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ABF DATA FOR THE PORTS  
 

The National Transport Commission (NTC) has recently facilitated the placement of Australian 
Border Force (ABF – previously Customs) data on their portal and provided Ports access to it. Whilst 
the provision of this data is welcome, it is of limited value to the Ports because it does not contain 
the locations (by postcode) of container unpacks (imports) or packs (exports). The major ports, Port 
of Brisbane, NSW Ports, Port of Melbourne, Flinders Port and Fremantle Ports, are seeking to 
overcome this limitation and have this data included. The reasons for, and the benefits of, making 
this data available are outlined below. 

Origin/Destination Studies 
 
Over the last 10 – 15 years, the major container ports have conducted regular origin/destination 
(OD) studies to determine, inter alia, where import containers are being unpacked after leaving the 
wharf, and where export containers are being packed before being transported to the wharf. The 
data for these studies has usually been gathered over a two-week period only, as it is a resource 
intensive and costly exercise to gather data.  This quality of data gathered using this methodology is 
variable and much time is spent verifying and cleaning the data prior to it being usable.  Conclusions 
that can be drawn from this sample are constrained and seasonality insights are limited. 

OD data is invaluable, for ports, their stakeholders and Governments, because it provides essential 
planning information. An understanding of the routes used to and from O/D locations, utilisation of 
land contiguous to the wharves, identification of distribution centres and industrial areas servicing 
imports and exports can inform day-to-day transport operations and medium to long-term 
infrastructure investment and land use planning that will enhance the total supply chain efficiency.   

It is for this reason that State Governments have usually funded or part-funded these studies.  
Please refer to the Victorian Government announcement on the recent Port of Melbourne container 
logistics chain study for input https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/shaping-the-future-of-the-port-of-
melbourne/ 

The majority of mainland container ports have prepared OD reports which industry stakeholders and 
several state government departments have found valuable in assisting with their long-term 
planning for infrastructure and supply chains (a copy of the Port of Brisbane’s 2013 report is 
available for your reference). 

https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/shaping-the-future-of-the-port-of-melbourne/
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/shaping-the-future-of-the-port-of-melbourne/
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In most cases ABF data has been used to validate OD locations obtained from other stakeholders eg, 
stevedores, road carriers, freight forwarders, empty container parks, and shipping lines. Most of this 
data used in OD studies to date has been obtained manually from transport carriers, as they are the 
obvious party in the container supply chain who have visibility on where containers are being 
transported to for unpacking or packing.  
   

Port of Brisbane  
 
The experience of the Port of Brisbane Pty Ltd (PBPL) is illustrative of this. PBPL has conducted two 
OD studies, both over a two-week period: one in 2007 and another in 2013. In both cases ABF data 
was used to validate OD locations obtained from carriers. In 2013 the study was conducted by 
Victoria University on behalf of PBPL and the Queensland Transport and Logistics Council (QTLC), 
which provided 50% of the funds for the study (QTLC was then funded by the Commonwealth and 
State Governments).  
 
The primary OD data (container number, postcode location) was provided by carriers. Getting this 
data from them manually was time consuming, expensive and prone to error. In addition, it required 
participation from the major carriers, which is never guaranteed. Container numbers and 
pack/unpack locations were then matched with ABF data to validate these locations. ABF data was 
critical to the result, especially for import containers: without it the level of confidence of OD 
locations determined from carrier data would have been low and basing planning and other 
decisions on the results would have been problematic. The experience of the other major container 
ports is similar.  
 

Port of Melbourne  
 

The Port of Melbourne (PoM) together with the Victorian Department of Transport and the Essential 
Services Commission jointly commissioned Integrated Management Information Systems Pty Ltd 
(IMIS) in association with Victoria University’s Institute for Logistics and Supply Chain Management 
undertook a Container Logistics Chain Study (CLCS) study in 2009. PoM and Victorian Department of 
Transport have also recently launched (in June), the 2020 CLCS that will update work undertaken by 
the port more than 10 years ago. It will help shape the future of the Port.  

