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Northern Ireland Ports Traffic Survey: Methods and Quality 
 

Introduction 
 
The importance of shipping and trade to the economy of the UK, an island nation, has 

resulted in the establishment of a large number of ports around the coast, which are very 

diverse in terms of size and type of cargo handled.  Around 95 per cent by volume of the 

UK’s international trade is transported by sea, and at least until recently, the UK port sector 

handled a greater weight of goods than any other in Europe.  The Department for Transport 

(DfT) collects and publishes statistics about passenger and freight traffic through the ports of 

the UK.  The statistics in these releases are collected to provide information on trends and 

patterns in the handling of freight traffic at UK sea ports. 

 
The DfT then publish these statistics on UK port traffic in three stages: 

(1) provisional quarterly releases, published 10 weeks after the end of the quarter 

(2) a provisional annual release, published in June of the following year 

(3) a more detailed final annual release, published in September of the following year. 

 
All results are published on the DfT Statistics website: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-transport/about/statistics 

 
Until 2010 (data year 2009), the final annual results formed part of the annual Maritime 

Statistics compendium. 

 
From 2011, all port freight traffic results will be published through the Ports series on the DfT 

statistics web pages, and other topics previously included in the compendium will be 

published through their own series (e.g. Sea Passengers or Shipping Fleet). 

 
Following publication of the detailed final annual release by DfT, statisticians within the 

Northern Ireland Statistics & Research Agency (NISRA) analyse and manipulate the portion 

of these data which relates to Northern Ireland ports, and release this information as the 

Northern Ireland Ports Traffic publication in November each year. 

 
This publication includes data on the total tonnage of goods through Northern Ireland ports, 

the direction of travel and the type of cargo which is being transported.  The publication also 

includes data on the number of tourist vehicles passing through Northern Ireland ports each 

year. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-transport/about/statistics
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Definitions and notes to tables 
 
Coverage 
 

The statistics in the NI Ports Traffic publication relate to traffic to and from ports in Northern 

Ireland, unless otherwise stated, and do not cover ports in the Isle of Man or the Channel 

Islands. 

 

Sources 
 

Port freight traffic statistics are based on a combination of data reported to the DfT by port 

authorities and shipping lines or their agents.  The data collection system is described in 

more detail in the data collection section.  The current NI ports, and who supplies data for 

each port, are listed below. 

 
List of port authorities and undertakings supplying port traffic returns for Northern Ireland 
 

Londonderry Londonderry Port & Harbour Commissioners 

Coleraine Coleraine Harbour Commissioners 

Larne Larne Harbour Ltd 

Carrickfergus Port not in use 

Belfast Belfast Harbour Commissioners 

Warrenpoint Warrenpoint Harbour Authority 

Other ports Irish Salt Mining & Exploration Co. Ltd – Kilroot 

Other ports AES Kilroot Power Ltd 

 

Major and minor ports 
 

From 2000, major ports are those with cargo volumes of at least 1 million tonnes annually 

(plus a small number of ports with less tonnage).  The current major ports in Northern Ireland 

are listed below.  Prior to 2000 the threshold for ‘major’ ports was 2 million tonnes of cargo 

annually.  More detailed data are collected for major ports than for the remaining ‘minor’ 

ports, and this is reflected in the statistics which can be produced. 

 

List of major Northern Ireland Ports (major ports are those with cargo volumes of at least 

1 million tonnes annually) 
 

Belfast 

Ballylumford (Kilroot) 

Larne 

Londonderry 

Warrenpoint
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Weights 
 

All weights are tonnes gross, including crates and other packaging.  The tare weights of 

containers, road goods vehicles, trailers and other items of transport equipment (i.e. the 

unloaded weight of the vehicle or equipment itself) are excluded. 

