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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
The Port of London Authority (PLA) commissioned Oxford Economics to 

produce forecasts of cargo handled in the Port of London to the year 

2050 and identify opportunities and challenges for the PLA and 

stakeholders.  

 

Background 

❑ The Port of London handled 58m tonnes of freight traffic in 2019. The 

vast majority of these flows were inter-port trade (trade with other 

ports), accounting for close to 54 million tonnes; intra-port cargo 

volumes (cargo moving between terminals on the River Thames and 

cargo from Medway and Brightlingsea) accounted for over 4 million 

tonnes. 

 

❑ The port plays a central role in supporting London’s economy, so it is 

important to ensure it can continue to help deliver economic value and 

support jobs, while also supporting the UK’s transition to net zero 

emissions in the years to 2050. In this context, the forecasts presented 

in this report provide guidance on economic direction and opportunity, 

with the purpose of informing strategic planning initiatives undertaken 

by the PLA and stakeholders.  

 

Modelling Approach 

❑ In addition to econometric analysis linking trade flows for each major 

product category to future trends in relevant economic drivers, the 

forecasts were guided by a detailed assessment of the impact of 

government policies in shaping future demand trends for each product. 

Specific attention was given to the impact of the UK government’s 

decarbonisation strategy and recommendations from the Climate 

Change Committee (CCC) on how to achieve the ‘net zero’ emissions 

target by 2050. 

 

❑ Other important contextual factors considered in the analysis included 

the long-term economic impacts of the coronavirus pandemic; the UK’s 

departure from the European Union (Brexit); the Thames’ winning bid 

for Freeport status; and various other behavioural changes affecting 

future logistics patterns, such as the accelerating growth of e-

commerce. 

 

❑ Our analysis was also informed by extensive stakeholder 

engagement to gather views and input from port operators and 

businesses using the port, as well as a selection of UK maritime 

business groups and external consultancies engaged in strategic 

projects to plan for the Port of London’s future development. These 

consultations helped to shape our subsequent research and informed 

our forecasts. 
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Cargo forecasts under alternative scenarios 

❑ Our central scenario for Port of London trade combines assumptions 

from the CCC’s preferred ‘Balanced Pathway’ for achieving net zero 

with our central scenario for the economy and other factors influencing 

cargo flows to create what we view as the most likely future outcome 

for cargo flows. In order to capture the inherent uncertainties around 

the outlook, we then flexed these underlying assumptions to construct 

‘high trade’ and ‘low trade’ scenarios that provide a plausible 

bandwidth around our central projection. 

 

 Summary of scenario assumptions 

 

 

Projections from our central scenario for cargo flows show the total volume of 

cargo flowing through the Port of London increasing to 77 million tonnes by 

2050, representing an increase of 18 million tonnes on 2019 levels. Within this, 

inter-port trade is projected to increase to 72 million tonnes by 2050.  

  ‘Central’ scenario: Total cargo flows 

 

Assumptions overview Low trade Central High trade

Decarbonisation outcome Net Zero 2042 Net Zero 2050 Net Zero 2050

Alternative UK decarbonisation pathways CCC's Tailwind's assumptions
CCC's Balanced Net Zero Pathway 

assumptions
CCC's Headwind's assumptions

Underlying demand growth in UK/London

Consistent with ONS "low growth " 

population variant

 and Oxford Economics' downside  GDP

 assumptions

Oxford Economics baseline view

Consistent with ONS "high 

growth " population variant

 and Oxford Economics' upside 

GDP assumptions

Port of London investment-led growth
Pessimistic assumptions

 (little to no growth in share of UK trade)

Oxford Economics baseline view

 (growth in share to 2030)

Optimistic assumptions

 (growth in share to 2050)

Net Port of London cargo impact Negative Base case Positive
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❑ The key driver of growth in inter-port trade over this period is unitised 

cargo, which rises from 21 million tonnes in 2019 to 40 million tonnes 

by 2050. Oxford Economics estimates that food and manufacturing 

inputs make up over 56% by mass of unitised imports into the UK, 

whereas non-food consumer goods representing approximately 10% of 

total inflows. Although a smaller share of overall trade, the ‘other 

cargo’ category is also projected to grow rapidly. A key driver is forest 

products, due to the projected increase in use of timber for 

construction.   

