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ABOUT INCHCAPE
SHIPPING SERVICES

Inchcape Shipping Services has been  
a cornerstone of global maritime trade  
since 1847, providing port services across  
over 250 offices in 60+ countries with  
3,200 professionals.
We combine extensive worldwide infrastructure with deep local expertise 
to deliver exceptional service across diverse sectors including oil and 
gas, cruise, container, and bulk commodities. Guided by our core values 
of Global Perspective, the Power of People, and Progress, we remain a 
trusted partner dedicated to supporting our customers' success in every 
port worldwide.
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INTRODUCTION

As the shipping industry accelerates its digital 
transformation, the orchestration behind each 
port call is more critical than ever before.
Consider what happens behind a single vessel arrival. A port agent may 
coordinate with technical managers, superintendents, fleet managers, 
crew managers, procurement teams, and IT departments, often liaising 
with numerous individuals across customer and vendor organisations. 
One miscommunication, one delayed permit, or one overlooked 
regulation can cascade into delays that cost thousands of dollars per hour.

Port agents mitigate this complexity. They operate on two non-negotiable 
principles: visibility and communication. They don’t just execute tasks, 
they anticipate problems, resolve issues before they escalate, and provide 
constant updates that give customers complete transparency. In a sector 
where time is limited and compliance failures carry severe penalties, 
these agents are the difference between seamless operations and 
expensive disruptions.

But the industry is at an inflexion point. Automation is reshaping 
workflows, cost pressures are intensifying, and customers demand 
standardisation without sacrificing service quality. This whitepaper 
explores what modern port agencies must deliver to remain 
indispensable, examining the operational, financial, and strategic value 
required to build customer trust and highlighting key considerations 
when choosing a port agency partner. *

* In this whitepaper, we refer to customers and ship operators as any company that requires a port agent to 
support its maritime port operations.

Port agents don't
just execute tasks,
they anticipate
problems, resolve
issues before
they escalate
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What Happens Behind the Scenes
Port agency is one of the shipping industry’s most complex, commercially 
sensitive services, yet the numerous moving parts that make a port 
call run like clockwork often remain opaque to many stakeholders. 
Understanding what happens before, during and after a vessel arrives 
reveals why the role has become so strategically important.

Preparation starts while the vessel is still en route. Agents verify 
nominations, secure clearances, book services and liaise with terminals, 
customs and immigration. They line up approved vendors, from launch 
boats and pilots to taxis and stevedores. They also scan for risks that 
could derail the call, including documentation gaps, ETA errors, sanctions 
exposure, and service bottlenecks. The goal is to neutralise issues before 
the vessel arrives at port, not scramble to fix them at the berth.

Once in port, the agent becomes the ship’s on-the-ground representative, 
coordinating services, monitoring real-time developments and managing 
disruptions from weather, congestion or labour issues. Throughout 
the port call, the agent meticulously documents every event in the 
Statement of Facts (SOF), a chronological record of all activities from 
arrival through departure, including berthing times, cargo operations, 
delays and disruptions. This document becomes essential for laytime 
calculations, demurrage claims and dispute resolution. For ship operators, 
but more specifically for the master, the agent is a trusted contact 
whose availability and local knowledge foster confidence, especially in 
challenging environments.

The role also carries fiduciary responsibilities, including managing funds, 
coordinating third-party services, and absorbing front-line pressure to 
ensure a clean turnaround.

Modern high-performing agents integrate trust and transparency by 
offering customers structured updates, milestone tracking, and audit-
ready documentation. The SOF, signed by all relevant parties, serves as 
binding proof of port activities and underpins the financial and legal 
accountability of the entire operation. These features are increasingly 
supported by digital platforms that deliver consistent workflows, reliable 
service quality, and traceability of performance from nomination through 
to disbursement account closure.

