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Request for information – Allocation of shipping capacity in Viterra Operations’ 
South Australian port terminals  
 
Exporter L sets out below some of the barriers that inhibit fair and open access to 
vessel slots and prevent port capacity being fully utilised. 
 

1. Shortfalls of the 2009 Viterra access undertaking 

(a) Speculative vessel slot booking 

Allowing the speculative booking of vessel slots, increases the chance that the 
slot will not be used, meaning the port capacity is underutilised. 

The current port terminal protocols encourage speculative booking by: 

(i) selling vessel slots months in advance of when any sales 
contracts are likely to be executed; and 

(ii) allowing the vessel slots to be booked, without a sales contract 
standing behind that booking. 

Exporter L does not believe the non-refundable booking fee is of itself 
sufficient to stop the speculative booking of vessel slots.  Larger exporters 
with sufficient cash flow are able to book and pay for slots once they are 
released, despite the booking being up to eighteen months in advance of when 
the slot is to be used and the risk that they may not use the slot.   

(b) Advice about additional capacity  

Where excess port terminal capacity does become available, Viterra does not 
adequately advise the market of that excess capacity within a timeframe that 
enables all accredited exporters to compete openly and fairly to book that 
vessel slot, should they be able to use it to perform a sales contract. 

2. Recommendations  

Exporter L recognises that there are no easy solutions to the barriers inhibiting fair 
and open access to vessel slots and preventing port capacity being fully utilised.  
However, set out below are some recommendations that Exporter L believes will both 
increase the likelihood of fair and open access to vessel slots  and improve the use of 
port capacity. 
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(a) Contract in hand 

Exporter L believes that the most efficient way to reduce speculation in buying 
vessel slots is to require parties seeking access to have a sales contract 
standing behind the request for a vessel slot. 

The only effective way to ensure compliance is to have an independent body 
oversee the process.  Exporter L would not expect the associated cost to be 
significant, which could be funded by a small surcharge imposed upon 
shippers.  This option is simpler and less expensive than other systems that 
have been put in place as attempts to resolve the problem of speculative 
purchasing of vessel slots. 

The process would need to be audited on a regular basis, and if the 
independent body established that a shipper had breached the protocol without 
legitimate reason, (such as the buyer terminating the sales contract), that 
shipper could face a "fine", which could be used to assist fund the 
administration costs of the independent body. 

(b) Trading and on-selling vessel slots as a secondary market 

As an alternative to (a), if a party is not required to have a sales contract in 
place before booking a vessel slot, Exporter L considers that it is necessary to 
allow vessel slots to be traded or sold, provided that can be done in such a way 
that does not artificially increase the contract price and limits the incentive for 
speculators to enter the market.  

Allowing vessel slots to be traded or sold in a secondary market should 
increase the utilisation of port terminal capacity. 

Exporter L recognises that trading or selling vessel slots may increase the 
incentive to enter into the speculative purchase of vessel slots more than the 
current system, which does not allow unused slots to be traded.  However 
Exporter L believes that capping the price that the vessel slot can be sold at the 
original purchase price should reduce the incentive to speculate, as the seller 
cannot make a profit on that sale.  In fact, it can not even recoup its costs of 
finance, and therefore has to sell at a "net" loss.  

(c) Opening unused vessel slots 

A further alternative is to require the party seeking access to enter into a sales 
contract at the latest 12 weeks before the first day of the vessel slot spread.  If 
there is not a sales contract in place within that period, there is a strong risk 
that the slot will not be utilised.  However, there is still an opportunity that 
another accredited exporter could use that slot.  For that reason, if a sales 
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contract is not in place, the holder of the vessel slot should be required to 
either trade or relinquish that slot.   

Exporter L believes that this system is more likely to increase port terminal 
utilisation than option (b) above.  Option (b), allows the accredited exporter to 
retain the vessel slot despite not using it, which will result in a reduction of 
port terminal utilisation.  It also allows the party holding the vessel slot to 
block other accredited exporters from using the port berths during that time. 

Option (c) requires the exporter to either relinquish or trade the slot within a 
time frame that allows other accredited exporters to determine whether they 
could use that vessel slot. Again, the only effective way to ensure compliance 
is to have an independent body oversee the process.   

(d) Notification of excess capacity 

Viterra should be required to advise all interested parties at the same time of 
any excess port terminal capacity that becomes available.   

Exporter L suggests that interested parties could register an email address with 
Viterra to receive such notifications.   

  
 
 
 