 

Cargo types 
 

Major port traffic is classified by cargo type.  Cargo type is defined primarily in terms of the 

means by which the goods are loaded onto or off the vessel – although for some cargo types 

there is some further subdivision into broad commodities; the method of loading takes 

priority.  A table of the cargo types can be found on page 7 of the DfT Port Freight Statistics 

notes and definitions document: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/641322/port-

statistics-technical-note.pdf 

 

Unitised goods 
 

Goods which are lifted on or off the vessel in large (20 foot or longer) shipping containers, or 

rolled on or off (RoRo) in one of a variety of self-propelled or towed units are said to be 

unitised cargoes.  For these cargo types, the number of units as well as the weight of goods 

is recorded.  A subset of unitised goods are main freight units – this group consists of all 

containers and those RoRo units which are designed to carry freight (categories 51, 61 and 

63 in the DfT Port Freight Statistics ‘cargo type’ table).  The purpose of the main freight unit 

classification is that it excludes those RoRo units which are not freight carrying – i.e. 

passenger vehicles, trade vehicles, and other specialised vehicles and trailers. 

 

Geographical classification of traffic 
 

UK port traffic is classified geographically according to where the goods were last loaded or 

next unloaded at the other end of the sea journey.  All traffic is either domestic or foreign.  

Domestic traffic is either coastwise or one-port.  Foreign traffic is either ‘short sea’ or ‘deep 

sea’, and ‘short sea’ traffic may be further divided according to whether or not it is with 

another EU member state.  A more detailed description of these terms is given in the 

‘Geographical classification of UK port traffic’ table in the DfT Port Freight Statistics notes 

and definitions document: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/641322/port-

statistics-technical-note.pdf 
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Port groups 
 

A list of Northern Ireland ports can be seen above.  Lists of UK major and minor ports can be 

found on page 19, and port groups can be viewed in the map on page 20, of the DfT Port 

Freight Statistics notes and definitions document: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/641322/port-

statistics-technical-note.pdf 

 

Major port traffic by flag or owner nationality of carrying vessel 

(Tables PORT0113 and 0114 in DfT Port Freight Statistics publication) 
 

In PORT0113, the flag denotes the country authorising the registry of the vessel. 

In PORT0114, nationality refers to the nationality of the direct registered owner of the vessel. 

 

Changes to classification of unitised traffic 

(Tables PORT0201-0211 in DfT Port Freight Statistics publication) 
 

The following effects of an important change to the categorisation of 'containers' and 

'shipborne port-to-port trailers' between 1999 and 2000 should be noted. 

 
Containers can be lifted onto ships using conventional services at container ports (Lift-

on/Lift-off or LoLo) or they can be loaded onto Roll-on/Roll-off (RoRo) vessels – used 

principally for road goods vehicles, road goods trailers or passenger cars etc.  The latter 

method often employs ‘port-to-port trailers’ used only within the port and which may return to 

the quay after loading or stay with the ship (either returning empty from the destination port 

or with another load). 

 
Until 1999 LoLo containers were included in 'containers on LoLo and conventional services' 

whilst RoRo containers were classified to 'containers on RoRo services'.  From 2000, the 

category ‘containers on RoRo services’ was discontinued and a new category introduced 

called ‘rail wagons, shipborne port-to-port trailers and barges’.  Most containers previously 

recorded by respondents as RoRo containers were subsequently recorded as 'rail wagons, 

shipborne port-to-port trailers and barges' but it is believed others were recorded as 

containers on LoLo services.  The effect of this definitional change can be seen in the 

PORT0203 table of the DfT Port Freight Statistics publication. 

 
It was evident by 2005 that some respondents operating at RoRo ports were indeed 

incorrectly reporting containers transported on port-to-port trailers as LoLo containers (rather 

than 'rail wagons, shipborne port-to-port trailers and barges') and had been doing so since 
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the start of the new data system in 2000. This was corrected for 2005 when data providers 

were given further guidance. 

 
This clarification resulted in a reduction of approximately 300,000 LoLo container units in 

2005, with a similar increase in 'rail wagons, shipborne port-to-port trailers and barges'. The 

discontinuity, which affected a number of East coast ports, is highlighted in the relevant 

tables of the DfT Port Freight Statistics publication. Further information on the revised 

estimates for containers and shipborne trailers etc is available on page 3 of the DfT Port 

Freight Statistics notes and definitions document: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/641322/port-

statistics-technical-note.pdf 

 
It should be noted that, in both the previous and current data collection systems, containers 

carried by road goods vehicle or road goods trailer are correctly classified as 'road goods 

vehicles’ or 'unaccompanied trailers' and not as containers. 

