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the components industry,  
the supply industry. The  
great thing here is that within  
a radius of 50km around 
Rotterdam you have it all.  
We have the backbone of  
this whole maritime industry 
right in our own back yard.”

An example of the collaborative 
approach can be found in 
Fieldlab Blockchain, a 
partnership between the 
municipaility, the Port of 
Rotterdam and several 
companies that aims to find 
practical ways to use blockchain 
technology. In a major port 
such as this, logistics are key, 
and blockchain applications  
could deliver major benefits. 

“The technology is quite  

new, so there are a lot of 
challenges,” says Fieldlab 
co-founder Aljosja Beije. “Also, 
there are very few people who 
truly understand it, so there’s 
a need to train people, and to 
build and share knowledge. 
The third thing is that if you 
look at logistics within the Port 
of Rotterdam – and I’m sure 
it’s more or less the same all 
over the world – it’s primarily a 
SME business, and these are 
companies that don’t really 
have the knowledge or 
finances or people to enable 
them to invest in these kinds  
of technologies.

“We think blockchain is going 
to have a huge impact in 
logistics, so we wanted to set 

Rotterdam rising

Europe’s largest port  
has established itself  
as a world leader in 
maritime technology

Rotterdam is a maritime 
power that’s waking up,” 

says Bas Ort. “I’m totally 
convinced by this statement, 
because I’m part of it and I  
see it happening every day.” 

Ort is a Rotterdam-based 
lawyer who’s also president  
of the Netherlands Maritime 
Technology Association. As  
he points out, the city has a 
proud maritime tradition going 
back several hundred years. 
From here, ships sailed out to 
discover the new world, and 
Rotterdam grew to become 
the largest port in Europe. 
Shipbuilding was central to 
this growth but, in the 1970s, 
the industry migrated to the 
Far East. In its place came 
highly specialised niche 
players in the areas of 
dredging technology, deep 
sea mining, offshore vessels 
and superyacht construction. 
Today, those companies and 
others sit at the heart of a new 
age of discovery in Rotterdam.

“You need to be on the 
cutting edge of developments 
in technology all the time to 
keep a competitive edge,” 
says Ort. “So everyone has  
to work together: knowledge 
institutes, research institutes, 

The port of 
Rotterdam is 

brimming with  
new ideas.  
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up an organisation that would 
approach it in a practical way, 
not as just a committee where 
people sit together and share 
PowerPoint slides. We do 
projects on a consortium 
basis, and based on these 
projects we learn whether 
things work or not.”

One early project created a 
blockchain solution to underpin 
the invoicing system for 
container rentals, and Fieldlab 
is currently working with 
different partners on several 
new projects. “By the end of 
this year a lot of applications 
will become more practical 
and move away from the proof 
of concept phase,” says Beije.

Other examples of local 
maritime innovation abound. 
For example, towage company 
Kotug has developed a 
cost-effective and sustainable 
system for storing and 
regenerating heat on tugboats. 
And ship designer Conoship 
International has developed a 
‘plug and play’ removable 
containerised unit based on 
aeroplane wing technology 
that can offer cargo ships 
added wind propulsion. 

Rotterdam also acts as a 
magnet for maritime innovators 
from around the world. 
Richard Hardiman launched 
his RanMarine technology 
company three years ago in 
his native South Africa, but 
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it was a lovely city, but I wasn’t 
aware of the tech ecosystem 
they’ve developed here. They 
have worked really hard at it. 
Over the last two or three years, 

the Port of Rotterdam, local 
government, the 

mayor’s office 
and various 
companies 
within Rotterdam 
have transformed 
what was largely 
a port city into  
a tech hub. It 

really has become 
the innovative hub of 

the Netherlands.”
Maybe Rotterdam needs 

someone from outside such 
as Hardiman to really blow  
its trumpet. As Beije points 
out, the locals are known in 
the Netherlands for being 
wary of sounding cocky. 

“We’re very good at pointing 
out things that go wrong 
instead of being proud of  
the things that we create,”  
he laughs. “But the truth  
is that we have a thriving 
ecosystem in terms of 
innovation in technology, 
logistics and energy. There  
are great universities, so we 
have bright people. The port 
itself has long had a reputation 
as being one of the most 
advanced ports in the world, 
and now it’s investing heavily 
in digital infrastructure. There’s 
an enormous amount of 
potential here.”

moved to Rotterdam when  
he gained a place at PortXL, 
the world’s first maritime 
startup accelerator. 

Hardiman has been 
developing a kind of floating 
drone called Waste Shark, 
which travels around 
collecting floating waste in 
harbours and waterways. 
(“It sounds easy, but 
technically it’s not,” he 
points out.) Over the last  
few months, Waste Sharks 
have been tested all over  
the world, from Mumbai to 
Baltimore and points in 
between, and from this month 
they will be available for sale. 

“Rotterdam’s ecosystem  
is very impressive,” says 
Hardiman. “I’d been here a 
few times previously and knew 

“Over the  
last few years, 
Rotterdam has 

transformed from 
a port city into a 

tech hub”
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