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Port Collaboration Beyond Proximity: Inter–
organisational relationships of Port 

Management Entities 

Abstract 

The study examines the expanding sample of collaboration activities developed by port 
management entities with non-proximate ports, or other commercial entities and institutions. 
The focus is on the cases where such collaboration is formed beyond the notion of 
proximity, that is to say, on cross-border and, in several cases, cross-continental inter-
organisational relationships.  Following a review and blending of two bodies of literature – 
i.e. port studies exploring the modern role of port authorities, and scholarly concepts about 
inter-organisational relationships of firms– the paper develops and analyses a data-set of 
respective practices involving European Port Authorities (PAs). This dataset is used to 
explore the typology of these strategies (i.e. the objectives, structures, variations, and 
geography of them) as well as to examine in which aspects they match existing strategic 
management understandings of ‘Why’ and ‘How’ such inter-organisation relations develop 
between firms. The findings provide a base to further explore the rationale for these moves 
and the implications that they (will) have for strategic port management. 

Keywords: port collaboration, strategic management, non-proximate ports, Port Authorities 

1. Introduction 
Port management entities are increasingly involved in several collaborations with other 
ports, commercial entities and institutions. As Port Authorities (PAs) ‘go international’ via 
several strategies well beyond those established with geographically proximate ports or 
stakeholders, these practices started attracting scholarly attention as recently as early 2010s, 
and the first port studies calling for further research on the theme (see Section 2). 

On these grounds, this study contributes to an understanding of the emerging patterns of 
those cases where such inter-organisational relationships are formed beyond the notion of 
proximity, that is to say, on cross-border and, in many cases, on cross-continental level. The 
empirical part of the study (Section 3) explores a dataset of relevant practices developed by 
major European ports. The analysis of this dataset develops a fitting typology of the 
behaviours observed with reference to the geography, objectives, and structures of the 
evolved collaborations. Beyond a synopsis of the latest (strategic) trends at the port industry, 
this typology also provides an essential background to link practices with Why and How 
these strategies are emerging. The study provides this linkage, in a way that responds to calls 
to move port research from development focused (policy-led) to management-focused firm-
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led concepts (see: Pallis et al. 2010, Woo et al., 2012): it employs non-port related literature 
on the formation of inter-organisational relationships so as to explore better the structures of 
the “What’s” and “How’s” of the recorded collaborative activities. These explorations allow 
developing the framework for understanding whether port management bodies follow 
similar paths when initiating such relationships. 

2. Conceptual Background 

The well documented restructuring of the port industry over the last thirty years has not let 
unaffected the role of modern port authorities. A changing economic environment produced 
by the globalization of production and distribution, changing forms of cargo transportation, 
technological breakthroughs, and many more issues, have among others resulted in a 
revisiting of the role of PAs.  

This conceptual revisiting refers to two research strands. The first one examines the 
positioning of PAs within the new institutional setting of port governance. The second one 
focuses on the functions and activities of the management entities in modern ports, so as to 
better advance the competitiveness of the port(s) they manage and, to a lesser extent, 
operate. The increasing presence of private terminal operators consequents a rebalanced 
presence of different formats, ranging from privatized to landlord and state owned governed 
and operated ports and frequently associated with the separation of the governance of the 
port from operations (services provision) fact that fuels both discussions. 

The need to address the continuously adjusted scope of activities and strategic choices of 
PAs is present in port governance studies (Goss, 1990s; De Monie 1994, Cullinane and 
Song, 2001, Brooks and Pallis, 2012,contributions in: Brooks and Cullinane 2007,and in: 
Brooks and Pallis, 2013). These studies acknowledge that the centrality of PAs remains, 
while their mission and role changes, not least as the new governance setting touches the 
core of the commonly called ‘landlord’ model. In the biggest European port, for example, 
the Rotterdam PA has been corporatized, assuming responsibilities for commercial and 
financial affairs, investments in new development projects, mid-term business planning and 
implementation and autonomous setting of long-term objectives. The purpose is to formalize 
substantial changes to the landlord function to enable adjustments, such as capital 
investment mobilization or the accommodation of increased traffic via the coordination of 
supply chain actors. Land scarcity, the oligopoly in terminal operations and negative 
externalities of port development, led to a more active coordinating role by the previously 
‘passive’ landlord PAs (Verhoeven, 2010). Similar examples are found in other European 
ports where corporatized PAs assume similar responsibilities to those held by Rotterdam.  