 

Major ports container traffic in TEUs and weight carried 
 

TEU (twenty-foot equivalent units) is a standardised measure to allow for the different sizes 

of container boxes.  The standard units taken for each size of container box are as follows: 

 

 Units  

20 foot containers 1  

40 foot containers 2  

>20 foot and <40 foot 1.5  

>40 foot 2.25  

 

All ports container traffic in TEUs 
 

For 2000 onwards, TEUs have been calculated as set out in the note to table PORT0208 in 

the DfT Port Freight Statistics publication.  In 1999 and earlier, only two categories were 

used; 20 foot (defined to be in the range of 15 to 24 feet) and 40 foot (defined to be in the 

range 25 feet or over), and these were given standardised units 1 and 2 respectively to 

calculate TEUs.  Thirty foot containers (the main alternative size to 20 and 40 foot), and units 

over 40 feet were both assigned to the 40 foot category with a standard unit of 2. 

 
Containers carried on board RoRo vessels by shipborne port-to-port trailers are not included 

from 2000 onwards, although some operators incorrectly continued to include them until 

2004 (see 'Changes to Classification of Unitised Traffic’ above for more information).  



6 
 

Downloadable data files 

(Tables PORT0498 & PORT0499 in DfT Port Freight Statistics publication) 
 

These special files are designed to allow advanced users to filter for or download data for 

their own analyses.  The data are disaggregated as far as is consistent with maintaining 

commercial confidentiality. 

 
Table PORT0498 contains data by weight of goods and PORT0499 contains data by 

number of units.  (Please note that not all unitised cargo types are capable of carrying cargo, 

therefore tonnage and units results should only be compared for those types of unit which 

can do so). 

 
The tables contain data by year (from 2005), UK port, country of loading/unloading, cargo 

category (at two different levels of detail) and direction of movement.  Very small flows have 

been aggregated to world region totals to help maintain confidentiality. 

 

Data collection system for maritime freight traffic 
 
Port freight traffic statistics are based on a combination of data reported to the DfT by port 

authorities and shipping lines or their agents.  Prior to 2000, reporting was by port authorities 

only. 

 
The current collection arrangements for port freight traffic statistics were introduced on 

1 January 2000 to meet the requirements of the EC Maritime Statistics Directive (Council 

Directive 95/64/EC on statistical returns in respect of the carriage of goods and passengers 

by sea, recast as Directive 2009/42/EC). 

 
Under the Directive, information is required quarterly on foreign and domestic tonnages and 

freight units, for major ports (i.e. those that have over one million tonnes of freight per 

annum) by route, flag and cargo type.  Much less information is required for smaller ports. 

 
Most of the detailed freight information is collected from shipping lines, operators and 

shipping agents, because the detailed route and ship flag information required by the 

Directive is only generally available from them.  The ports supply more limited information 

quarterly and annually, which is used to provide control totals and also to publish more 

timely provisional results. 

 
The full guidance for data providers, including code lists and instructions on completion of 

the forms, is available via a dedicated section of the DfT website: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/maritime-statistics-directive-reporting-guidance  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/maritime-statistics-directive-reporting-guidance
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Shipping lines and agents information (Form MSD1) 
 

Shipping lines or their agents complete detailed returns of their inwards and outwards traffic 

at each major port for each ship, on each route, quarterly, on form MSD1.  Major ports are 

those handling more than 1 million tonnes a year, plus a few selected ports with less 

tonnage.  The returns give the gross weight of goods in tonnes of liquid bulks, dry bulks, 

unitised traffic and other general cargo, by individual category.  Additionally for unitised 

traffic, the returns give the numbers of units, broken down where appropriate into those with 

cargo and those which are empty.  A full list of the cargo categories is given on page 7 and a 

comparison with the categories used in the previous system is on page 12 of the DfT Port 

Freight Statistics notes and definitions document: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/641322/port-

statistics-technical-note.pdf 

 

Ports information (Forms MSD2, MSD2X and MSD5) 
 

The port authorities or other undertakings at major ports complete quarterly (MSD2) returns 

comprising four figures: the gross weight of goods inwards, the gross weight of goods 

outwards, the total number of units inwards and the total number of units outwards.  Units 

include containers, road goods vehicles, passenger cars, unaccompanied trailers etc.  

