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Abstract

The integration of social sustainability clauses into port terminal concession agreements is
essential for fostering a more inclusive, balanced, and resilient framework for port operation
and development. Such integration addresses the needs of both external and internal
stakeholders, namely local communities and society at large, as well as port employees
who seek to safeguard their interests. This paper examines how negative externalities can
be mitigated or minimized, and how positive externalities can be reinforced, through the
inclusion of social sustainability measures and monitoring mechanisms within concession
frameworks. Building upon an analytical review of existing literature, available concession
agreements and guidelines for port concessions, as well as relevant best practices, the paper
identifies and classifies a comprehensive set of social sustainability indicators applicable to
the port sector. The results of the analysis are presented through two categories of indicators:
external indicators, encompassing stakeholder engagement, community development, and
participation of society in economic benefits; and internal indicators, covering employment
conditions, training, diversity, occupational health and safety, and the working environment.
These indicators, aggregated and structured for the first time within the context of port
literature, form a scientific foundation for embedding social sustainability considerations
into concession agreements.

Keywords: sustainability; social dimension; ports; concession agreements; social indicators

1. Introduction
The Ports are multifaceted economic enterprises that generate economic, social, and

environmental value at multiple levels—micro (individual firms), meso (sectoral), and
macro (national and regional economies)—and act as key contributors to prosperity and
competitiveness [1]. They constitute vital nodes in global supply chains and play an
important role in fostering regional development through the facilitation of trade and
the stimulation of industrial and entrepreneurial clusters in their vicinity [2]. As Chiu
et al. [3] observe, the expansion of port economies can enhance the quality of life and well-
being of local populations by creating employment, raising income levels, and generating
opportunities for education and skills development.
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However, ports also generate a broad spectrum of externalities that extend beyond
their operational boundaries. These include increased traffic congestion and pressure
on urban mobility networks, noise and air pollution, degradation of the natural and
urban environment, and, in certain cases, spatial and social displacement due to land-
use changes. Such impacts interact with complex socio-economic dynamics, influencing
perceptions of fairness, inclusion, and quality of life among local communities. Ports thus
represent not only engines of growth [4], but also focal points of social and environmental
tension [5–10]. Understanding and addressing these tensions has become essential for
ensuring the legitimacy, resilience, and long-term viability of the port sector.

In this context, social sustainability has emerged as a crucial dimension of port gov-
ernance. It concerns the capacity of ports to foster inclusive, equitable, and cohesive
relationships with their workforce, stakeholders, and surrounding communities while
maintaining operational and economic performance. The integration of social consid-
erations into port development aligns with broader international policy directions such
as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, particularly SDG 8 (decent work
and economic growth), SDG 10 (reduced inequalities), and SDG 11 (sustainable cities and
communities). Recent studies have underscored the role of ports in contributing to these
objectives through governance innovation, stakeholder collaboration, and the adoption of
sustainability assessment frameworks [11–13]. In parallel, strengthening disclosure and
monitoring of social and societal impacts is consistent with the objectives of the Corporate
Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) [14] and the European Sustainability Reporting
Standards (ESRS) [15]. As relevant entities within the broader port community ecosystem
(port authorities, terminal operators, shipping companies, etc.) progressively fall within the
CSRD scope (subject to eligibility criteria), they must build internal capacities for structured
sustainability reporting. This regulatory transition creates an opportunity not only for
compliance, but also for more systematic assessment and integration of social sustainability
principles across ports’ organizational and territorial ecosystems.

Despite these advances, port governance frameworks have traditionally prioritized
economic efficiency and competitiveness. The gradual transformation of ports into landlord
systems has redistributed responsibilities and introduced new governance instruments,
notably concession agreements. These contractual arrangements regulate the operation,
development, and management of port terminals, defining the rights and obligations of port
authorities and terminal operators. In practice, concession agreements have predominantly
prioritized economic efficiency, competitiveness, and revenue generation, reflecting their
initial function as instruments for securing investment and ensuring financial performance.
Only in recent years have some agreements incorporated environmental clauses, generally
limited to ensuring compliance with existing regulations rather than promoting proactive
environmental stewardship. The social dimension, where addressed, remains even more
underdeveloped, often confined to general references to labor protection or occupational
safety without measurable targets or binding obligations [5]. This imbalance highlights
the need for a more systematic and integrated approach to embedding social sustainability
objectives within concession frameworks.

