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Maritime transport is an engine for development and crucial for the ability of all countries, 
including those that are landlocked, to access global markets. With 80% of global trade (by volume) 
carried by sea, shipping and ports are key-nodes in global supply-chains, providing critical links in a 
globalized trading system. Figures on seaborne trade (UNCTAD Review of Maritime Transport 
2012) illustrate the strong interdependence of economies and the interconnectedness of shipping 
networks and ports at the global level. In terms of world seaborne trade by country group, 
developing countries continue to account for the main loading and unloading, with Asia accounting 
for 39 % of total goods loaded and for 56% of total goods unloaded (2011). Emerging challenges 
facing international maritime transport include the inter-related issues of energy (access, security 
and prices), environmental sustainability and climate change. Much of the international debate and 
policy action in relation to climate change and international transport has focused on the issue of 
mitigation, i.e. on efforts to reduce carbon emissions from international shipping. By contrast, only 
limited attention has so far been paid to the important issue of adapting maritime transport 
infrastructure and services to the wide range of potential impacts of climate change. Ports are likely 
to be affected directly and indirectly by climatic changes, such as rising sea levels, extreme weather 
events and rising temperatures, with broader implications for international trade and for the 
development prospects of the most vulnerable nations, in particular least developed countries 
(LDCs) and Small Island Developing States (SIDS). Given their strategic role as part of the 
globalized trading system, adapting ports in different parts of the world to the impacts of climate 
change is of considerable importance. In view of the long service life of port infrastructure, 
effective adaptation requires re-thinking established approaches and practices early. Moreover, a 
good understanding of risks and vulnerabilities is required so as to develop well-designed and 
effective adaptation response measures that enhance the resilience of port systems, structures and 
processes and minimize the adverse effects of climatic factors.  
 
As part of its mandated work-programme, UNCTAD, the UN system focal point on trade and 
development, has convened a number of intergovernmental meetings to provide a forum for 
considered expert discussion on how best to address the implications of climate change for transport, 
in particular maritime transport. These include a 2009 UNCTAD Expert Meeting on “Maritime 
Transport and the climate change challenge”; a 2010 Joint UNECE-UNCTAD Workshop on 
“Climate change impacts on international transport networks” and a 2011 Ad Hoc Expert Meeting 
“Climate change impacts and adaptation: a challenge for global ports” (see further 
www.unctad.org/ttl/legal). Issues highlighted by experts at these meetings include the following: 
 

• So far insufficient attention has been paid to potentially devastating impacts on transportation 
systems, in particular, ports – key nodes in the supply-chain and vital for global trade. While 
international maritime transport accounts for ~3 % of global CO2 emissions from fuel combustion, 
80 % of global trade (by volume) is carried by sea, from port to port. Given the potential 
impacts/implications (in particular for ports) – maritime transport should be seen much less as a 
culprit than as a potential victim. Increased focus on responding to the challenge is important for the 
long-term prospects of the maritime transport sector/global trade.  

• In this context, further/increased appropriately-funded scientific research, based on adequate data, is 
required, as are targeted vulnerability studies for ports and coastal transport infrastructure and 
enhanced cooperation (scientists, engineers, industry, international organizations and policy 
makers), to ensure that up-to-date information on climate change impacts and adaptation measures 
is available, widely disseminated, and is taken into account by policy makers, transportation 
planners and development strategists; for developing countries, being able to access and benefit 
from existing and new technologies will be crucial. 

• As adequate funding is paramount for effective adaptation, it is important to explore ways to 
generate the necessary financial resources. One possibility that could be considered is to reinvest 
proceeds from financial instruments related to GHG emissions control within the industry for the 
purpose of effective adaptation, particularly in developing countries. 

• Planning of adaptation responses for already predicted impacts should be pursued without delay. 