In the contemporary setting, a PA is a hybrid organization that needs to act ‘smart’ 
(Chlomoudis and Pallis, 2004, Dooms et al, 2013), as ‘community’ and ‘port cluster’ 
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manager (de Langen, 2004, 2007), engaged with stakeholders (Dooms and Verbeke, 2007; 
Notteboom et al, 2015), and extending its activities at regional or even at global level (van 
der Lugt and de Langen, 2007). Verhoeven (2010) provides a typology with three 
hypothetical options for a PA. First, to be a ‘conservator’, concentrating on being a good 
housekeeper. Second, to be a ‘facilitator’, operating as a mediator and matchmaker between 
economic and societal interests within the port, and beyond the port perimeter and try to 
engage in strategic regional partnerships. Third, to be an ‘entrepreneur’, combining the main 
features of the facilitator with a more outspoken commercial attitude as investor, service 
provider and consultant on local, regional and global level.  

To fulfil their different roles, PAs can choose different strategies. Bringing together and 
leading the coordination of supply chain actors to provide integrated transportation services 
beneficial to all (for details: van der Horst and De Langen, 2008), and/or developing 
coordination and collaboration strategies to advance business together with other ports or 
other entities or institutions are two major ones. It is the latter strategies, particularly those 
collaboration cases that do not result by the geographical proximity or the overlapping 
hinterlands produced by the functional and spatial regionalisation (Notteboom and Rodrigue, 
2005) that are the theme of this paper. 

Collaboration between ports, in particular PAs, is neither an entirely new practice nor has 
been unexplored in port studies. In the 1990s, UNCTAD (1996) and Juhel (2000) explored 
port cooperation aiming to adapt to more flexible traffic distribution patterns. Van Klink 
(1997) detailed the cooperation between Rotterdam and Baltic ports to strengthen the 
competitive position of the ‘home port’. Avery (2000) proposed strategic alliances between 
adjacent container ports as a countervailing option against the growing market power in 
shipping lines. Almost a decade later, in 2007, the PAs of the two major European ports 
(Rotterdam and Antwerp) supported an academic conference on ‘Ports in Proximity’ to 
discuss the evolving complex relationships between ports located in proximate geographical 
areas, with the ways that such ports collaborate touched by various contributions (see 
Notteboom et al, 2009). Similar initiatives developed in Atlantic Canada, where PAs also 
supported research on the best forms of collaboration and coordination (see: Brooks et al, 
2009). Song (2003) coined the term ‘port co-opetition’ to describe the collaborating relations 
developed between competing terminal operators in neighbouring ports in China and Hong-
Kong, in order to prevent wasting scarce resources on inter-port competition (also: 
Notteboom and Winkelmans, 2001). 

In early 2010s the relationships between non-proximate PAs started attracting scholarly 
interest, a reflection of the pace that such activities are recorded at practical level. Dooms et 
al (2013) conceptualise beyond borders collaboration as the ‘outward’ component of PAs 
‘internationalisation’ strategies that aim to establish a commercial representation abroad, 



 

 4 

transfer knowhow and invest abroad; whereas the ‘inwards ‘component develops at ‘home 
port’. PAs might have several motives and pursue diverse goals ranging from “selling the 
port” worldwide to control international transport networks or gain competitive advantage. 
Stevens et al (2012) name two cases that port co-operation might expand beyond adjacent 
ports. The first is co-operation between the two ends of a logistics corridor in order to 
optimise goods’ traffic between the two regions. The second is ‘sister agreements’ for 
exchange of information on port activities, management, organisation and technology via 
conferences, delegation visits or informal contacts. Like Song (2003), both these studies 
conceptualise motives, stages, goals and practices bringing concepts of international 
business, and calling for further research on PAs strategies. 

Beyond the need to examine collaboration between non-proximate entities, these studies call 
for linking PA strategies with concepts concerning strategic management and having a more 
specific application to firms. Explicitly responding to the limited research applying strategic 
management perspectives to PAs, van der Lugt et al (2015) surveyed the strategic scope of 
94 PAs worldwide and concluded that these authorities often provide services that are not 
generally associated with the landlord role. PAs with more autonomy and a more business-
like structure were found to have a wider strategic scope and more business-like goals. The 
scholars conclude that this might imply a shift in focus from goals at the macro level to 
goals at the firm level, as well as the moving of PAs towards a more entrepreneurial role that 
apart from business development involves ‘internationalisation’ strategies to expand in the 
future.  