The present paper addresses this gap by advancing a structured and systematic ap-
proach to integrating social sustainability into port concession agreements. Building upon
an analytical review of the existing literature, concession models, as well as the applicable
regulatory framework (Concession Directive, CSRD/ESRS) and relevant best practices, it
identifies areas of social disclosure expectations and synthesizes a com-prehensive index of
social sustainability indicators applicable to the port sector. These indicators are organized
into two interconnected categories: external and internal. The external dimension encom-
passes the relationship of ports with society, including stakeholder engagement, community
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development, and the participation of local communities in the economic and social benefits
derived from port activities. The internal dimension focuses on organizational aspects,
such as employment conditions, diversity and inclusion, training and capacity building,
occupational health and safety, and the quality of the working environment. Together, these
categories provide a balanced and holistic framework for assessing, implementing, and
monitoring social sustainability in ports.

Beyond their practical relevance, the thematic areas subject to social reporting and the
indicators proposed in this study offer a significant scientific contribution. They bridge the
conceptual gap between social sustainability theory and port governance by translating
normative principles into measurable and operational elements, which also match the
regulatory disclosure requirements. The resulting typology provides a methodological
foundation for empirical analysis, comparative assessment, and future research on how
contractual frameworks can function as instruments for social value creation. Moreover, it
expands the theoretical understanding of port governance by demonstrating that concession
agreements, traditionally designed for economic regulation, can evolve into mechanisms
for embedding social responsibility and strengthening the port–city relationship.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 reviews the relevant
literature and develops the paper’s analytical framework, clarifying the external and inter-
nal dimensions of social sustainability and their relevance for port concession governance.
Section 3 presents the methodological approach adopted to identify, classify, and organize
the proposed indicators, outlining the main research steps and sources at a general level.
Section 4 presents the results, setting out the proposed indicator framework across the
external and internal dimensions. Section 5 discusses the main findings in relation to litera-
ture and the practical use of concession agreements as governance instruments. Finally,
Section 6 concludes by summarizing the contribution of the paper and outlining avenues
for future research and broader policy relevance.

2. Literature Review and Framework
2.1. The Social Dimension of Sustainability

Sustainability has become an indispensable foundation for the long-term viability and
resilience of organizations. Among its three interrelated pillars, economic, environmental,
and social, often conceptualized as the triple bottom line [16], the social dimension has
progressively gained prominence in both scholarly discourse and policymaking as a central
determinant of sustainable development [17]. Since the Brundtland Commission’s defini-
tion of sustainable development as the pursuit of present needs without compromising
those of future generations [18], the social component has been recognized as essential for
maintaining equity, well-being, and cohesion within and among societies.

Social sustainability refers to a society’s ability to preserve and improve social quality
through policies and actions that promote inclusion, participation, well-being, cultural
vitality, and quality of life [19]. Organizations are increasingly expected to address the
social implications of their operations, not only to comply with regulation but also to en-
hance legitimacy and strengthen competitiveness in markets where ethical and responsible
conduct are strategic assets.

