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Polish ports in the first quarter of 2020. Limited impact of Covid-19.
The total cargo turnover in three largest Polish ports (Gdańsk, Gdynia, Szczecin-Świnoujście) has 
reached lowest volumes in 3 years during the first quarter of 2020 (1Q 2020). Transhipments fell by 
6.9% compared to 1Q 2019 (Fig. 1). The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic was limited and mostly 
marked on the container market.

Operational results of the Polish seaports in 1Q 2020
Very large decreases were observed in the timber group (-84.1%), (Table 1). A record of high timber transhipments 
in 2018 were the result of windfalls in northern Poland that took place in the summer of 2017. As a consequence, 
export of timber from Poland increased significantly in 2018. In the 1Q 2020, declines were recorded in all Polish 
ports. Turnover in the timber group decreased by 297 thousand tonnes compared to the same period of 2019.

Ore turnover, mainly transhipped by the Port of Szczecin-Świnoujście, also decreased (-62.72%). The inflow of 
cheap steel from China and Russia resulted in a significant reduction of steel production in Polish, Czech and 
Slovak smelters. Currently, decrease in this group amounted to -62.7% (compared to the 1Q of 2019) and were 
significantly deeper than the decline in 1Q 2019 (-8.3% compared to 1Q 2018). 

Table 1. Transhipments in the 1Q 2019 and the 1Q 2020 in the largest Polish ports [thous. tonnes]

Cargo

Gdańsk Gdynia Szczecin-Świnoujście

1Q 2019 1Q 2020
Change 

2020/2019
1Q 2019 1Q 2020

Change 

2020/2019
1Q 2019 1Q 2020

Change 

2020/2019

Coal and 

coke
1742,50 1263,10 -27,5% 889,7 421,1 -52,70% 887,8 727,6 -18,00%

Ore 0,00 0,00 0% 0,00 0,00 0,00% 690,8 257,5 -62,70%

Other bulk 1008,51 1072,98 6,40% 278,8 361,9 29,80% 993,1 885 -10,90%

Grain 105,14 339,70 223,10% 822,1 1543,7 87,80% 262,6 524,1 99,60%

Timber 121,05 0,00 -100% 150,4 30,5 -79,70% 81,3 25,6 -68,50%

General 

cargo
5415,99 5353,23 -1,20% 3583,8 3578,8 -0,10% 4 423,00 4 247,20 -4,00%

Fuels 3922,86 3262,06 -16,8% 330,9 419,1 26,70% 1 152,10 1 241,00 7,70%

Total 12316,09 11291,10 -8,30% 6055,7 6355,1 4,90% 8 490,70 7 908,00 -6,90%

Figure 1. Cargo turnover in the largest Polish ports in 1Q 2015-2020 [million tonnes]
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During the 1Q 2020, significant increase was observed in grain handling. In total, Polish ports transhipped  
2.4 million tonnes throughout this period, which was a growth of over 100% compared to 1Q 2019. Port of Gdynia 
remains the leader in grain handling (+721 thous. tonnes in 1Q 2020). Almost 235 thous. tonnes arrived in the Port 
of Gdańsk (+233.1%) and in the Port of Szczecin-Świnoujście 261.5 thous. tonnes (+99.6%). The boom in the grain 
handling market is associated with record export of wheat from Poland. Additionally, world markets supply from 
Australia was limited due to the last year«s fires in the continent, which increased the demand of wheat from Poland.   

A decrease in coal and coke transhipment is also visible (-31.48%)and reflected the smaller share of this group to 
the overall cargo structure of Polish ports. The Port of Gdańsk is a leader in the transhipment of coal. The 1Q 2020 
brought a decrease of 479 thous. tonnes. Decline was also recorded in the Port of Gdynia (-468.6 thousand tonnes) 
and in the Port of Szczecin-Świnoujście (-160.2 thousand tonnes). A decrease in coal transhipment is caused by 
lower coal import to Poland (especially from the Russian market), which was already noticeable in January 2020.

Declines in the fuel group were also observed. Gdańsk remains the port with the highest fuel turnover, where 
transhipment decreased by 16.8% (-660.8 thousand tonnes). Growth in the Port of Gdynia (+88.2 thousand 
tonnes) and in the Port of Szczecin-Świnoujście (+88.9 thousand tonnes) was observed but at much smaller rate.

General cargo handling decreased in all analysed ports. The largest decrease was recorded in the Szczecin- 
Świnoujście Port (-176,000 tonnes). Slight decline was observed in the Port of Gdynia (-0.10% compared to  
1Q 2019). The Port of Gdańsk also shows a loss (-62.76 thousand tonnes). The decreases in the general cargo group 
are caused by reduced handling of containers and freight units (ro-ro).