Understanding
what happens before,
during and after 
a vessel arrives
reveals why the 
role has become 
so strategically
important

THE CORE ROLE
OF PORT AGENTS
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What is a SoF?
A Statement of Facts is an 
official maritime document 
that chronologically records all 
events that occur while a vessel 
is in port. It serves multiple 
purposes: it provides transparent 
documentation for calculating lay 
time and demurrage, helps resolve 
operational disputes, and offers 
crucial evidence in conflicts. The 
document follows a standardised 
template for consistency across the 
industry and is typically prepared 
by either the port agent or  
the shipmaster.

The main activities
documented:
• �Ship arrival and  

departure times

• �Time vessel spends at berth

• �Duration of cargo loading  
and unloading operations

• �Weather conditions affecting 
cargo handling

• �Other environmental or logistical 
factors impacting operations

• �Equipment usage  
(such as tugboat services)  

The Intricacies of Husbandry
Equally as crucial as cargo operations, husbandry services form the 
essential backbone that keeps vessels operational and compliant. Crew 
changes, inspections, cash-to-master, or spare parts logistics are mission-
critical services because their failure can create cascading consequences 
that halt a vessel’s entire commercial operation. When a crew change 
fails, and minimum safe manning levels cannot be maintained, the vessel 
becomes non-compliant with international regulations, potentially forcing 
it off-hire and triggering substantial financial losses. 

The complexity of these operations stems from their inherently multi-
stakeholder nature and the time-sensitive requirements they entail. 
For example, a single crew change involves the master and onboard 
crew, shore-based operations teams, port agents, crewing managers, 
immigration authorities, airlines, accommodation providers, and financial 
controllers, all of whom must coordinate across time zones, languages, and 
various regulatory frameworks. Furthermore, the coordination challenge is 
amplified by the need for rapid escalation when issues arise, such as a visa 
rejection days before a crew change or a critical equipment failure.

Given these complexities and their operational criticality, structured 
Standard Operating Procedures (SOP), clear escalation paths, and 
robust financial controls are not optional but essential for reliable vessel 
operations. SOPs must define responsibilities, approval authorities, 
documentation requirements, and quality checkpoints for each process, 
with clearly specified timelines and contingency plans. 

Modern high-performing husbandry agents leverage digital platforms 
to provide customers with real-time visibility and control over port 
operations through integrated systems that automate reporting and 
tracking. Performance monitoring through key metrics, such as crew 
change completion rates, spare parts delivery times, inspection deficiency 
rates, and cost variance, enables agencies to measure effectiveness, 
identify areas for improvement, and continuously optimise their services 
based on data-driven insights.

Husbandry services
form the essential
backbone that keeps
vessels operational
and compliant
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FROM OPERATIONAL
SUPPORT TO
STRATEGIC ENABLER

Beyond Execution: Creating Value at Scale
The fundamentals of port agency, coordinating vendors, managing 
documentation, ensuring compliance, are well understood. What’s 
changed is how these activities are delivered and governed. Agents  
are no longer judged solely on whether a call runs smoothly, but also 
on whether their processes generate measurable benefits in terms of 
efficiency, financial control, and risk reduction across an entire fleet.

This evolution makes the port agency not just operational, but strategic. 
Visibility over spend, consistency of service and structured data now 
shape procurement decisions, compliance programmes and cost 
management. The role has expanded from ensuring today’s call is on  
time to enabling tomorrow’s performance to be benchmarked,  
audited and improved.

For ship operators, this means agents are no longer simply local 
facilitators. They’re partners whose systems, scale and governance  
provide assurance; validating vendors, standardising KPIs and  
resolving problems before they escalate into crises that demand  
executive attention.
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Human Expertise, Digitally Enabled
Modern port agency operates on a “people-plus-platform” model. 
Digital systems enhance consistency, traceability, and efficiency. Still, 
it’s experienced personnel who do the actual work, interpret ambiguity, 
manage exceptions, and foster the relationships that keep operations 
running smoothly when circumstances diverge from the plan.

Before such models emerged, ship operators often juggled spreadsheets 
and long email chains, a particularly cumbersome approach in unfamiliar 
ports. Now, digitalisation brings nomination processes, ETA tracking, 
document management, disbursement account reconciliation and 
dashboards into a cohesive framework, giving customers a single point of 
reference and accountability.