Similar to the PBPL experience, data was captured over a two-week period in both the 2009 and 
2020 CLCS studies. Both the CLCS studies required the PoM to engage with a range of stakeholders 
to get the data, which was both resource intensive and time consuming. In the 2020 study, PoM and 
the Victorian Department of Transport purchased data from both ContainerChain and 1-Stop to 
complement the study and this has increased the cost of the latest study. While both the 
ContainerChain and 1-Stop data will assist in providing a better picture of the OD locations of 
containers, ABF data was still critical to validate the numbers gathered from the various 
stakeholders. 

As volumes continue to grow, ABF data will also assist in the planning for capacity and supporting 
infrastructure within the port precinct to cater for demand. As supply chains become more 
integrated, ABF data will help identify constraints, bottlenecks and opportunities in both the 
Victorian and National freight network. 
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NSW Ports 
 

Many Australian freight studies are limited by only considering isolated factors, across a 
fundamentally sophisticated and connected supply chain. NSW Ports recently commissioned a 
report by KMPG (https://www.nswports.com.au/assets/Uploads/PDFs-General/quay-conclusions-
best-choices-additional-nsw-port-capacity.pdf) which required the analysis of freight movement 
within NSW.  

The aggregate demand and distribution of containers used in the report was informed by data inputs 
from NSW Ports and Transport for New South Wales (TfNSW). The distribution of import and export 
containers was based on the split in container volumes by Statistical Area 3 (SA3), generated by 
TfNSW’s Strategic Freight Model (SFM). Container volumes originating from or destined for various 
locations were derived as a product of NSW Ports’ aggregate volumes and the shares derived from 
the SFM.  

ABF data will allow port owners and local/state/federal governments to make informed decisions 
when deciding on future infrastructure requirements and land usage. ABF data will greatly assist 
supply chain modelling in order to identify network constraints in state and national supply chains. 
ABF data will also assist in identifying solutions to these constraints and allow resolution of the 
constraints and development of more efficient state and national supply chains which will ultimately 
benefit all supply chain users.   

Port of Fremantle 
 

The Western Australian report can be found on the Fremantle Ports website. 

 
The Future  
 
Relying on the manual provision of data for determining container OD locations in the future is 
problematic, as it is too expensive, time consuming and inaccurate. Fortunately, carriers are 
gradually moving away from manual data, and in the not-too-distant future they should be able to 
provide reliable data in digital form. Various trials are underway to progress this, however this will 
not remove the requirement for ABF data to validate data provided from other sources, especially 
the carriers.   

PBPL needs to update its 2013 study, but the cost and difficulty of relying on manual data to do this 
is prohibitive, particularly in a COVID 19 environment and the concomitant reductions in funding for 
CAPEX and other non-core activities.  
 
Notwithstanding, container OD locations will continue to need to be determined by all ports on a 
regular basis. It would be beneficial if container OD locations were able to be provided and updated 
on a regular basis, which would help obviate the need for expensive studies every four or five years. 
 
ABF data would assist in achieving this.  

https://www.nswports.com.au/assets/Uploads/PDFs-General/quay-conclusions-best-choices-additional-nsw-port-capacity.pdf
https://www.nswports.com.au/assets/Uploads/PDFs-General/quay-conclusions-best-choices-additional-nsw-port-capacity.pdf
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It is acknowledged that data in relation to individual containers is sensitive, however data which has 
been aggregated at postcode level should not be. This is what has been used for OD studies 
conducted by ports.  

 
Summary 
 

Knowledge of container OD locations is vital for planning for ports, their stakeholders and 
Government, and will remain so into the future. As has been demonstrated in studies conducted by 
the major Australian container ports, ABF data is vital for this, but only if details of container 
numbers and unpack/unpack locations are provided.   

Recommendation 
 
It is recommended that the ABF data now being provided via the NTC be enhanced with the 
provision of container numbers and their pack/unpack locations, subject naturally to conditions in 
relation to security and commercial confidentiality.   
  
    
Andrew Rankine  

Logistics Manager 

Port of Brisbane Pty Ltd 

Chair Ports Australia Logistics Group 

17 August 2020 
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