According to the United Nations [18], companies directly and indirectly shape so-
cial outcomes through their effects on employees, supply-chain workers, consumers, and
local communities. Social sustainability therefore involves managing these interdependen-
cies to reduce negative externalities and enhance positive ones, embedding stakeholder
engagement as a central process. The absence of social development—manifested in in-
equality, poor governance, or weak community participation—can undermine economic
performance and social stability alike.
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From this standpoint, social capital—the networks, relationships, and shared norms
that enable cooperation [20]—constitutes an enabling factor of social sustainability. When or-
ganizations align their growth strategies with societal progress, they contribute to resilience
and shared prosperity [21]. Firms committed to social sustainability tend to strengthen their
reputation, reduce operational risks, and improve long-term performance [22]. Within cor-
porate social responsibility (CSR) frameworks, socially sustainable organizations promote
equitable employment practices, community engagement, and transparent governance.
Porter and Kramer [21] argue that creating shared value not only reinforces corporate
legitimacy but also leads to tangible competitive advantages. In this sense, sustainability
extends beyond regulatory compliance towards a proactive, value-generating model [23].

Equally, governance plays a decisive role in ensuring social sustainability through
mechanisms that encourage accountability, participation, and inclusiveness. As Rydin [24]
stresses, participatory governance allows diverse community perspectives to inform policy
and corporate decision-making, thereby strengthening legitimacy and ensuring that poli-
cies address the interests of all, including marginalized groups. As such, recent research
increasingly approaches social sustainability through governance and monitoring mech-
anisms that translate normative principles into operational, measurable, and reviewable
systems [11,12,17]. This governance-oriented perspective emphasizes the design of account-
ability and monitoring arrangements that can also reduce information asymmetries among
stakeholders. It is broadly consistent with emerging regulatory developments, notably
the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) and the subsequent European
Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS), which require organizations to measure, report,
and disclose their social performance in a more systematic manner [14,15].

Overall, the social dimension of sustainability encompasses multiple levels of influ-
ence, both internal (within the organization) and external (within the wider community).
Internal social sustainability concerns organizational culture, equity, and employee well-
being, while external social sustainability relates to the organization’s relationships with its
broader social and territorial environment. Understanding how these dimensions interact
is essential for achieving inclusive, balanced, and durable development outcomes. In this
paper, this distinction is treated not only as a descriptive categorization, but as a conceptual
basis for operationalization: it allows social sustainability to be translated into discrete
areas of responsibility, performance mechanisms, and measurable expectations that can be
embedded within governance instruments.

2.2. External (To the Organization) Social Sustainability

The concept of external social sustainability has evolved significantly from early
economic doctrines that minimized corporate obligations to society. Friedman’s (1970) as-
sertion that a firm’s only responsibility is to maximize shareholder profit confined business
ethics to market performance. Freeman’s [25] stakeholder theory challenged this premise
by emphasizing that long-term business success depends on meeting the expectations of
all affected parties, not only investors. As social awareness and institutional accountability
intensified [26], organizations were compelled to expand their responsibility horizons,
recognizing that sustainable success requires engagement and mutual trust with external
stakeholders [27].

External social sustainability therefore refers to the policies, strategies, and actions
through which organizations engage with communities, institutions, and other stake-
holders to ensure that their operations contribute positively to collective welfare. Trans-
parency, accountability, and participatory dialogue are critical mechanisms [28,29]. Con-
structive stakeholder interaction can foster innovation, mitigate conflict, and enhance
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legitimacy [30,31], while CSR initiatives that align with stakeholder expectations can con-
solidate social trust [32,33].

In the port industry, these dynamics are particularly complex [34–36]. Historically,
ports functioned as monolithic entities characterized by centralized control and limited
societal interaction. Liberalization and structural reforms transformed them into multi-
stakeholder ecosystems [37]. Port authorities, once autonomous regulators, became facil-
itators coordinating diverse interests [38,39], and gradually assumed the role of cluster
managers driving regional cooperation and innovation [40–42].

Nevertheless, the social dimension of port sustainability remains underdeveloped.
Styliadis et al. [15] and Lim et al. [43] highlight the absence of standardized indicators
to assess ports’ social externalities. Ports can enhance community welfare by creating
employment, supporting education and skills development, and stimulating regional
economies [3]. However, port activities and expansion projects may also generate substan-
tial social costs, like noise, pollution, traffic congestion, and land-use conflict, which can
erode social acceptance [44,45]. These mixed outcomes illustrate why social sustainability
must be addressed holistically, alongside economic and environmental dimensions.