On these grounds during the 2013 annual meeting of the Port Performance Research 
Network (PPRN), three of the authors of the latter paper (van der Lugt, Dooms, and Parola, 
2013), explicitly called for research to gain deeper insights into the what does a PA strategy 
look like, how it is defined and why does a PA define an internationalisation strategy. The 
present paper works towards these directions utilizing firm-level concepts aiming to 
approach inter-organizational relationships. 

2.1. Firm-based concepts of Inter–organisational relationships: Why and How? 

Answering why firms establish inter–organisational relationships and how do their work on 
partner selection has been a core theme of scholarly research exploring the forms of such 
relationships.  

The attainment of competitive advantage is a significant motive for the establishment of all 
such relationships (Soda and Furlotti, 2014). In this vein, Dyer and Singh (1998) argue that 
in order to explore this notion of competitive advantage when investigating the collaborative 
strategies of firms, one has to firstly explore the various relations between firms.  
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The potential patterns of relationships developed between firms differ. Snow (2015) 
distinguishes three potentials, namely competition, cooperation and collaboration, which 
reflect a chain of evolving relationships between firms. The form of collaboration is the 
latest and most sophisticated trend, and is the result of the highly globalised economy where 
the essential rapid diffusion of information produces a revisiting of the traditional 
hierarchical organizational forms. In collaborative inter-organisational relationships, the 
trust between interacting partners is high, with firms having intrinsic motivations to work 
together oriented towards specific and mutually determined objectives through an intense, 
open and shared exchange of information and communications.  

Achieving competitive advantages via inter-organisation relationships is a notion formed 
around two pillars: the industry perspective (cf. Porter, 1980) and the Resource Based View 
(Dyer and Singh, 1998) respectively. In the former case the firm seeks to gain all benefits 
from its participation in an industry. In the latter case a firm seeks to attain advantages from 
resources and capabilities (know-how, resources hard to imitate, etc.). Here, the reference is 
not only made to advantages from resources that one firm possesses, but also to the coupling 
of resources between firms. This coupling provides benefits as “firm heterogeneity”, means 
the combination of different idiosyncrasies and capabilities which progress strong 
competitive advantages for the participant firms. 

Referring to “How” do firms and organizations form such coupling relationships in order to 
achieve a competitive advantage, four distinguished practices have been identified (Soda and 
Furloti, 2014, Dyer and Singh, 1998); (a) the combination of resources between partners for 
the achievement of a specific task; (b) specific asset-related investments; (c) knowledge - 
sharing routines; and (d) more effective governance mechanisms. The combination of 
similar or dissimilar resources is related to the “inter-organizational resource 
complementarity”, whereas under this practice, different relationships might be formed: 
multi–business firms; mergers and acquisitions; human resource systems, strategic alliances 
and inter-organisational relationships (Soda and Furloti, 2014). 

Noοteboom (1999) put forward a comprehensive concept of inter-firm alliances interpreting 
the term ‘alliance’ in a broad sense covering a wide spectrum of forms of cooperation 
between firms (from full integration to fully independent firms engaged in pure market 
contracting). Here the aims of strategic cooperation are threefold: to better use assets in 
terms of efficiency, scale and scope; to improve competencies; and to gain positional 
advantage that may potentially pre-empt the competition. 

Scheme 1 summarises the “Why’s” and “How’s” of inter-organisational relations as 
explored in this section. 
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Scheme 1 - Inter - organisational relationships: Why and How? 

Source: Elaborated by the authors, based on several sources 

3. Empirical Evidence 
Following desktop research and content analyses of several port reports we constructed 
dataset including all the identified inter-organisational relationships formed by European 
port management entities with other non-proximate ports, or other commercial entities and 
institutions. The constructed dataset refers to the identified cases that these attempts have 
developed further than a simple expression of interest, i.e. they have been implemented, 
formalised by signatory parties, or disclosed in a report or detailed further. 

The constructed dataset includes a total of 17 collaboration initiatives by a given group of 
ports. These observations are presented in Table 1 revealing that ports located in the 
Northern European range dominate the scene as regards inter-organisational relationships 
formed beyond proximate entities. Across Europe, only port management bodies that belong 
to this range have so far included such collaboration practices into their business. These are 
the ports of Antwerp, Amsterdam, Bremenports, Hamburg and Rotterdam.  