Results from the MSD2 returns have been used since the beginning of 2009 to produce 

provisional quarterly port freight statistics which are published via the DfT Transport 

Statistics website. 

 
More cargo details are supplied annually on form MSD2X, which uses the same cargo type 

categories as the MSD1.  The MSD2X results are used to provide more detailed grossing 

totals for the final annual results, and are also the basis of the provisional annual results 

published about 6 months after the year end on the DfT Transport Statistics website. 

 
Minor ports provide information on total tonnages in and out, annually on form MSD5. 

 

Ports also provide quarterly returns listing the shipping agents, lines and operators active at 

the port (MSD3) and giving data on ship arrivals and departures (MSD4). 

 

Classification of port freight traffic for the EC Directive on statistical returns in 

respect of the carriage of goods and passengers by sea (2009/42/EC) 
 

Further information on what constitutes Unitised and Non-Unitised traffic can be found in the 

tables on page 7 of the DfT Port Freight Statistics notes and definitions document:  
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https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/641322/port-

statistics-technical-note.pdf 

 

Processing methods and data quality 

Validation and Quality Assurance procedures 
 
Data are mainly reported electronically, either as bespoke XML files (the GESMES system) 

or ASCII files, or via a web-based reporting tool (iSDES).  A few senders still report by email 

or other methods.  The guidance for data providers may be found here: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/maritime-statistics-directive-reporting-guidance 

 
The data are sent to a Collection Agency working on behalf of DfT, who collate the data, 

carry out initial validation checks, and also operate a helpdesk and identify and follow up 

non-respondents.  Validation checks at this stage include checks on the validity of port 

codes and ship identities, and basic plausibility checks on types and sizes of certain 

cargoes. 

 
Once data are transmitted securely to DfT, additional checks are carried out, including the 

cross-comparison of MSD1, MSD2 and MSD2X records, and comparisons with previous 

time periods. Major anomalies are followed up with data providers. 

 

Grossing procedures 
 

MSD2, MSD2X or MSD5 returns are normally received from virtually all significant operators.  

It is not possible to measure the response rate for MSD1s except by comparing the resulting 

traffic totals with those from the MSD2 or MSD2X returns. 

 
The MSD2X data from ports are used as control totals to gross up the information supplied 

by shipping lines’ and agents’ data, that is, make an estimated adjustment to correct for any 

missing MSD1s.  Each of the data variables for each port on the MSD2X, i.e. the cargo 

categories for Unitised and Non-Unitised traffic, are divided by the corresponding estimates 

provided by shipping lines and agents to produce grossing factors.  These factors are then 

applied to all corresponding MSD1 data variables to provide grossed totals.  This method 

allows the estimation of other variables, for example traffic by cargo type by port of loading 

and unloading, vessel characteristics, flag etc, which are unavailable from ports from the 

MSD2 or MSD2X.  The grossing procedure applies to traffic to and from major ports; 

information for minor ports is added in separately. 

 
From 2000, all freight estimates shown in the tables which have a geographic element, e.g. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/maritime-statistics-directive-reporting-guidance
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imports, exports, foreign, domestic traffic, have been estimated by the grossing procedures 

described above based on information supplied by shipping lines and agents.  For 1999 and 

earlier years, this information has been estimated by ports but only approximately in many 

cases.  The new collection arrangements provide more reliable geographic information, i.e. 

estimates of imports, exports, foreign, coastwise, one-port traffic, traffic on individual routes 

etc. 