Structure of handling
In 1Q 2020, the group of general cargo had the largest share in total transhipment (51.6%). The change took place 
in the grain group – share increased by more than 4 % points compared to 1Q 2019. The Port of Gdynia was 
responsible for over 64% of total grain transhipments in Polish ports (-160.2 thousand tonnes). A smaller share 
of the coal and coke group in the overall transhipment structure was also noticed – a decrease from 13.1% in 
2019 to 9.4% in 2020. A decrease by 20.12% in the share of fuels in the total cargo structure was also observed in 
comparison to 1Q 2019.
Figure 2. The structure of handling in the main ports in Poland in 2019 (thousands of tonnes)

Containers
Total container turnover in the three largest Polish ports fell by 4.8%, which translated into 36,242 TEU drop  
(TEU – twenty-foot equivalent unit) in 1Q 2020.

The Port of Gdańsk has the largest share in container handling, where turnover in the 1Q of 2020 decreased by 
7.1% (Fig. 3). The most severe declines were recorded in March due to the blank sailings from Chinese to EU ports 
including DCT terminal. It was caused by the Covid-19 epidemic in China (which started in January), that resulted 
in production closure in the Chinese factories and significantly smaller export to Europe. DCT container turnover 
in March 2020 decreased by 30.5% compared to March 2019. Port of St. Petersburg remains the largest container 
port in the Baltic in 1Q 2020, where cargo handling in 1Q 2020 remained almost unchanged (-0.5% in 1Q 2020). 
The Port of Gdańsk is on the second place.
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Figure 3. Container handling in the biggest Polish seaports in years 2012-2019 [TEU]

The Port of Gdynia also recorded a decrease in container handling (-5 127 TEU) but at smaller rate. However,  
a port where container transhipments have increased is the Port of Szczecin-Świnoujście (+5 159 TEU). Although, 
the scale of container handling in the Port of Szczecin is much lower.

Ro-ro
A decrease in ro-ro transhipments was recorded in all Polish ports. The majority of freight units are handled in 
the Port of Szczecin-Świnoujście. Ro-ro cargo in Port of Szczecin-Świnoujście fell by 4.15% (-5.194 freight units).  
The Port of Gdańsk recorded the largest decrease (-23.8% compared to 1Q 2019). Also, the Port of Gdynia handled 
less ro-ro cargo (-3 800 tonnes in 1Q 2020).

1 https://www.containerstatistics.com/

Passengers
The number of passengers decreased in the Port of Szczecin-Świnoujście. In the 1Q 2020, travellers on regular ferry 
lines dropped by 18 534 passengers. Whereas, passenger traffic in the Port of Gdańsk increased (+2 905 passengers). 
For Port of Gdynia, the number of passengers was not provided. 

Impact of Covid-19
The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic in the 1Q 2020 was limited. The most noticeable drop was in container  
turnover in DCT Gdańsk terminal (-30% in March 2020 compared to March 2019). The decrease was mainly due 
to the temporary closure of production in China (the effect of Covid-19 epidemic) and the cancelation of sailings 
by shipping lines on Asia-Europe routes (so-called blank sailings). Moreover, during the following months, trans-
hipments will remain lower than in 2019. Despite the resumption of production in China, demand for consumer 
goods in Europe in 2Q 2020 is significantly lower. According to Container Trade Statistics1, the volume of global 
container shipping fell by 7.9% in March. We estimate that on the Europe-Asia lines the declines could reach 15-20%.

In the 1Q 2020, port turnover of ro-ro transhipments also slightly decreased. This was a consequence of the weake-
ning economy in the European Union. The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic should be more pronounced in the 
second and subsequent quarters of 2020.

Table 2. Ro-ro transhipments in the 1Q 2019 and 2020 in Polish ports

Port Unit 1Q 2019 1Q 2020 Change 

Port Gdańsk freight units (pcs.) 25 135 28 040 11,60%

Port Szczecin-Świnoujście freight units (pcs.) 125 224 120 030 -4,15%

Port Gdynia freight units (tonnes)* 231 400 227 600 -1,6%

* In the Port of Gdynia ro-ro transhipments are given in tonnes, while in other ports is in number of freight units [pcs].
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2 Wskaźnik Managerów Logistyki (PMI®) jest wskaźnikiem złożonym opierającym się na pięciu pojedynczych wskaźnikach posiadających następujące wagi: 

nowe zamówienia – 30%, produkcja – 25%, zatrudnienie – 20%, prędkość dostaw – 15%, zapasy pozycji zakupionych – 10%. https://ihsmarkit.com/products/pmi 
3 https://www.swedbank.com/corporate/swedbank-research/purchasing-managers-index-manufacturing.html