Even when customers contract directly with certain vendors, modern 
systems keep those services within the same workflow, maintaining 
approvals, timing, and documentation so that nothing falls out of the 
chain. Technology manages the routine, but people remain essential 
for executing the actual physical work, recognising when a delay 
is escalating, understanding the local implications of new rules, or 
navigating last-minute changes.

As systems automate ordinary tasks, agents can allocate more capacity 
to manage the extraordinary circumstances, the scenarios that require 
judgement, local knowledge and creative problem-solving. This shift 
increases the value they provide to customers while reducing the 
likelihood of preventable failures.

Technology manages
the routine, 
but people remain
essential for
executing the actual
physical work

What Does an Agent Do Before a Vessel 
Arrives at Port

Agents coordinate different activities,
deliveries and deadlines:
• �Verify nomination and vessel 

particulars.

• �Review charter-party terms and 
owner instructions

• �Secure berth confirmation and 
port approvals

• �Liaise with immigration and 
customs authorities

• �Vet and book third-party 
vendors (e.g. launches, taxis, 
tugs, towage)

• �Coordinate crew changes and 
immigration documentation

• �Ensure required cash  
or pre-funding is in place

• �Submit pre-arrival and inward 
clearance documentation

• �Request the appointment 
confirmation 3-7 days before 
ETA to allow accurate pro-forma 
checks, vendor confirmation  
and document readiness

• �Perform sanctions screening  
and due diligence

• �Confirm timing, sequencing  
and feasibility of port services 

• �Ensure ETA changes trigger 
automatic updates to vendor 
bookings, approvals  
and pre-funding
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Standardisation as a Competitive Advantage
Efficiency isn’t just about automation; it’s about structure. The  
“people-plus-platform” model allows for standardisation at scale. 
Centralised standard operating procedures adapted locally ensure 
consistent service delivery and predictable outcomes, even in unfamiliar 
ports. For ship operators, this results in fewer misunderstandings, quicker 
onboarding, smoother handovers, and greater resilience under pressure.

Modern agency platforms centralise nomination flows, tracking, 
document management and disbursement account reconciliation in 
a single framework, making it easier to spot bottlenecks or unusual 
deviations. But true standardisation extends beyond templates; it must be 
embedded in practical training, quality assurance and governance.

Leading agents also support integration with customer systems, 
reducing duplicated data entry and streamlining invoice workflows. 
Advanced platforms now offer API-based connectivity, enabling quicker 
disbursement account approvals, seamless documentation flow, and 
better alignment between customer ERP systems and partner agency 
platforms. By combining human expertise with structured digital 
workflows, this model enhances operational efficiency and provides  
a significant competitive advantage through consistent and reliable  
service delivery.

What Activities Are Coordinated by 
the Agent During the Port Call

The main activities documented:
• �Monitor port congestion, 

weather and delays

• �Manage husbandry – crew 
changes, vessel inspections, 
parts deliveries, security 
services, hull cleaning, CTM

• �Manage cargo operations, e.g. 
loading and discharging

• �Resolve vendor or port authority 
issues

• �Communicate ETAs, milestones, 
deviations and instructions to 
the stakeholders

• �Act as escalation contact for ship 
and shore 

True standardisation
extends beyond
templates
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Continuous Risk Management
Port calls involve inherent risks; from incomplete paperwork and vendor 
availability to shifting weather conditions and unclear regulations. 
Effective risk management isn’t a single checkpoint but an ongoing 
discipline that extends across the entire port call.

Before arrival, agents lay the groundwork through several critical 
activities: maintaining robust vendor networks via systematic 
onboarding, performance tracking, and compliance verification. 
Digital documentation systems enable standardised review processes, 
automated alerts, and early intervention; catching problems before they 
escalate into delays or regulatory violations.