The PAs of Antwerp and Rotterdam are the two most active ones in the establishment of the 
relationships under examination. This group of port management bodies is referred to as the 
“Part A” participant aiming to define the reference point for our analysis (European ports), 
since this process can be as well identified vice versa.  All “Part B” participants refer to port 
management bodies and (where this applicable) other commercial entities that have 
established a certain form of collaboration relationship with a “Part A” participant. 
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Apart from the cases included in the dataset, there is also a case of the ‘partner ports’ 
initiative developed by the port of Hamburg. The reason for excluding this initiative is the 
fact that it lacks any specific and formal pattern, whereas the information available lacked 
any hint that the announced ‘sister ports’ initiatives for ‘knowledge sharing’ are linked with 
concrete activities and results. Still, these cases refer to cross-border “partnership 
relationships” of Hamburg with ports in too many places in Asia (Busan Port Authority, 
Kaohsiung Harbour Bureau, Shanghai International Port, Shenxhen Municipal Port 
Authority, Yokohama Port Public Corporation) Africa (Tanzania Ports Authority) and the 
Americas (Administatcion Nacional de Puertos, Port of Halifax) but also proximate ports 
(Port of Gothenburg, Port of Bronka). Beyond these observations, certain cases were 
revealed that refer to US ports cross-border collaborations with non-European ports have 
also been recorded – these are beyond the scope to develop a typology founded on the 
exploration of the European forms paradigm.  
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Table 1 - Inter-organisational relationships patterns recorded (European port management bodies) 

Part 
A 

Country 
A 

Location 
A 

Part 
B 

Country 
B 

Location 
B 

Project 
(if any 

specific) 

Form of Inter-
organisational 
Relationship 

Objectives seeking to be achieved 
encoded in 2-digit categories* 1-digit 

Port of 
Antwerp BE Europe Port of 

Montreal CA 
East/Centr
al Canada - MoU CAT6.2 CAT10.1   6 , 10 

Port of 
Antwerp BE Europe Port of 

Nagoya JP East Asia - MoU CAT6.3 CAT10.1   6, 10 

Port of 
Antwerp BE Europe Panama Canal 

Authority PA 
Central 
America - Collaboration CAT8.1 CAT6.5 CAT4.1  4, 6, 8 

Port of 
Antwerp BE Europe 

State of Sao 
Paolo and Sao 
Paolo Ports 

BR 
South 
America - Collaboration CAT10.1 CAT1.4 CAT6.5  1, 6, 10 

Port of 
Antwerp BE Europe San Pedro CI 

West 
Africa - Collaboration CAT5.2    5 

Port of 
Antwerp BE Europe Rosmoport RU 

Northen 
Eurasia - Collaboration CAT5.2 CAT3.2 CAT5.3 CAT1.4 1, 3, 5 

Port of 
Antwerp BE Europe Essar Ports 

Limited IN Asia - Alliance CAT10.1 CAT3.2   3, 10 

Port of 
Antwerp BE Europe 

 Jawaharlal 
Nehru Port 
Trust (JNPT) 

IN Asia 
JNPT APEC 
Port Training 
Centre 

MoU CAT6.5    6 

Port of 
Amsterdam NL Europe Aruba Ports 

Authority AW Carribean - MoU CAT11    11 

Port of 
Rotterdam NL Europe Sohar Port and 

Freezone OM Middle 
East 

Sohar Port and 
Freezone 

Joint Venture / 
Investments CAT10.1    10 

Port of 
Rotterdam NL Europe TPK Logistica BR 

South 
America Porto Central Joint Venture / 

Investments CAT10.1 CAT5.1   5, 10 

Port of 
Rotterdam NL Europe Indian Ports 

Association IN Asia - 
Consultancy 
(Part A is the 
consultant) 

CAT7.2 CAT7.1   7 

Part 
A 

Country 
A 

Location 
A 

Part 
B 

Country 
B 

Location 
B 

Project 
(if any 

specific) 

Form of Inter-
organisational 
Relationship 

Objectives seeking to be achieved 
encoded in 2-digit categories* 1-digit 
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* For main categories and subcategories, see: Table 2 
Source: Elaborated by the authors, based on several sources

