
Resilience encompasses the need 
to mitigate the risks we know about, 
and to be able to respond to and 
recover from those that we cannot 
predict or avoid. With climate change 
increasing the potential for tipping 
points, alongside increasing systemic 
complexity and vulnerabilities, we 
are learning that the past is no 
longer a good predictor of the future. 
For ports, this is about developing 
leadership, culture, and strong links 
to community, as well as using digital 
tools to bring together all actors in the 
system. Previous crises — including 
COVID-19 — have shown us what 
characteristics helped ports manage 
unexpected or unpredictable impacts.

Resilience needs the whole system to function, not just individual assets within the 
system. A port is a complex system of connected elements, embedded in an array of 
external systems. By mapping the elements, interdependencies, and functions, we 
can better understand the nature of ports and how their resilience can be enhanced. 
We recognize that very few organizations have the remit to take a whole-system view 
— boundaries are there for a reason — but by bringing together the value chain and 
demonstrating resilience value to everyone, we can realize change.

Use a whole-system approach
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How to
How do we define port resilience? 
Resilience is the ability of ports, and the sys-
tems that they are part of, to withstand and 
adapt to changing conditions and recover 
positively from shocks and stresses. Resil-
ient ports will continue to provide essential 
services, regardless of what they may face 
now, and in the future.

In our complex and uncertain world, 
resilience is essential to the business conti-
nuity of ports and the critical infrastructure 
systems that ports connect. Society needs 
resilient, low-carbon gateways to prosper. 
The Resilience4Ports initiative, led by The 
Resilience Shift and working with actors 
from across the ports industry — including 
the IAPH — has been exploring what this 
means in practice. 

Here we summarize essential steps to 
realize port resilience.

…become a resilient port 
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Manage deep uncertainty 

A step change is needed in the finance, investment, and insurance of ports, such 
that port projects that enhance system-level benefits are better recognized. By 
acknowledging and quantifying ports’ role as a nexus of multiple systems, we can 
capture wider benefits and work toward a shift in port funding.

Embed resilient thinking at the funding stageNo7

Engaging across the port value chain 
helps to clearly show what matters to 
whom, and that resilience is important 
to everyone, but for different reasons. 
It also helps us to clearly communicate 
the importance of resilience, by 
framing the resilience value for 
different audience groups whether 
public or private sector. Our work to 
date has heard from port authorities, 
investors, regulators, cities, solution 
providers, and communities. The 
common theme was that collaboration 
is essential. The huge challenges 
linked to the climate crisis, ecological 
emergency, and fourth industrial 
revolution require coordinated efforts, 
sharing of lessons, and building 
common platforms. 
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Work across the whole  
port value chain
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You can find out more by reading 
our recent report, our port primer, 
or by getting in touch.

Join our Resilience4Ports initiative! 
We have shaped a series of actions to 
take forward the issues above. These 
include learning the lessons from 
COVID-19 and Brexit, developing 
guidance for integrated port 
transformation, promoting port 
investment that enhances whole 
system resilience, and convening a 
port’s value chain to understand and 
shape resilience. We are looking for 
ports who want to trial these 
innovative approaches, with our 
project partners. 

Find out more in our  
recent publications

Technological and smart solutions are visible in every aspect of critical 
infrastructure, from how organizations monitor and manage their assets, to how 
those responsible in an emergency event communicate with each other. It is critical 
to use the whole-system approach and consider interdependencies in planning 
technological interventions. Often the driver is not resilience, but efficiency, 
productivity, or safety. It is essential to ensure that solutions do not inadvertently 
create new vulnerabilities, through for example, increasing tight coupling, and that 
we do not create problems for future generations as we introduce ever more digital 
solutions into our infrastructure systems.

Use technology that enhances,  
rather than compromises, resilienceNo 8

Driver of change, and the associated 
trends and developments, present 
opportunities to enhance resilience 
— for example by using digital 
technology to map and convene the 
port system. However, this will also 
present new resilience challenges — 
from cybersecurity threats to rising 
sea levels. By linking these drivers 
with resilience, ports can develop 
future-ready actions, integrating 
across disruptive themes. 
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Explore resilience  
through change

Ports are subject to a wide range of shocks in the form of short-term events and 
stresses via long-term pressures that affect their ability to function. Our world is 
changing, faster than ever before. As well as mapping existing resilience challenges for 
ports — from hinterland connectivity to fragmented governance — we have identified 
36 key trends and developments that will affect port resilience into the future. Our 
workshops with the ports industry explored decarbonization, technological change, 
port communities, and the environment to determine these key issues.

Consider multiple drivers  
of change, holistically

The transition to a zero-carbon society, including the investment and increased 
collaboration it will bring, is a huge opportunity to build resilience. At the same time, if 
we do not prepare for an uncertain future, the journey to net-zero will not be complete. 
Our workshops highlighted the need for practical guidance on win-win actions for ports, 
tackling a more holistic approach to change. We are exploring this topic further with 
partners, over the coming year.

Integrate resilience and decarbonizationNo 6
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