 
The overall effect of grossing, and the spread of grossing factors, are summarised in the ‘Implied 

grossing factors for a range of traffic types’ table on page 9 of the DfT Port Freight Statistics 

notes and definitions document: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/641322/port-

statistics-technical-note.pdf 

 

Publication arrangements and provisional results 
 
UK port freight statistics are published by the Department for Transport in three stages in 

order to put usable information in the public domain as early as possible: 

 
(1) Provisional quarterly results are published approximately 10 weeks after the end 

of the quarter to which they relate.  These statistics are based on the MSD2 forms 

provided by major ports.  Data are available for total weight of goods and number of 

units, inwards and outwards for each responding port.  These figures may be subject 

to revision if subsequent checks against MSD1 data provided by agents or MSD2X 

data provided by ports at the year-end highlight anomalies.  Typically a very small 

number of ports do not provide data in time for publication, in which case the national 

trend is estimated based on the trend for those ports which have provided data for 

the latest quarter.  The table on page 10 of the DfT Port Freight Statistics notes and 

definitions document shows how the published quarterly indices for traffic at major 

ports have changed in each successive quarter since Q1 2015.  This illustrates the 

overall effect at national level of changes to the provisional figures after their initial 

publication. 

(2) Provisional annual results are published approximately 6 months after the end of 

the calendar year to which they relate.  These statistics are based on the MSD2X 

and MSD5 returns provided at the end of the year by each major port and minor port 

respectively.  A split into broad cargo type is available for each major port.  Some 

additional quality checks will have been possible, compared with the earlier quarterly 

data.  However, full checks of MSD2/2X data against MSD1 data from shipping 
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agents, and grossing of the final data will not have been completed, so the data 

remain provisional at this stage.  Furthermore, past experience is that the figures for 

the vast majority of ports do not change.  The differences at national level between 

the ‘provisional annual’ national totals as first published each year and the final 

figures released subsequently, have usually been extremely small. 

(3) Final detailed results are published about 9 months after the year end.  At this 

stage a full reconciliation of port and shipping agent data will have been carried out, 

and the grossing procedures described above completed and checked.  The detailed 

results are based on these grossed data.  At this stage the full range of analyses, 

including those by route and vessel type are available.  It is on this release that the 

NI Ports Traffic publication is based. 

 
A table showing how port traffic indices have varied in successive editions of Quarterly Port 

Statistics is available on page 10 of the DfT notes and definitions document: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/641322/port-

statistics-technical-note.pdf 

 

Previous data collection systems 
 
Annual statistics on freight handled at GB ports have been collected by the Department for 

Transport since 1980.  (Statistics for Northern Ireland ports were collected by the 

Department for Economic Development, Northern Ireland from 1988 to 1999, and have been 

collected by DfT within the UK system since 2000).  Prior to this, similar statistics were 

collected by the National Ports Council from 1965.  There were various relatively modest 

changes to the collection system during this period, and these notes relate mainly to the 

previous data collection system as it was in its final form, from 1995 to 1999. 

 
Although the published data series from before 2000 are considered to be largely 

comparable with the current system, the change in collection methodology resulted in some 

discontinuities in the data between 2000 and previous years. 

 
The current system includes more detail than previously on vessels and routes (in terms of 

the port of loading/unloading) used, and on unitised traffic by weight; but less commodity 

detail for non-unitised traffic. 

 
Prior to 2000, all freight information was collected from ports annually.  There was no 

quarterly collection and no collection from shipping agents.  A PS4 form was sent to major 

ports asking for detailed information on weight of traffic in and out, by cargo category and 
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whether these were foreign, coastwise or one port cargoes.  A detailed commodity analysis 

was also required for bulk traffic, and a broad commodity analysis for coastwise traffic.  

Separate information was required on unitised traffic, i.e. the number of units in and out by 

unitised cargo categories and by broad route. 

 
The major ports covered by the PS4 were taken to be ports with least 2 million tonnes of 

cargo a year.  A few selected ports with smaller volumes were also included, which were 

required to provide only total weight of cargo, in and out, in a simplified form. 