Once the vessel arrives, risk management shifts to active execution. 
Agents track service delivery in real-time, address schedule changes, 
and resolve issues as they arise. They also serve as the frontline 
defence against compliance failures; navigating sanctions regimes, 
entry protocols, and inconsistent regulatory enforcement where even 
unintentional violations carry serious consequences.

This sustained approach prevents expensive mistakes, minimises 
avoidable disruptions, and strengthens operational reliability, allowing 
operators to work confidently in new or challenging ports. The value isn’t 
measured in crisis interventions but in the steady avoidance of problems 
that never materialise.

What Does an Agent Do After the Vessel 
Has Left the Port
• �Submit documentation (e.g. 

statements of fact, departure 
clearance)

• �Close out disbursements and 
reconcile actual vs estimate

• �Manage billing and remittance 
of third-party invoices

• �Provide audit trail and cost 
documentation

• �Feed performance data into 
reporting systems

Before arrival, agents
lay the groundwork
through several
critical activities
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Strategic Operational Value
Port agents are increasingly becoming strategic partners in voyage 
optimisation, with contributions measured in four key dimensions:

1. �Time is money. Every hour lost to delays or rework costs demurrage,  
off-hire, fuel burn or missed connections. By pre-empting issues, 
aligning vendors and smoothing approvals, agents protect the  
schedule buffer that keeps voyages commercially viable.

2. �Financial control through visibility. Disbursement accounts are 
a common source of leakage. Advanced disbursement account 
management systems benchmark estimates, reconcile invoices and 
trace every change, flagging variances early and clarifying internal 
ownership. This visibility turns cost management from reactive 
firefighting into proactive control.

3. �Procurement and planning insight. Agencies hold valuable operational 
data on thousands of port calls. The goal is to derive insights into 
port performance, vendor reliability, and cost trends, supporting 
procurement strategies and contract negotiations with evidence rather 
than intuition.

4. �Economies of scale. Global agencies benchmark tariffs, track historical 
rates and use volume to negotiate preferential terms. This delivers both 
compliance and savings through discounts, rebates and multi-vendor 
arrangements across thousands of port calls worldwide.

These aren’t theoretical benefits. They’re repeatable, quantifiable 
outcomes, delivered call by call and compounding over time into 
meaningful competitive advantage.
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WHAT PROCUREMENT
TEAMS SHOULD LOOK
FOR WHEN EVALUATING
AN AGENT

Key Questions to Ask
Choosing a port agency partner solely based on the fee risks overlooking 
the fundamental drivers of value. A structured procurement process must 
evaluate the entire port-call lifecycle: how the agent manages vendors, 
controls spending, ensures compliance, and mitigates risks. These factors 
distinguish a transactional supplier from a strategic partner.

When selecting or scouting a potential port agency partner, procurement 
professionals should start with clear criteria. Beyond that, the following 
questions can reveal whether an agency has the structure, systems and 
mindset to deliver:

How does the agent ensure consistency across geographies? Look for 
evidence of standard operating procedures, quality assurance processes 
and performance tracking, not just local experience.

What systems do they have in place to manage port calls, documentation 
and disbursement accounts? Structured workflows and digital integration 
are essential. Digital platforms ensure that transparency and control are 
embedded across the lifecycle.

How do they manage the risk associated with third-party vendors? 
An effective agent owns the vendor ecosystem through onboarding, 
compliance checks, benchmarking and performance monitoring.
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How do they support operational resilience? Delays are inevitable. The 
difference lies in escalation protocols, local empowerment and the ability 
to resolve issues quickly without requiring executive intervention.

How do they provide visibility and reporting? Visibility should extend 
beyond individual calls. Explore how the agency delivers fleet-level 
reporting, identifies trends and supports broader strategy.

How does the agent ensure their digital platform is cyber-safe? Digital 
platforms that centralise sensitive data and workflows can become 
a single point of failure if compromised. Look for evidence of robust 
cybersecurity defences and advanced network segmentation to prevent  
a malicious attack from spreading.

