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When it comes to shipping products, there is 
hardly a more challenging type of cargo than 
life sciences and healthcare products. Because 
of their immediate impact on the health of both 
people and animals, they need to be monitored 
closely throughout the whole journey, assuring 
constant temperature and perfect humidity. 

Traditionally, pharmaceutical companies chose 
airfare to move their precious freight. But over 
the last couple of years, a major shift took place. 
New reefer technology and extensive efforts in 
handling and storing procedures have made ports 
more attractive. Not only has shipping caught up 
with the benefits of airfare, it even surpassed this 
transport mode and became the torch-bearer 
of safe and swift transport of life sciences and 
healthcare products. Consequently, more and 
more pharmaceutical companies are testing the 
water – and discovering the major benefits of an 
air-to-sea shift. 

Enter Port of Antwerp-Bruges: as the world’s first 
GDP compliant harbour – a badge we proudly 
wear on our sleeve – we expertly connect your 
pharmaceutical supply chain with the rest of the 
world. 

how our client UCB 
made the modal  
shift from air to  
sea happen  pg. 3

Over the next few pages, 
we’ll explain

PART 1 

 
what GDP means for 
the Port of Antwerp-
Bruges and how 
we ensure the high 
standards it requires  
pg. 7
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The air-to-sea modal shift
How Port of Antwerp-Bruges helps you be more  
cost-efficient and sustainable
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Taking care of people with severe autoimmune 
and neurological disorders: it’s the main focus of 
Belgian biopharmaceutical company UCB. They 
ship their cargo thousands of miles across the 
world – to the US in the west, to China in the east. 
Until early 2020, it didn’t matter how many pallets 
they moved, one or a couple dozen: by airplane 
was the way to go. 

But their ambition with regards to sustainability nudged 
them into a new direction. “At UCB, our sustainability 
strategy is a business approach,” explains André Battaglia, 
Global Supply Chain – Head of Global Distribution and 
Global Customer Service. “It’s so much more than a 
mere program or project – it’s the core of what we do. 
As we face environmental challenges that impact people 
all over the world, our patients and customers demand 
a greener approach from companies. And they’re not 
alone: employees prefer working in a place where 
sustainability is high on the agenda. By doing exactly 
that, we attract and retain the talents we need and we 
positively impact the entire community of stakeholders: 
patients, customers, colleagues and shareholders.”
“Achieving a 35% reduction in CO2 emissions by 2030: 
that’s the spearhead of UCB’s Green Program” adds 
Josette Jones, Global Distribution – Supply Chain 
Security and Projects Lead. “We’re working hard to 
reach that goal by replacing our current fleet with hybrid 
cars, and by increasingly using renewable energy in our 
factories. But when it comes to distribution flows, we 
realised that more than anything else, shifting transport 
from air to sea would drastically reduce our CO2 
emissions.”

Testing the water: UCB’s pilot project
Setting the bar high is one thing, realising this sea change 
in a large company is quite another challenge. So UCB 
started out a pilot project that featured extensive 
research. First up: choosing the right port. “We’re based 
in Brussels, so obviously Antwerp was our first choice 
for a pilot project,” says Josette. “Most international 
container companies have their call there. Antwerp is a 
great gateway to the rest of the world.”  

It’s UCB’s transformation partner EFESO consulting that 
brought the company into contact with the people from 
Port of Antwerp-Bruges. “In no time we were offered 
a professional tour through the port of Antwerp.” This 
detailed tour was a real eye-opener, as it removed all 
doubts they had. “In our line of work, you often hear that 
sea transport is perfectly safe. But unless you see it with 
your own eyes, you’re still not 100% sure. Therefore, the 
people of Port of Antwerp-Bruges took us on a tour: we 
took a close look at every single step of the operations, 
at the safety checks and how the containers are loaded 
onto the ship. We were more than pleasantly surprised: 
it really surpassed our expectations.” Now, the coast was 
clear for UCB to steam ahead: they set up a pilot project.  

PART 1

UCB’s air-to-sea shift:  
the green revolution in practice

Considering the shift from air to sea? Let Port 
of Antwerp-Bruges take away all your doubts! 
Contact our experts for your personal tour: 