The International Institute for Sustainable Seaports [46], defines sustainable ports as
those that combine economic efficiency with social responsibility, integrating community
aspirations into strategic planning. Ports serve as custodians of local well-being, balanc-
ing employment generation and community investment with the mitigation of negative
externalities [11–13]. Empirical evidence reinforces this dual role: Verbeke and Dooms [47]
estimate that the long-term strategic expansion of Antwerp and Zeebrugge could yield
up to 66,000 indirect jobs through network effects; Acciaro [48] found that Sardinian ports
support 8% of local employment; and Musso et al. [49] identified Genoa’s port as generating
nearly one-fifth of its local jobs. Similarly, Bottasso et al. [50,51] and Ding et al. [52] reveal
that port throughput strongly correlates with regional employment and GDP, while Munim
and Schramm [53] show that infrastructure quality and logistics performance are decisive
for economic growth, especially in developing contexts.

These economic benefits, however, coexist with persistent spatial and social challenges
at the port–city interface. Studies on Kaohsiung [54], Shanghai [55], and Lisbon [56] demon-
strate the interdependence between port operations and urban competitiveness. Other
works highlight that sustainability depends on integrated planning linking ports, cities,
and transport networks [57,58]. Hence, sustainable port development must incorporate
community interests, equitable access to benefits, and participatory governance as core
strategic principles. From a governance perspective, the external dimension can therefore
be understood through three interrelated lenses: the identification of affected stakeholder
groups, the measurement of impacts and benefit-sharing, and the institutionalization of
dialogue and accountability mechanisms. This framing is important for concession contexts,
where external social sustainability must move beyond broad commitments toward clear
expectations and monitoring provisions.

2.3. Internal (To the Organization) Social Sustainability

Internal social sustainability focuses on the organizational conditions that promote the
well-being, engagement, and long-term development of employees. It reflects the internal
capacity of organizations to maintain equitable relationships, ethical governance, and a
culture conducive to human flourishing [27]. As Galuppo et al. [59] observe, safeguarding
internal human and social capital through transparent communication, fairness in human
resource management, and continuous development opportunities is indispensable to
sustainable organizational performance.
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A robust internal environment not only improves employee satisfaction but also
strengthens productivity, adaptability, and resilience [60,61]. Engagement, defined by
Kahn [62] as the psychological investment of personal energy in work, is fostered through
empowerment, inclusivity, and recognition [63,64]. Empirical studies demonstrate that
organizations with strong engagement cultures report higher innovation and retention [65].

Employee well-being is a cornerstone of social sustainability, encompassing physi-
cal, mental, and social dimensions [66,67]. Policies supporting work–life balance, health
promotion, and personal growth have measurable returns in productivity and reduced
absenteeism [68,69]. Similarly, occupational safety and job security remain central compo-
nents of a socially sustainable organization [70–72]. Secure and safe work environments
foster loyalty and morale, while job insecurity correlates with stress and reduced perfor-
mance [73]. Transparent communication and employee participation in decisions affecting
their work [74] enhance trust and shared accountability.

Ethical leadership and inclusivity further underpin internal sustainability. Leaders
who demonstrate integrity and transparency inspire employees and nurture cohesive orga-
nizational cultures [75,76]. Diversity and gender equity—once peripheral considerations—
are now recognized as catalysts of innovation and legitimacy [77,78].

In the port sector, the internal dimension of social sustainability remains relatively
underexplored [79]. Stanković et al. [80] underline that social sustainability in ports must
aim to improve quality of life within port regions by ensuring decent employment, equal
opportunities, and sound working conditions. However, Batahla et al. [81] observe that
ports tend to focus on external social initiatives, giving less attention to internal social
governance and workforce well-being. Empirical studies [82–84] confirm the interconnect-
edness of internal and external sustainability, showing that strong internal management
practices enhance external collaboration and stakeholder trust. De Luca and Valentinuz [79]
further demonstrate that cooperative governance models, such as stakeholder network
contracts, can generate innovative internal social projects, like employee health facilities.
Barreiro-Gen et al. [85] highlight gender equality as a critical but often neglected element of
port sustainability, while Beškovnik and Bajec [86] show how the Port of Koper integrates
internal welfare, community engagement, and environmental stewardship into a coherent
sustainability framework.

