
57

Europa e 
Infrastrutture

Mare Streatmans, 
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Un nuovo fenomeno: le Start Up nel settore marittimo. 
Intervista con Port XL

Intervista a cura di SRM

Could you describe the Port of Rotterdam activity?

I generally start with a little bit about the direction of Rotterdam 
– The Port of Rotterdam (POR) is 40 km long. The distance 
between the city and the port operations is very big and also 
the mental distance is wide. People don’t know the port and it 
was my issue explain what the port is and what it represents. 
I started here more than 6 years ago, I didn’t have a clue the 
port was still around and this is actually the red line through my 
whole story. 

The Port maritime sector is disconnected from many developments 
in the rest of the world – in many perspectives. So, I’ll come back 
to that a lot more.  Some members of the POR – it’s a lot of acres 
– there’s 180,000 people working, directly and indirectly for the 
POR. Total value out of 21 billion Euros every year – 3.2 % of 
GNP. 3,000 SMEs dozens of multinationals – it’s the largest port 
in Europe – it’s the 8th port worldwide.  I think Singapore and 
Rotterdam together with – the rest are Chinese form the top ten 
– are the biggest ports in the world.

Also, the depth of the waterways is very interesting – a lot 
people say the depth of the water is crucial and the ports that 
don’t have depth say that there has never been a ship that hasn’t 
come in because of the depth – I don’t know how that works 
out!

A little about what passes through the port. I also need to 
explain a little about the port.  We have two segments – the 
logistical part and the industrial part. Everybody thinks about – 
they think about ships coming in and ships going out. It’s what 
they understand they don’t know about the other activities – for 
example we have here one of the largest petrochemical industries 
in the world. To give you an example, there’s one factory that 
uses as much energy as a city with 200,000 households.  That’s 
just one of the plants that’s here. So, it’s a huge industrial and 
energy cluster as well. We have 5 energy plants, I think, working 
here – so It’s not just the traffic.
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If you look at the traffic, it’s mainly – we are very dependent 
on Oil – that’s one of our challenges.  Liquid bulk is a big part, 
containers, dry bulk and break bulk are also parts.

I think we are getting more and more towards the story – It’s not 
interesting to be the biggest, it’s interesting to be the best. And 
the World Economic Forum has put us on top for the last four 
years with regard to port infrastructure. Last year together with 
Singapore and that kind of also reflects what we are aiming for.

Are there perspectives of job for young people in maritime 
sector?

I’ve presented in a lot of different locations on the port and also 
in a lot of schools – so I meet a lot of 16 -17 year olds, guys and 
girls, that know nothing about ports just like me 6 years ago. If 
I talk to them, this is the picture they give me.  If I ask ‘What is a 
port’? ‘ They answer they don’t want to work there because it is 
a dangerous, dirty place.’ And I think, a little bit for me – I was 
still the same six years ago. So, I know myself, this is a big item. 
This is the problem of the whole industry. They don’t know, so 
smart people they don’t want to work here. Smart Start-ups 
don’t look here for clients.  They don’t know the clients, they 
don’t know what are the problems of the port. No clue. So, all 
this innovation doesn’t come into the port it stays out.  I say , 
‘well , the port has to change. That is the port of today – all these 
kind of automated vehicles driving around – Still there are 250 
people that maintain these cars because they break down, they 
need oil, they are automated guided vehicles, they still need 
people to fix them. We have people now not sitting in cranes 
anymore but they sit in the office – from a distance. And we’ve 
got drones inspecting the windmills and the tanker storage, so 
the port has checks.  So, okay – I go from a very old port to a 
very modern port – so where is my story? Well, my story is – if 
we are such a modern port, so big with so much numbers, why 
do we still have to moor ships this way.  Just like we have 400 
or maybe even 4,000 years ago, I don’t know but 400 years ago 
these were tiny, sweet wooden ships but now they’re 400 metre 
steel monsters. Is the rope still the best way, is the rope the most 
efficient way, the fastest way, the safest way?  I’m just putting 
out a questions, I don’t know the answer.  We have now some 
companies working on magnetic mooring.  So, you moor with 
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magnets. It’s a lot faster, a lot safer. Technical issues probably 
but it’s coming.