 
A table explaining the main differences between the freight collection systems in 1995-1999 

and from 2000 is included on page 11 of the DfT Port Freight Statistics notes and definitions 

document: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/641322/port-

statistics-technical-note.pdf 

 
A map detailing UK ports, port groups and freight waterways is available on page 20 of the 

DfT Port Freight Statistics notes and definitions document, while a table showing the 

International Classification of Ships by Type is available on page 21 of the DfT notes and 

definitions document: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/641322/port-

statistics-technical-note.pdf 

 

Ship arrivals statistics 
 
Introduction 
 

The PORT06 series of tables in the DfT Port Freight Statistics publication present statistics 

on the number of arrivals of commercial cargo and passenger ships at UK ports.  These 

statistics are based largely on different sources of data to the statistics on cargo handled 

obtained through the MSD system described above.  The data are considered a reasonably 

accurate estimate of the number of commercial shipping movements at UK ports, but are not 

necessarily exact, and the coverage of certain vessel or traffic types may be variable at the 

margins.  The data are not classified as National Statistics.  The methods for compiling the 

statistics were substantially revised for 2010 data (and 2009 was also re-cast on the new 

basis, so that 2009 estimates are available on both bases for comparison).  These changes 

improved the coverage of the data, and therefore also resulted in some discontinuities in the 

series.  The methods and changes are described in more detail below. 
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Method until 2009 
 

The scope of these estimates was cargo carrying trading vessels – as shown in the table on 

page 28 of the DfT Port Freight Statistics notes and definitions document, accompanying the 

discussion of the new method. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/641322/port-

statistics-technical-note.pdf 

 
The primary source used was commercially obtained vessel movement data from Lloyds List 

Intelligence (LLI).  LLI maintain a global vessel movement database, based on a variety of 

sources, principally daily reports from an established network of Lloyd’s Agents and sub-

agents, and increasingly also vessel tracking data from transponders which most vessels are 

now required to carry under maritime safety rules.  LLI aim to cover “the deployment of all 

self-propelled sea going merchant vessels over 99gt engaged in international seaborne 

trade”.  The data obtained by DfT certainly include domestic movements between UK ports, 

but it may be reasonable to suppose that data coverage could be less comprehensive in this 

category, particularly for small vessels, and/or those on very local or inshore routes. 

 
The LLI data do not cover individual movements on frequent services (those with more than 

one call per day at the same port – mainly ferry services), so information on the number of 

these movements was compiled for DfT by a separate contractor and added to the total. 

 

Method from 2009 – summary 
 

In March 2012, new tables were released for 2009 and 2010 using a similar, but revised, 

method.  The purposes of the change were to: 

 
(1) replace a source of information on ‘frequent services’ no longer available 

(2) make better use of information already held 

(3) expand the scope of the table to cover other types of vessel, and to make coverage 

more consistent with that of DfT’s port freight and sea passenger statistics 

 
Results are available for 2009 using both old and new methods, allowing a comparison to be 

made (see the PORTS0601 and PORTS0602 tables in the DfT Port Freight Statistics 

publication).  In summary: 

 
(1) The new method adds about 5,000 vessel movements not identified by the old 

method (a 4% increase in the total). 

(2) The new method additionally includes over 13,000 movements by vessel types not 

previously included in the table (shown separately in PORTS0601 table in the DfT 
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Port Freight Statistics publication). 

(3) Over 1,000 arrivals of general cargo ships with container capacity, many of which are 

probably running container services, shifted from the ‘fully cellular container’ to the 

‘other general cargo’ category. 

 
A new table has been added to the DfT Port Freight Statistics publication; PORT0603 shows 

the total deadweight tonnage of all vessels calling by port and type.  This calculation 

excludes vessels whose deadweight is not available (the numbers of these can be seen in 

the PORT0601 table in that publication). 

 
LLI data continue to be an important basis of the method.  However, these data are now 

merged with other information on ship movements obtained by DfT through the MSD system 

(all cargo or passenger carrying movements at major ports) and its sea passenger survey 

(movements on regular seagoing ferry services).  The three data sources are merged at the 

level of individual vessels calling at each port.  The maximum number of calls from any of 

the three sources is taken as the final estimate.  In the small proportion of cases where it is 

not possible to match vessels to other sources, these movements are also included in the 

total for the relevant port. 