Port of 
Rotterdam NL Europe 

SKIL 
Infrastructure 
Limited 

IN Asia Port West Joint Venture / 
Investments CAT5.2 CAT5.1   5 

Port of 
Rotterdam NL Europe Pelindo I ID 

South East 
Asia Kuala Tanjung Collaboration 

Agreement CAT5.2    5 

Port of 
Rotterdam NL Europe Singapore SG 

South East 
Asia - MoU CAT1.4 CAT6.3 CAT5.2  1, 5, 6  

Port of 
Hamburg DE Europe Port of Los 

Angeles US 
West 
Coast - Collaboration 

Agreement CAT6.4 CAT6.3   6 

Bremen-
ports DE Europe Iceland IS 

Northern 
Europe Finna Fjord Collaboration 

Agreement CAT5.1    5 
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Table 1 also provides a number of the key characteristics regarding the forms of inter-
organisational relationships established in each case, as such officially announced, details 
concerning the parties involved (other ports or undertakings), as well as miscellaneous 
information that is essential for our subsequent typology analysis.  

3.2. Configuration of objectives’ patterns 

The column “form of inter-organisational relationship” in Table 1 details all the objectives 
that PAs seek to achieve in each collaboration initiative empirically observed. Based on 
what has been quoted or stated by official sources, the objectives that the involved parties 
aim to achieve by establishing each of the identified inter-organisational relationship are 
categorised and encoded into 10 plus one (11) main categories, which in turn are broken 
down further into two-digit subcategories (Table 2). To establish this categorisation, we also 
took advantage of the objectives detailed in such collaborations that do not involve 
European ports. 

Table 2 – Categorization of collaboration objectives 

Category  Objective Category  Objective 
CAT.1Sustainability (Environmental) CAT6Share& Exchange of Knowhow, Training 
CAT.1.1 Economic fuel development  CAT6.1 Exchange Expertise  
CAT.1.2 Environmental Policies CAT6.2 Exchange Knowhow 
CAT.1.3 Renewable Energy CAT6.3 Share Best Practices 
CAT.1.4 Sustainability (Environmental) CAT6.4 Share Strategies 
  CAT6.5 Training Programmes 
CAT. 2  Regional Growth CAT7Port Management 
CAT2.1 Job growth CAT7.1 Monitoring & Reporting Processes 
CAT2.2 Boost Regional Economies CAT7.2 Port Business Plan 
CAT3Logistics& Hinterland CAT8Port Management: Commercial 
CAT3.1 Expertise in Logistics CAT8.1 Marketing 
CAT 3.2 Hinterland and Logistics   
CAT4Nautical/Technical Services CAT9 Crisis Management 
CAT4.1 Very Large Vessels' Handling CAT9.1 Disaster Prevention 
CAT5Infrastructure - Development CAT10 Port Growth 
CAT5.1 Greenfield Projects CAT10.1 Promote Trade 
CAT5.2 Port Development   
CAT5.3 Port Infrastructure CAT11 To be clarified 
* The part that initiated the collaboration has not yet clarified any specific purpose/ objective. 
Source: Elaborated by the authors 

Grounded on these, it is worth depicting the “objective patterns” that each collaboration 
agreement is aiming to form. Table 3 presents the frequency of appearance of these 
objectives (encoded in categories). The range of the objectives is wide and quite diverse. 
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Each relationship reveals a unique blend of goals with the diversity of intentions ranging 
from purely environmental ones to more technical objectives. In several cases specific 
collaboration activities aim to achieve more than one objective. 

Table 3 – Configuration of objectives patterns  

 
Number of times each objective is officially stated in each port’s collaboration 
agreement (objectives encoded in categories) 

Port CAT 
1 

CAT 
2 

CAT 
3 

CAT 
4 

CAT 
5 

CAT 
6 

CAT 
7 

CAT 
8 

CAT 
9 

CAT 
10 

CAT 
11 Total 

Port of Amsterdam           1 1 
Port of Antwerp 2  2 1 2 4 1 1  4  17 
Port of Hamburg      1      1 
Port of Rotterdam     4  1   2  7 
Bremenports     1       1 
Total 2 0 2 1 6 5 2 1 0 6 1 27 
Source: Elaborated by the authors 

A certain trend is observed as regards the configuration patterns detailed: the goals selected 
most frequently are those falling under a triad of categories, these being Infrastructure / 
Development / Greenfield projects development (CAT5), port growth (CAT10), and share 
and exchange of Knowhow/Training (CAT6) respectively. At the same time the diversity of 
these objectives (nine out of eleven potential categories of objectives have been selected and 
pursued. This observation is more clarified in the following Graph 1. 