So, if we are such a modern port, and I have an example for 
you – we were working with a company here in Rotterdam. This 
company calls the port authority – they say, ‘I have ships coming 
in and going out, what is the water depth?  So the Port authority 
tells the company: if you have  a lot wind and low water you 
can have 14 metres.  We’ve calculated that if you want to make 
a real time prediction, you can make it 14.3 – so 30 centimetres 
more for this company – it will bring them 25, 000 000 Euros 
a year, with just 30 centimetres.  That’s only this company in 
Rotterdam. We’ve calculated that we can actually make it 15.3 
– so it’s another metre – I don’t know if it multiplies the number 
but it’ll be bigger than 25, 000,000 Euros. And we have got many 
other of these companies – all have the same issues and that 
is only Rotterdam.  Imagine if you do it also in Shanghai, New 
York. Just one solution you are talking about a market value of 
billions. One solution of real time prediction of the depth of the 
waterway. So this is big business and also part of the story I tell 
the people.  I don’t want to bash the industry that is as old as it 
is but that’s not my objective.

Do you think there will be other opportunities of business?

My job is to show the business opportunities. The business 
opportunities are huge. I can give you an example of what 
mean opportunities in containers. We’ve calculated the route of 
a container from Singapore to Rotterdam to Duisburg – it takes 
900 hours. That’s an average trip. 50% of the time the container 
is not moving. So Samsung is paying big bucks for the container 
to move. They’re paying people to move their tablets. 50% of 
the time they’re not moving.  We saw one example, a container 
being picked up at a container terminal. When a truck comes 
by for the container. For it to leave with the container it takes 3 
hours. A guy from the terminal says that the actual time of the 
operation is 10 – 20 minutes. So, there’s 2 hours and 40 or 50 
minutes lost. Just because they don’t have the – the information 
is there. You know already the truck is leaving Munchen for 
Rotterdam to pick up this container, so you know already, 8 to 
10 to 12  to 16 hours its coming. Which container do we need?  
All the information is there but it’s not shared. It’s not there at 
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the right moment. So we lose a lot of time and money, in this 
billion dollar business. Well. You say 3 hours. But, of course that 
is a lot, but it is also very little compared to many other ports. In 
some ports it might take 10 hours or even 3 days – actually for 
it to get out. So, this 50% might be on a quite efficient route. 
So, maybe it’s 60,70 80%. Out of this 50% it’s not moving ,even 
worse, 30% - its empty. 

Could you describe the main aspects on which you focus on?

So, okay. We said we’d change and I’ll give you a little bit of a 
broader perspective.  I was working before at the POR Authority 
as head of innovation.  Start-ups are one piece of the puzzle.  We 
did some different things to get somethings in the port moving.  
First of all we brought together a group of CEOs, from the port, 
from the multinationals. We bring them together every month, 
to share their examples about innovation. To get inspiration 
going on the decision making level. It is Very important.

Another thing I’ve done is to change the culture, I’ve been 
changing the culture at the POR authority.  They are driving this 
and if you are driving this you have to show by example. Lead by 
example,  This was a very bureaucratic organisation and now we 
are slowly moving into an entrepreneurial, developing company.  
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I’ve been able to make a lot of impact, but mainly because we 
have the support of the CEO. I tried first with the former CEO, he 
didn’t support it, there was no movement at all. Very little.  The 
new CEO says this is important, and now the whole company 
is literally changing into a modern one. He’s bringing in new 
people, training the people, starting small innovation projects.  
A lot has happened.  That’s the second bit.