 

Method from 2009 – detailed discussion 
 

Tests using 2009 data showed that the new method gave very good agreement with the 

frequent service information previously used.  In addition, the new method captured some 

additional vessel movements at major ports which had not been captured by the previous 

method.  In most cases however, there was very good agreement between the three 

sources used, giving reassurance that the new method produces good quality results. 

 
The scope of the MSD system is theoretically limited to seagoing traffic – therefore traffic 

entirely within inland waters is excluded.  The principal examples of inland waters traffic – 

e.g. Isle of Wight ferry services – are also excluded from the ship arrivals tables.  It is 

possible that a small number of inland waters movements remain in the tables, but it is 

thought that the numbers involved will be relatively insignificant. 

 
The new method provides statistics for an expanded range of vessel types.  The intention is 

to match the scope of the arrivals tables as closely as possible to the scope of the port 

freight and sea passenger data published by the department.  The four categories of cargo 

vessel included under the old method are retained.  Two new categories are added, for 

‘passenger vessels’ and ‘other vessels’. 
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‘Other vessels’ only includes those vessel types which may be carrying cargo which falls 

within the scope of the MSD system – e.g. offshore industry supply vessels (including dual 

purpose vessels such as anchor handling tug/supply vessels), or dredgers.  Work boats 

which are unlikely to be carrying cargoes falling within the scope of the MSD system are still 

excluded from the table – e.g. tugs, offshore vessels other than supply ships, such as drilling 

vessels, pilot vessels, research ships, fishing boats, military vessels.  It is not possible to 

match the scope of the MSD system exactly using the vessel type classifications available, 

and the treatment of some vessels is ambiguous.  (For example, dredgers may be 

considered outside the scope of maritime statistics as being ‘work boats’ – however if they 

land cargo in a port they are within scope of MSD freight statistics.  Tugs are also excluded, 

but the cargo in any barges they are towing is again within the scope of MSD freight 

statistics.)  A table giving more information on the expanded range of vessel types is 

included in the DfT Port Freight Statistics notes and definitions document: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/641322/port-

statistics-technical-note.pdf 

 
The new versions of tables PORT0601 and 0602 in the DfT Port Freight Statistics 

publication include arrivals by vessels whose deadweight tonnage is not available.  

Previously these were excluded.  The numbers are fairly small. 

 
A further difference in the new method is that in nearly all cases vessel type is based on IHS 

Global world fleet data.  Under the old method vessel type information came largely from 

LLI, except for those vessels on frequent services which did not appear in the LLI dataset.  

This change was made because data were being merged from more datasets.  In general, 

LLI and IHS Global sources agree on vessel type, but there are some cases where they 

differ – since some vessels can be employed in a variety of roles.  Generally this does not 

make a significant difference to the overall results, but one relatively major change is for 

smaller container ships.  The old method classified LLI’s ‘General cargo with container 

capacity’ category as container vessels.  In general the vessels in question were employed 

on container services. However, they were not ‘fully cellular’ – that their container cell guides 

were not fixed, allowing the vessels to be configured for other cargoes.  Therefore these 

vessels appear under the ‘other general cargo’ category in the new tables.  Consideration 

was given to whether vessels identified by IHS Global as having container capacity should 

be included under the ‘container’ category, but this would have led to much larger 

discontinuities in the opposite direction, with the probability that many vessels operating as 

general cargo ships would be misclassified as container ships. 
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Between 2009 and 2010 LLI increased the coverage of their data.  The impact of this on the 

DfT tables results is probably significantly reduced, because many of the additional 

movements recorded by LLI would already have been captured in one of the other sources 

used in the DfT statistics. 

 

Strengths and weaknesses of the data 
 

The data are thought to give a very good general indication of the overall level of significant 

seagoing commercial ship movements in the UK, but they are not necessarily completely 

precise. 

 
The main limitations on the quality of the data are the accuracy with which major ports report 

traffic under the MSD system, and the completeness of the LLI data. 

 
Merging three data sources and taking the maximum result could in theory overstate the 

results, if the matching of vessels is imperfect.  However, checks suggest that the scope for 

this is in practice limited.  The results could also be affected by the level of disaggregation of 

the ports used at the data matching stage. 

 