 

❑ Conversely, liquid bulk represents a significant drag on volume 

growth over the forecast horizon. This reflects the projected significant 

decline of petroleum imports as fossil fuels are phased out, from over 

13 million tonnes in 2019 to just 2 million tonnes by 2050. The decline 

in petroleum imports may be partially offset by new inflows of ammonia 

(used for the production of hydrogen), which in the central scenario is 

projected to reach 4 million tonnes by 2050 (albeit with considerable 

reliance on a number of assumptions).  

 Central scenario: Outlook for inter-port cargo (million tonnes) 

 

❑ Meanwhile, intra-port trade is projected to amount to around 4.3 

million tonnes in 2050, representing a 23% increase on the 3.5 million 

tonnes traded on average each year over the period 2010-19. 

 Central scenario: Outlook for intra-port cargo (million tonnes) 

 

❑ The outlook is subject to significant uncertainties, which create a wide 

dispersion of potential outcomes around this central case. In the high 

trade scenario, for example, total cargo flows reach almost 100 million 

tonnes by 2050 (of which inter-port cargo amounts to 92 million 

tonnes). The main driver of this improved outcome is the higher 

assumed growth in population and economic activity, which supports 

higher demand for unitised cargo and dry bulk (linked to construction 

activity). 
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❑ Conversely, cargo flows are limited to just 56 million tonnes in the low 

trade scenario (of which inter-port cargo is limited to 54 million 

tonnes), leaving volumes largely unchanged from those experienced in 

recent years. But this outcome reflects the confluence of several 

negative factors, including sub-par economic growth, a failure to 

increase the port’s share of UK trade, and accelerated behavioural 

changes that dampen demand for imports.  

 

 Port of London cargo volume bandwidth 

 

❑ Our analysis shows liquid bulk will lose volume compared to 2019 

across all scenarios, but this ranges from a -65% loss in the ‘low trade’ 

scenario to -25% in the ‘high trade’ scenario. The outlook centres 

around the phase-out of petroleum and the level of substitution in the 

form of Ammonia. 

 Liquid bulk scenario bandwidths 
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❑ Gains in total unitised cargo range from 47% in the ‘low trade’ 

scenario to 122% in the ‘high trade’ scenario (compared to 2019 

levels). Gains are largely driven by the continued expansion of London 

Gateway, freeport status diverting trade from other ports, Brexit 

diverting Ro-Ro from Dover to London and GDP and population growth 

projections, ultimately increasing the port’s share of UK unitised cargo. 

 Unitised cargo scenario bandwidths 

 

 

❑ Volume growth for dry bulk at the Port of London is largely dependent 

upon broad economic and demographic projections. Compared to 

2019, the high trade scenario sees growth of 69%, while under the low 

trade assumptions volumes are slightly (-2%) lower in 2050 relative to 

2019 levels. 

 Dry bulk scenario bandwidths 

 

❑ Similar to the outlook for dry bulk, the outlook for other cargo 

(comprising steel, other goods, forest products and motor vehicles) is 

largely dependent upon broad economic and demographic trends. Our 
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analysis shows this category will largely gain volume compared to 

2019 in all scenarios, from a low of 4% growth in the ‘low trade’ 

scenario, to more than doubling in the ‘high trade’ scenario (190% 

growth). 

 Other cargo scenario bandwidths  

 

 

Opportunities and risks 

❑ It is important to note that all the projections for cargo flows presented 

in this report are unconstrained by infrastructure capacity at the port. 

Realisation of the outcomes presented here will be contingent on 

ensuring infrastructure is maintained and extended as necessary to 

avoid potential bottlenecks in capacity to service the projected cargo 

volumes. 

 

❑ There are additional risks to the outlook which have not been 

considered which may yield an outcome outside of the range of 

outcomes presented in this report. Upside risks include the potential 

size of the market for carbon-friendly fuels such as hydrogen (and the 

relatively low import penetration assumed by the CCC and this report), 

which may under an alternative set of assumptions generate trade 

which could dwarf any other cargo flow through the Port of London. 

Similarly, a substantial lowering of shipping costs and/or significant 

changes in policy to facilitate trade may reveal growth opportunities 

above and beyond the ‘high trade’ scenario projections presented in 

this report.  

 

❑ Downside risks include disruptions to the historic relationships 

between trading volumes and economic activity. This could include a 

seismic shift in consumer behaviour or disruption in global trade flows 

(due to an aggressive trade war or increase in tariffs). 



 

 

 