4 https://www.markiteconomics.com/Public/Home/PressRelease/354da986b1c04ae1ad76bdafd475f39c

5 https://wgospodarce.pl/informacje/77806-czarne-prognozy-dla-strefy-euro

6 https://www.dw.com/pl/eksperci-niemcy-czeka-ci%C4%99%C5%BCka-recesja/a-53063854

 7 https://www.money.pl/gospodarka/pkb-w-2020-kolejne-instytucje-obnizaja-prognozy-dla-polski-6499814537750146a.html

8 https://www.bankier.pl/wiadomosc/Szwecja-spadek-PKB-jedynie-minimalny-Najgorsze-dopiero-nadejdzie-7877053.html

9 https://www.dw.com/pl/rosyjscy-eksperci-ekonomiczni-pi%C4%99%C4%87-powod%C3%B3w-do-zmartwienia-dla-rosji/a-53139154

The prevailing direction of economic trends in the manufacturing and service sectors is presented as the so- 
called PMI (Purchasing Managers' Index)2. April 2020 reading was the worst month for Polish producers in the history 
of PMI research, i.e. since June 1998. The index reached a record low (31.9 points, 50 points is the neutral level),  
was lower than the index for the Euro area (33.6 points). For comparison, the PMI indicator for Sweden, which 
introduced a much less restrictive model against the spread of the coronavirus, was 36.7 points - a significantly 
higher value than in Poland and the Euro zone3. The real scale of the crisis in the manufacturing sector, which 
can be correlated with the forecast of the volume of cargo transportation, is better reflected by manufacturing 
and new orders indicators, which constitute 55% of the PMI index. Both indexes had record low values in April.  
The new orders indicator registered 17.1 points – falling by 29 points compared to February. The production index 
also went down as many factories suspended their operations during quarantine4.

Recently, the economic situation in many European countries has changed radically. Goldman Sachs Bank indicates 
9% as the most likely magnitude of this year«s fall in eurozone gross domestic product (GDP). In negative scenarios, 
the value of GDP may decrease by as much as 16%. The forecast is based on three components: depth of decline, 
freezing time of the economy and speed of subsequent rebound5.

The coronavirus pandemic paralyzed the economy of Germany - Poland«s most important trading partner.  
According to IFO experts, the 1Q 2020 brought a decline of 1.9%. In the 2Q, the GDP could fall to a record  
low - 9.7%. In annual terms, it is estimated that Germany«s GDP will shrink by 4.2%6. Forecasts for Poland are at a simi-
lar level. Estimates of the International Monetary Fund indicate that Polish economy will decrease by 4.6% in 20207.

Scandinavian countries are natural partners of Polish ports when it comes to ro-ro transport. They also recorded  
a negative GDP values. The central bank of Finland predicts that the annual decline in GDP may be between 5 and 
13% in Finland, the lowest result since 1917. In turn, according to the Swedish Ministry of Finance, GDP may fall by 
4% in Sweden. In quarterly terms, the dynamics of Swedish GDP amounted to -0.3%8 in 1Q 2020.

The Covid-19 pandemic is also strongly affecting the Russian economy. According to forecasts, Russia«s annual 
GDP may fall by 10% to 20% (compared to crisis years - Russian GDP felt by 7.8% in 2009 and by 5.3% in 1998).  
In addition to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Russian economy suffers from very low oil and gas prices9. This may 
significantly decrease the consumption in Russia. As the result the import of containers to Russia will shrank and 
thus it will negatively impact on DCT’s hub business.    

The data presented above illustrating prevailing direction of economic trends (PMI) and economic growth forecasts, 
which are a consequence of restrictions introduced in social life and the economy, clearly shows a weakening of 
foreign trade turnover in Poland and other countries in the coming months of 2020. This will undoubtedly have an 
impact on the level of cargo turnover in Polish ports. The most pronounced consequences will be observed in the 
transhipment of containerized cargo, which is most affected by trade with China and Russia. In the ro-ro segment, 
the decrease should also be significant as ro-ro transport is closely related to intra-European trade. According to 
the data presented above, deep economic downturns are expected in the European Union.

Polish ports are universal. Declines in general cargo, in a positive scenario, may be offset by bulk cargo. However,  
at the moment there are no such predictions. It is also worth mentioning, that Polish ports will record very large 
drops in the number of passengers served in 2020. From mid-March, as a result of closing borders, there is prac-
tically no ferry passenger traffic. In addition, it can be assumed that cruise ships will not call Polish ports, similarly  
to other European countries, or their traffic will be very limited. In short 2020 year will not be as successful as many 
years before. 
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Port Monitor is a series of periodic reports regarding the seaports markets 
in the Baltic Sea, as well as on European and global scale.
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