The diversity of objectives for each participant port is notable, denoting a different strategy 
of engagement by the various PAs. Port of Antwerp is the port management entity with the 
wider range of objectives pursued with its inter-organisation relationships; 17 different goals 
have been recorded lying within eight different categories of objectives. To achieve these 
diverse objectives, it also stands as the PA with the more extensive portfolio of collaboration 
initiatives; its presence is recorded in 8 different agreements. The Port of Rotterdam 
Authority is also involved in a number of collaborative relationships (seven in total).  
However the objectives are more focused comparing to those of Antwerp, i.e. they lie 
mostly in two categories, i.e. development / Greenfield projects development (CAT5), port 
growth via trade growth (CAT10). The PAs of Amsterdam; Hamburg, and Bremenports are 
each involved in one single-objective cross-border collaboration agreement. However, the 
objective that each of them is seeking via this involvement is of different category 
comparing to the one that the other two PAs seek in the respective collaborations that they 
have formed. 
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Graph 1 – Configuration of Objectives pursued per port 

Source: Elaborated by the authors 

3.2. Configuration of collaboration patterns 

Another element worth explored is the type of relationship formed in each coupling of 
resources. Six types of inter-organisational relationships formats have been observed in the 
cases detailed in Table 1. These are: (a) Collaborations; (b) Collaboration agreements; (c) 
Joint Ventures/ Investments; (d) Alliances; (e) Memorandum of Understanding (MoU); and 
(f) Consultancy (where the European PA involved acts as the ‘consultant’). As regards the 
two first formats, the difference between them is that ‘collaboration relationships are just 
been officially announced and are not followed by any other formal documentation, or such 
was not clearly stated or revealed publicly, whereas a “Collaboration Agreement”, is one 
that implies an official agreement signed by both parts involved. 

Graph 2 illustrates the structure of these relationships as developed by each PA. A certain 
preference in MOUs and Collaboration agreements signing reveals a trend in validating 
officially most of the collaboration relationships established by port management entities.  

As it might have been expected, the most active PAs insofar as the involvement in inter-
organisational relationships is concerned, namely the PAs if Antwerp and Rotterdam have 
also established more sophisticated forms of collaboration. The Port of Rotterdam forms 
Joint Ventures but also acts as a consultant to other ports, while the Port of Antwerp is 
involved in the forming of Alliances. This observation can be attributed to the expanded 
business structures that have been established and activated lately by both ports. The 
relationships established between the Port of Antwerp and the ports of San Pedro and 
Rosmoport (see Table 1) are initiated by a business structure of the Port of Antwerp 
Authority called ‘Port of Antwerp International’, which is an investment subsidiary of Port 
of Antwerp Authority (Port of Antwerp International, 2016). The corporatized Port of 
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Rotterdam Authority also develops a similar business structure. The principal aim of the 
established ‘Port of Rotterdam International’ (PORint) is to promote trade with Rotterdam, 
by, among others, developing a global port network (Port of Rotterdam International, 2016).  
PORint is the business structure that has initiated the collaboration relationships observed. In 
a similar pattern, the Port of Amsterdam has also been involved in a collaboration 
relationship with the Aruba Ports Authority (see Table 1) through its International 
consultancy firm ‘Port of Amsterdam International’ (Port of Amsterdam International 2016). 

 

Graph 2 – Structure of collaboration relationships 

Source: Elaborated by the authors 

3.4. The geography of collaboration patterns 

As regards the geography of the established relationships Figure 1 presents the locational 
couplings of the identified collaborations, in an effort to explore if there is any specific 
pattern followed. As the map illustrates the geographic patterns is rather scattered across 
continents, with no possible specific strategic pattern in place. Nevertheless, we can observe 
a certain preference in conducting collaboration relationships with ports belonging to Asia 
(India) and South America (Brazil). These preferences are similar in the cases of the ports of 
Antwerp and Rotterdam.   
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Figure 1 – The geography of non-proximate ports collaboration 

Source: Elaborated by the authors, 
 

3.3. Firm-based concepts in port practice 

Reflecting the firm based literature on collaboration between firms, one identifies a clear 
linkage with Snow’s (2015) work. Especially the Antwerp and Rotterdam cases validate the 
relevant framework, both in terms of forms of collaboration and in terms of objectives. The 
patterns observed are intense, there is a high level exchange of information, but most 
important, the parties involved work together for the achievement of mutual objectives, by 
forming very specific and formally announced forms of relationships (MoUs, Joint 
Ventures, Alliances, Collaboration Agreements), by working on specific objectives (see 
Table 1).  

