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Foreword

This report presents forecasts of maritime activity in Australian ports to 2029–30. This 
includes imports and exports of containerised and non-containerised freight, coastal freight 
movements, temporary arrivals and departures of passengers by sea, and vessel activity. These 
update results previously published by the Bureau of Infrastructure, Transport and Regional 
Economics (BITRE) in Container and ship movements through Australian ports 2004–05 to 
2024–25 (Working Paper 65).

The approach adopted for these forecasts is demand-based. Measures of income per capita 
for each of 12 trading regions are used in demand equations for Australian exports to those 
regions and for inbound seaborne passengers originating in those regions. Likewise, measures 
of income per capita for each Australian mainland state are used in demand equations for 
imports and coastal freight unloaded in each state’s capital city port (Adelaide, Brisbane, 
Fremantle, Melbourne, and Sydney). Imports to other Australian ports and outbound coastal 
freight and seaborne passengers are assumed to be driven by income per capita for the whole 
of Australia.

Statistical models are used to estimate elasticities associated with these demand equations, 
and to forecast freight and passenger movements based on the expected growth in income 
for each region or state. This is done for each of the five major Australian container ports and 
for other Australian ports in aggregate. Based on forecasts of freight volumes and passenger 
numbers, estimates of future vessel activity are calculated.

This publication was prepared by Anatoli Lightfoot in the Infrastructure, Surface Transport 
and Road Safety Statistics section. Some of this work was originally published in a conference 
paper presented at the 32nd Australasian Transport Research Forum held in Auckland, New 
Zealand in September 2009. The author would like to acknowledge the contributions of BITRE 
colleagues Godfrey Lubulwa, Rob Bolin, Peter Kain, David Gargett, and Krishna Hamal, and 
comments provided by Port of Melbourne and Sydney Ports. Further acknowledgements go 
to Port of Brisbane, Flinders Ports, Fremantle Ports, Port of Melbourne, Sydney Ports, and 
Tasports for providing vital additional data on container movements at short notice.

For more information about this report or related BITRE publications please phone  
(02) 6274 7312 or email data.team@infrastructure.gov.au.

Gary Dolman
Head of Bureau
Bureau of Infrastructure, Transport and Regional Economics
Canberra
April 2010
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At a glance

Containerised freight
•	 Australian containerised exports in 2007–08 totaled 1.50 million TEU.1 This is forecast to 

increase to 1.74 million TEU in 2012–13, and to 6.32 million TEU by 2029–30.

•	 Australian containerised imports in 2007–08 totaled 2.46 million TEU. This is forecast to 
increase to 2.67 million TEU in 2012–13, and to 5.17 million TEU by 2029–30.

•	 In 2007–08, there were 362 000 TEU transported between Australian ports. This is forecast 
to increase to 415 000 TEU in 2012–13, and to 824 000 TEU by 2029–30.

•	 The estimated income elasticities for total outbound freight varied by port from  
1.01 to 1.32.

•	 The estimated income elasticity for total inbound freight was 2.45.

Non-containerised freight
•	 Australian non-containerised exports in 2007–08 totaled 685 million tonnes. This is forecast 

to increase to 754 million tonnes in 2012–13, and to 1.35 billion tonnes by 2029–30.

•	 Australian non-containerised imports in 2007–08 totaled 61.5 million tonnes. This is forecast 
to increase to 63.1 million tonnes in 2012–13, and to 89.7 million tonnes by 2029–30.

•	 In 2007–08 there were 54.6 million tonnes of non-containerised freight transported 
between Australian ports. This is forecast to increase to 65.1 million tonnes in 2012–13 
and to 92.7 million tonnes by 2029–30.

•	 The estimated income elasticities for total outbound freight from capital city ports were 
not statistically significant.

•	 The estimated income elasticity for total outbound freight from regional ports was  
0.66.

•	 The estimated income elasticity for total inbound freight was 0.69.

1	  Twenty-foot equivalent units, a measure which weights the number of containers by their physical size.
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Seaborne passengers
•	 Historically, the annual numbers of temporary arrivals and departures by sea have been 

highly variable.

•	 The number of temporary arrivals and departures by sea are forecast to increase from 
around 40 000 per annum to around 50 000 per annum in the period 2007–08 to 2029–30.

•	 The estimated income elasticities for inbound and outbound passengers were not 
statistically significant.

Vessel activity
•	 In 2007–08, there were 27 434 calls to Australian ports of which 7161 were by 

containerships, 14 439 were by bulk carriers, 3633 were by general cargo vessels, and  
2201 were by other vessels.

•	 Based on forecasts of containerised imports and exports, calls by containerships are 
expected to increase to 6910 in 2012–13, and to 11 200 by 2029–30.

•	 Based on forecasts of non-containerised imports and exports, calls by bulk carriers are 
expected to increase to 15 500 in 2012–13, and to 23 100 by 2029–30.

•	 Based on forecasts of non-containerised imports and exports, calls by general cargo vessels 
are expected to increase to 3710 in 2012–13, and to 4080 by 2029–30.
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Executive summary

The growth of Australia’s imports and exports is forecast to slow in the period to 2010–11 
due to the prevailing global economic conditions before returning to growth for the remainder 
of the forecast period to 2029–30. Containerised imports and exports and non-containerised 
imports are all predicted to decline by between 1.5 to 2.5 per cent during the first two years 
of forecasts, while non-containerised exports are expected to remain relatively flat for this 
period. A return to historical growth trends is expected to occur around 2011–12.

FES.1	 Indices of international trade
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Source:	 ABS (2009a), BITRE (2009), BITRE modelling.

As shown in Figure ES.1, total containerised exports are predicted to fall slightly before 
returning to strong growth experienced historically. This is driven primarily by the expected 
recovery in South East Asian economies from 2011, and by the rapid expansion of the Chinese 
economy to 20142 and assumed continuing growth beyond that. China and South East Asian 
countries were between them the destination for 47.1 per cent of Australia’s containerised 
exports by weight in 2007–08. This share is forecast to increase to 59.6 per cent in the ten 
years to 2017–18, during the same period in which total containerised exports are forecast 
to increase by 64.0 per cent. These forecasts rely heavily on assumptions regarding the future 

2	  IMF (2009).
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economic growth of Australia’s trading partners, particularly China, and whether this will have 
the same effect on demand for Australian exports as the historical data suggests.

Non-containerised exports show a slightly different pattern, remaining steady until 2010–11 
when forecasts indicate a return to trend growth. China features prominently here, too, with 
forecasts showing average annual growth in non-containerised exports of 4.6 per cent per 
annum for the ten years to 2017–18, increasing China’s share from 35.8 per cent to 43.6 per 
cent of Australian non-containerised exports. Japan and Korea are the other major importers 
of Australian non-containerised freight. Korea is forecast to maintain a share of approximately 
11 per cent of non-containerised exports into the future, while exports to Japan remain 
relatively flat over this period in absolute terms resulting in Japan’s share dropping from  
34.7 per cent in 2007–08 to 28.3 per cent in 2017–18.

Model-based forecasts suggest that growth in the coastal container trade will return to historical 
growth patterns around 2011–12 after a period of near-zero growth (Figure ES.2). However, 
domestic container volumes have historically been relatively volatile, leading to substantial 
uncertainty in these forecasts. In contrast, coastal movement of non-containerised freight is 
expected to continue to grow steadily throughout the forecast period.

FES.2	 Indices of coastal trade
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