The third bit has started. We can bring more innovation in 
this hub by bringing in start-ups.  We can help the start-ups in 
Maritime, but we can also bring in start-ups that have products 
from maritime but don’t find the companies. Nobody’s heard of 
many of the companies in the ports.  If you are in the University, 
smart guy, you have never heard of these companies. You’re 
not going to sell to them I give you an example.  I found some 
students, they made a smart-glove for sword fighting.  These 
guys were sword fighting and apparently you can break your 
hand. You get hit on your hand- you break your hand. So they 
made a very light and strong glove, for sword fighting to protect 
your hand. I think they have a market. Maybe – in the hands 
of 200 sword fighters. I don’t know – maybe 300. Worldwide 
maybe 10,000.  I think, only in the port itself they can sell 50 – 
100, 000. In the port itself, because they are safety gloves.  Safety 
gloves are a big item in the port.  There are so many of these 
solutions outside ports but they are not being brought into the 
port, because they don’t know the ports.  So, we see as part of 
the task we have at hand, as helping start-ups in port, maritime 
logistics, but also bringing in other solutions. 

Start-ups need money We set up a venture capital fund; 40 
million – the Rotterdam Port fund – that was just realised two 
months ago. 40 million, private – commercial money for growth 
start-ups. We set up a corporation with a large incubator here for 
the technical university. We have the Rotterdamsche Droogdok 
Maatschappij (RDM)- where we test and build the prototypes, 
drones, 3D printing. The whole spam and we said we’re going to 
build the Port XL.  We are programmed to scout the best start-
ups worldwide to bring them to Rotterdam. And that’s what I’m 
going to continue into the future.

Our programme, and there I have also looked into the 
Accelerator programme, it’s a general concept from the US. 
It’s been developed 10, 11 years in the US. It’s 3 months – 10 
start-ups. Giving them a chance on a basic model on finance, 
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investments, marketing, pitching – just helping them set up 
a company. Accelerating them, three months, full pressure – 
weekly meetings. That’s the general concept.  What we add 
on it, is an introduction to all our network.  We basically claim 
that we can introduce new start-ups to every one of the 3,000 
companies. So, we set them up to be in touch with all these 
clients, that they don’t know, that they have a hard time finding.  
If you try to, as a start-up , get a meeting at a corporate. 

Could you describe your programme?

We  try to be different.  We are a corporate programme. Like we 
are not corporate in the bad sense, but we’re for business. We 
are here to help the start-ups make a business. That’s our focus.  
Our best part is introducing you to new clients. I can show you 
on these two ports,  the programme. Within the first 5 weeks of 
the programme they’ll pitch in front of more than 300 people on 
the port, even without the mentors, and 40 c- level executives 
in 4 or 5 weeks and one of the guys in last year’s programme 
said “I’ve built a network in 3 months that I don’t even have at 
home” So that’s what we deliver.

Eleven partners, that is actually this group, and actually there is 
no government in this.

When did you start with the activities?

This is the second year we are doing this. We started in November 
2015. We started before that raising funds but the official start 
was November 2015. We did the first batch of start-ups – April 
May last year and we are now on the verge of doing the next 
batch.

So, the start-ups are only start-ups? They haven’t started an 
enterprise, not independent activities?

Yes, that’s what they are working on. So we ask start-ups to 
have a prototype.  If you have the life of a start-up – first of all 
you make the losses on the cost. Then they start making some 
revenues but there are still losses. Then they start making a 
profit. We are around this phase of getting the first revenues. 
So, we ask them, you have to have a prototype, so that they 
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can start selling something. Some start-ups have already 2 or 
300,000 Euros revenue and they are still in the programme. If 
you are having millions of revenue you probably have a team of 
25 people – the programme is not the best fit at this moment. 
I’m thinking that it might be an option that we are changing in 
a few years because we see very experienced companies even 
coming to us. They have already raised money. Up to 6 million, 
they still need this because it’s an extra tough industry to get 
going but then we would need to change the focus of the 
programme. At this moment we are focussing around market 
introduction.

And also having something associated with Rotterdam is a 
matter of credibility. So probably for many companies having 
access to this network is very valuable. And if you are coming 
from a small port in Italy, or a small port in Asia, or a small port 
in the US, none will really take you seriously because in this 
industry we believe that Rotterdam or Shanghai, Hong Kong, 
Singapore – then we all think they are doing the best. 

We are leveraging the network for the start-ups. We are also 
trying to build our international brand. That’s crucial – to find 
start-ups but also to help the start-up to go abroad. In conclusion, 
we started in a local but we are trying now be more global. 
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