In our line of work, you 
often hear that sea 
transport is perfectly 
safe. But unless you see 
it with your own eyes, 
you’re still not 100% sure.
Josette Jones, Global Distribution – Supply Chain Security 

and Projects Lead

Tineke Van de Voorde
Key Account Manager Shippers & Forwarders

 + 32 3 229 66 78
@ tineke.vandevoorde@portofantwerpbruges.com

Ingrid Vanstreels
Business Development Advisor Shippers & Forwarders

 + 32 3 205 21 63
@ ingrid.vanstreels@portofantwerpbruges.com

mailto:tineke.vandevoorde%40portofantwerpbruges.com?subject=
mailto:ingrid.vanstreels%40portofantwerpbruges.com?subject=
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A special team started organising the shipments of a 
range of traditional pharmaceutical products to seven 
different locations across the globe, working closely 
with the freight forwarder and the final receivers. They 
focused on:

the qualification of the carriers themselves: 
truck drivers, port staff, shipping line carriers, 
terminal operators, forwarders, custom clearance 
agents 

the qualification of the equipment: temperature 
and humidity checks

selection of the Stock Keeping Unit or SKU

the exact product that needed to be shipped:  
Here, they asked themselves
• which product had the largest CO2 emission
• with which product they could save the most 

by sending it via ship
• what kind of volume would be best suited
• which product was least fragile, allowing for it 

to be shipped over sea

Still, every single partner needed to ensure quality and 
stability in handling UCB’s sensitive cargo. Any deviation 
in temperature or humidity had to be fully documented 
and explained. Josette Jones explains: “Handling 
medicine is very different from handling, say, food 
products. Any difference in temperature might cause 
damage. Luckily, our partners came well-prepared: they 
understood our needs. But still, we had to work hard 
on achieving the right level of detail. If there was any 
deviation, we had to know exactly how it happened, not 
only so we could correct it, but especially to avoid it in 
the future.”

Overcoming the biggest challenge
Over the course of 6 months, while sending their first 
twenty containers across thousands of sea miles to the 
other end of the globe, UCB’s team encountered many 
challenges. The biggest? Adapting the overall planning. 
Josette Jones: “We went from shipping two loads a day 
by plane to only one transport a week by ship. That meant 
booking transport even before the goods had been 
released from production. Quite the revolution! This 
shift impacted our entire way of working, so we learned. 
It’s not just a matter of good distribution. Everyone in 
our company was involved. But strangely enough, being 
less flexible also had its advantages: standing on our 
toes the entire time helped improve our skills in many 
areas – planning, anticipation, product availability and 
visibility. Keeping the bigger picture in mind also helped: 
this change was a great opportunity to help the planet.”

In the end, UCB considered the pilot project as highly 
successful. And not only that, says Josette: “All of us had 
to work closely together. Consequently, we’ve grown as 
a company. And the outcome of the pilot is incredibly 
strong: we’re able to showcase that the air-to-sea shift 
is feasible. Of course, there are challenges, but none 
that can’t be overcome.”

The outcome of the pilot 
is incredibly strong: we’re 
able to showcase that the 
air-to-sea shift is feasible.
Josette Jones, Global Distribution – Supply Chain Security 

and Projects Lead
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The benefits of ocean transport
Of course, UCB’s shift is still in full swing. But the larger benefits are  
crystal clear. 

Cost
“In general, we can say that transport by ship is about 
two thirds cheaper than by airplane.”

Sustainability
“In just one year, UCB realised a 20% reduction in CO2 
in the transport field – out of which at least 15% can be 
attributed to the air-to-sea transition.”

Perfect monitoring
“A few years ago, the maritime sector didn’t have the 
digital solutions the airlines had. But today we can 
check and keep track of everything we want: inventory, 
products, costs.” 

Stable temperature
“The temperature is logged during transport, the 
data can be downloaded afterwards. So far we didn’t 
encounter any impacting irregularities yet.”

Physical integrity of the products
“No matter how many miles they travel, our products 
always arrive in perfect condition. Thanks to the 
quality of ocean transport itself, but also because we 
improved our packaging and pallets.”
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What about the future?
There is still lots of work to be done. Therefore, UCB’s 
team is constantly talking to different players in the 
industry, joining round tables to further discuss the 
challenges and benefits of the air-to-sea shift. They’re 
also scaling up their ocean transports and experimenting 
with different cargo. On top, UCB is exploring other ways 
of reducing its environmental impact: assessment of 
new solutions, such as local usage of electric trucks and 
rail, is ongoing.

“Since we started out,” Josette says, “we have shipped 
between 150 and 200 containers, at the end of 2021 UCB 
is shipping 48% of its overseas volumes by sea freight.  
In the coming 12 to 18 months, we also intend to  
transport biotech products that need to be kept 
between 2° and 8° Celsius. And we’ll be extending our 
radius of action with Japan and Mexico.”
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In late 2020, the former Port of Antwerp had some 
exciting news to share: as of then, it was the first 
GDP compliant port in the world. That means all 
life sciences and healthcare products passing 
through the port can be handled according to 
the European quality standard ‘Good Distribution 
Practice’. We’re talking vaccines, medicines, blood 
plasma, and medical equipment: life-saving, life-
changing items for millions of people around the 
world. 

