to harmonize the existing terminal
concessions in terms of duration. However, it must face the competition
for concession renewal from more relevant and interested candidates as
well as handle port conflicts due to the increasing number of stake-
holders and the potential and actual negative externalities of terminal
activities.

Despite its valuable contribution, this study has some inherent
limitations. First, the paper presents qualitative analyses of two Italian
cases. It would be worth undertaking a similar comparative study in
relation to smaller Italian ports to identify commonalities and differ-
ences. By extending the sample to the ports of the Mediterranean and
even to Northern European countries, we could analyse the approach
that larger ports adopt when a merger occurs and investigate the way
they face the identified challenges to evaluate whether similar condi-
tions are present and whether a specific model of analysis might be
designed and applied in other contexts.

In addition, the analysis is qualitative in nature. Therefore, future
research could perform empirical investigations by administering
questionnaires to PA managers and stakeholder categories to measure
the perception of the impact of port mergers on planning and conces-
sion management activities. The realization of a quantitative study
could also lead to the identification of moderating variables influencing

the relationship between a PA merger and the analysed activities.
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