Moreover, the examined cases validate to a considerable extent the conceptual patterns 
referring to the “Why’s” and “How’s” (inter-organizational relationships develop (see 
Scheme 1). While not always clearly stated as an intention in our dataset’s observations, the 
attainment of a competitive advantage is present at the introduction of international business 
departments (see the cases of Antwerp, Rotterdam and Amsterdam). The way the port 
management bodies of our database respond to the “why they get involved to inter – 
organisational formations” question is more coherent with the suggested resource based 
view (RBV) theory, in turn based on the heterogeneity of firms, rather than with the 
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‘industry structure concept. The managing bodies of Antwerp, Rotterdam and Bremenports 
have established relationships with other non-port related entities within an approach 
matching the RBV concept.  

In parallel, the blending and combination of resources, know- how and information 
exchange, are all evident when exploring the objectives of all different cases, in other words 
how the involved firms head to achieve inter-organisational competitive advantage. As 
depicted in Scheme 2, Human resources systems and Strategic alliances are present, yet 
more generalised forms of inter-organisational relationships are in most cases the preferred 
way forward. 

 

Scheme 2. Inter-organisational relationships: How? 

Source: Elaborated by the authors 

4. Conclusions 
Port management has been subject to redefinition in many and fundamental respects. A key 
change refers to the structures and strategies of PAs. Disassociated from port operations they 
do not remain passive landlord entities but assume a more active role in port development.  
Development of inter-organizational relations is part of the latter. Initially developed 
between ports in proximate geographical regions and overlapping hinterlands, this strategy 
expanded to collaborations with non-proximate port authorities or other entities. 

The study identified a number of such practices developed by different European PAs; yet 
this is not a generalized practice, but a strategy limited to a group including the major three 
European ports and a couple of additional North European ports. It was also identified that 
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the strategies of the PAs that are involved in such initiatives vary to a considerable extent, 
while in some collaborations develop with other entities than PAs. 

Searching for a fitting typology of port collaboration beyond proximity, it was found that 
these initiatives are not single purpose ones but might fit in one, or more, of 11 different 
categories. The initiatives are not single-scope but might have more than one objectives, 
whereas some PAs (in particular the PA of Antwerp) found to be more aggressive than the 
others. As regards the structures of these initiatives, again there is a lack of a single pattern, 
though the signing and implementation of formal agreements and Memorandums of 
Understanding are the most popular formats. Notably, the development of such 
relationships, and the intention to further develop the international strategies alters the 
structures of PAs themselves, as PAs start establishing purpose-based entities to develop 
such initiatives. 

Searching for a fit of these collaborations with taxonomies and concepts aiming to 
understand Why and How inter-organisational relationships between firms develop, it was 
observed that the configuration of relationship-formation patterns are extensively matching 
these particular frameworks. These observations confirm the validity of calls to move port 
research towards management-focused firm-led concepts. 

A parallel ‘going international’ process has also marked the port industry: the one of 
international container terminal operators that emerged since the 1990s.While the analysis of 
ITOs behaviour in relation to changes in domestic and foreign markets remains beyond the 
scope of the present study (for such analyses: Olivier et al, 2007, Parolla and Satta, 2013) it 
is worth for future research to examine the ways that the two types of internationalisation 
intersect, and the ways that the strategies and the balance of power between the various 
actors involved are affected (for a first attempt on the way that ITOs internationalisation 
does so: Bichou and Bell, 2009). 

In a nutshell, the findings suggest that strategic port management is redefined in at least two 
respects: first, by redefining the targets and activities of PAs, and second by redefining, in at 
least some cases, the intra-organisational structures of the managing bodies of ports. They 
also provide a base to further explore the rationale for these moves and the precise 
implications that they (will) have for strategic port management. 
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