What data privacy policies are in place? The digitalisation of port calls 
means handling vast amounts of sensitive data, including crew manifests, 
financial data and cargo manifests. Look for clear, transparent policies on 
how they collect, store, and process this data, as well as the ability  
to demonstrate compliance with international standards.

Commercial Clarity and Risk Alignment
Agency costs extend well beyond the fee. Disbursement account leakage, 
vendor mark-ups and service failures can create significant hidden costs. 
A strategic partner reduces risk by enforcing pricing discipline  
and building transparency into where money is spent.

Commercial models must also align with customer risk appetite. Some 
buyers ask agents to assume contractor liability for vendor performance; 
however, the better solution is contractual clarity in vetting, coordination, 
and monitoring by the agent. This creates appropriate accountability 
without forcing unrealistic risk transfers that ultimately lead to  
inflated costs.

Effective relationships are built on shared objectives, aligned processes 
and consistent communication. Strong agents also transfer knowledge, 
helping customers anticipate risks and avoid repeat mistakes. Digital 
platforms amplify these benefits, providing all stakeholders with access  
to the same structured data, which enables faster decision-making  
and greater transparency in accountability.

KPIs That Move the Needle
• �Monitor port congestion, 

weather and delays

• �Manage husbandry – crew 
changes, vessel inspections, 
parts deliveries, security 
services, hull cleaning, CTM 

• �Manage cargo operations,  
e.g. loading and discharging

• �Resolve vendor or port  
authority issues

• �Communicate ETAs, milestones, 
deviations and instructions to 
the stakeholders

• �Act as escalation contact for ship 
and shore

Strong agents also
transfer knowledge,
helping customers
anticipate risks 
and avoid repeat
mistakes
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Port Agency stands at a defining moment. The operational fundamentals 
that have underpinned the industry for decades remain essential: local 
knowledge, vendor coordination, and regulatory compliance. 
But they are no longer sufficient. As ship operators navigate mounting 
cost pressures, increasingly complex regulatory landscapes, and 
accelerating digital transformation, the criteria for what constitutes  
an indispensable port agency partner have fundamentally shifted.

Modern port agents must deliver far more than execution. They must 
provide structured visibility into costs, embed risk management 
throughout the port call lifecycle, and generate measurable value at fleet 
scale. This requires a fusion of human expertise and digital infrastructure; 
systems that standardise workflows, enforce governance, and create 
transparency, powered by experienced personnel who can navigate 
ambiguity, manage exceptions, and resolve problems before they 
escalate.

For procurement teams, this evolution demands a recalibration of how 
port agency partners are evaluated and selected. The lowest fee does not 
always translate to the lowest total cost of ownership. Hidden expenses 
such as disbursement account leakage, vendor mark-ups, compliance 
failures, and operational delays can significantly outweigh the nominal 
agency charge. A rigorous selection process must look beyond price to 
examine the fundamentals: How does the agent manage vendors?  
What systems ensure consistency across geographies? How is financial 
control maintained? The questions outlined in this whitepaper provide  
that framework.

THE FUTURE OF 
PORT AGENCY:
WHERE EXPERTISE
MEETS INFRASTRUCTURE

Modern port agents 
must deliver far 
more than execution
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Ultimately, the value of a port agency partnership is measured not 
in moments of crisis intervention but in the steady accumulation of 
problems that never materialise. It's the permit secured before the 
deadline, the vendor benchmarked and approved in advance, the 
disbursement account that reconciles without variance, the crew  
change that completes on schedule. These seemingly routine  
outcomes, repeated across thousands of port calls, compound  
into meaningful operational resilience and financial performance.

As the industry continues its digital transformation, the port agents who 
will thrive are those who recognise that technology is an enabler, not 
a replacement, for expertise. The future belongs to agencies that can 
combine the consistency and transparency of digital platforms with  
the judgment, relationships, and local knowledge that only experienced 
people can provide.

“Acting as our customers’ agents 
is a responsibility we take seriously,
shaping how our people operate every
day across our global port network.”

- ��Svend Stenberg Mølholt
Chief Commercial Officer, Inchcape, Shipping Services
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