Why GDP? 
The label ‘Good Distribution Practice’ describes the 
high standard that a wholesale distributor must meet, 
to ensure that the quality and integrity of life sciences 
and healthcare products are maintained throughout the 
supply chain. Why, exactly? Well: trading, distributing 
and storing pharmaceutical products is not without risk. 
Containers or pallets may get damaged, the former even 
on the inside. Goods may appear in perfect condition, 
but fluctuations in temperature or humidity, however 
slight, may have caused unseen damage – resulting in 
goods that no longer meet the sector’s high-quality 
standards. As too many people depend on the premium 
quality of your medicine, allowing even the slightest 
error is simply out of the question.

A thorough set of guidelines can assist everyone involved 
in maintaining control. GDP rules include involving highly 
trained personnel, designing areas for excellent storage 
conditions, monitoring data, labeling containers and 
communicating the conditions of the shipment – and 
many others. Each guideline is one small link in a giant 
chain, but it’s exactly this that makes everyone in the 
pharmaceutical sector sleep soundly. After all, you want 
your carefully produced items to arrive in mint condition, 
even after a long journey over sea. 
 

PART 2

Meet Port of Antwerp-Bruges, the 
world’s first GDP compliant port
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The benefits of sea travel
Until recently, sea travel was not the first choice in this 
area. But as the GDP label demonstrates, shipping life 
sciences and healthcare products across the globe is 
now an option well worth considering. In fact, it’s even the 
preferred option.

Because it’s cost-efficient
Sending a reefer container by ship is up to 80% 
cheaper than by air. 

Because it’s sustainable
1 container ship = 4000 airplanes. As ocean 
freighters can move much more cargo in one time 
than airplanes, the CO2 emission per product is 
much lower. Hence, ocean freight offers significant 
opportunities in reducing our overall carbon footprint. 

Because it’s transparant
From the moment you hand over the products to us 
until the exact minute we safely put them into the 
hands of your client: your reefer equipment is under 
permanent control, on the container vessel and on 
the terminal. By recording and delivering data, we 
account for every second in the entire journey. 

Because it’s reliable
As the disconnection of a reefer container is kept to 
a strict minimum, fluctuations in temperature are 
ruled out as much as possible. Your goods remain 
safe during the entire journey.
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1 Pre-trip inspections (PTI)
Before cargo comes into the picture, the empty reefer 
is cleaned (1) and thoroughly inspected. As the cooling 
unit is the beating heart of the container, it’s subjected 
to several tests. Only when the temperature control and 
recording devices are in perfect condition (2), the reefer 
is ready to go. 

2 Check-in and arrival at the terminal
• Each loaded container requires registration in the 

terminal’s announcement systems. (3) No matter 
how you arrive at the port in Antwerp – by truck, 
barge or train - you record all the necessary details 
in a secure online dashboard. The terminals receive 
this info immediately and await the container’s 
arrival.

• When, say, a truck arrives, cameras read the 
container number and take hi-res pictures of the 
exterior for visual inspection. (4) When the driver 
enters their truck appointment reference, all data 
is checked against the information in the truck 
announcement system. The truck is only granted 
access to the terminal when its data matches the 
booking details. (5)

3 Deep sea terminal storage
A straddle carrier or stacking crane picks the container 
from the truck, train or barge and carefully positions it 
in a predefined slot in a reefer rack. (6) As soon as it’s 
stacked, a dedicated reefer inspector gets notified on his 
device and heads towards the container. He connects 
the cooling system to the power grid (7) and performs 
a first check, comparing temperature and humidity 
against the booking data. During its stay in the terminal, 
the reefer gets a thorough check at least three times a 
day. If any irregularity occurs, detection is swift. A 24/7 
on-site reefer response team resolves any issue.  (8)

4 Boarding the vessel
• Straddle carriers bring out the containers to the 

key cranes. In their turn, they stack the containers 
in the bay of the vessel, following a pre-agreed 
planning and loading sequence. (9) Planners, reefer 
inspectors, straddle carrier drivers and crane 
operators all coordinate on the highest level, for a 
streamlined delivery to the quay. With the absolute 
minimum of unplugging time, of course. 

• When loading the reefer, OCR cameras automatically 
register the outgoing container number and make a 
new set of images for visual inspection. (10) Onboard 
the vessel, the containers are again plugged in, 
ready for their journey overseas. (11) 

Pre-trip 
inspections

Check-in and 
arrival at the 

terminal

Deep sea 
terminal 
storage

Boarding the 
deep sea 

vessel

How we do it - showcasing our GDP compliant approach 
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Check regular updates on topics 
like lifescience and healthcare at 
portofantwerpbruges.com

Subscribe to our monthly newsletter

Antwerp-Bruges Port Authority
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Ingrid Vanstreels
Business Development Advisor Shippers & Forwarders

 +32 3 205 21 63
ingrid.vanstreels@portofantwerpbruges.com

Tineke Van de Voorde
Key Account Manager Shippers & Forwarders

 + 32 3 229 66 78
tineke.vandevoorde@portofantwerpbruges.com

Port of Antwerp-Bruges would like to thank UCB for their collaboration with this case.
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