Ultimately, internal and external social sustainability must be understood as comple-
mentary and mutually reinforcing dimensions. Ports—and organizations more broadly—
cannot sustain social legitimacy externally without cultivating fairness, inclusivity, and
well-being internally. A balanced approach to both dimensions therefore constitutes a
prerequisite for credible and enduring sustainability strategies. In concession settings, this
internal dimension is particularly relevant because employment arrangements, safety prac-
tices, and skill-development pathways can be shaped through contractual obligations and
performance requirements. Accordingly, clarifying the internal dimension in the literature
provides the conceptual basis for specifying what types of workforce-related commitments
are suitable for contractual embedding and subsequent monitoring.

To synthesize the theoretical discussion and clarify the analytical structure of this study,
Figure 1 presents the conceptual framework underpinning the proposed indicator system.
The framework conceptualizes social sustainability in port concession agreements as a
dual-dimension structure composed of external and internal social sustainability indicators.
External indicators capture the relationship between the port and its surrounding socio-
economic environment, including stakeholder engagement, community development, and
local economic participation. Internal indicators address the organizational dimension of
sustainability, focusing on employment conditions, workforce development, diversity, and
occupational health and safety.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework for Integrating Social Sustainability Indicators into Port Concession
Agreements. Source: Authors, 2026.

These two dimensions interact within the governance structure of port concession
agreements, which act as contractual instruments translating social sustainability objectives
into measurable indicators, monitoring mechanisms, and accountability processes. To-
gether, these components form an integrated framework through which social sustainability
can be embedded into port governance and concession design.

3. Methodology
This paper adopts a qualitative research design aimed at developing a systematic and

comprehensive framework for the integration of social sustainability into port concession
agreements. The research approach combines conceptual, documentary, and analytical
methods to identify and classify social sustainability indicators relevant to the port sector.
The originality of the study lies in transforming the predominantly conceptual debate on
social sustainability into a structured typology of operational indicators applicable within
concession governance frameworks.

The research process evolved through three interrelated stages.
The first stage entailed an extensive critical review of academic literature on social

sustainability, corporate social responsibility, and port governance. This review examined
how social considerations are framed, interpreted, and assessed in organizational and
territorial contexts, with particular emphasis on the port and transport sectors. It provided
the theoretical foundations for the article and helped identify significant methodological
gaps, particularly the limited extent to which social sustainability has been integrated into
concession-based governance models. In addition to this process, the comprehensive EU
regulatory framework for mandatory sustainability disclosure, comprising the overarching
law, i.e., CSRD [14] as well as the technical standards, i.e., ESRS (European sustainability
reporting standards (ESRS): General Requirements (ESRS 1) General Disclosures, (ESRS 2),
Environment: (ESRS E1-E5), Social: (ESRS S1-S4), Governance: Business Conduct (ESRS
G1)) [15] of its implementation, was reviewed, to clarify its relevance for the port ecosystem
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and to identify areas of social disclosure within the standards, that fit the case of the
port industry. On this basis, the study delineated the conceptual contours of the social
dimension and distinguished between its internal and external components, establishing
the groundwork for indicator formulation.

The second stage focused on a systematic examination of primary and secondary
documentary sources. Available concession agreements were analyzed in conjunction
with reference texts, policy documents, and model contractual templates issued by ma-
jor international institutions or states. This comparative investigation was designed to
explore how social provisions, obligations, and performance mechanisms are articulated
in concession arrangements and to assess the extent to which these frameworks integrate
measurable social sustainability requirements. The analysis sought to identify recurring
themes and regulatory patterns, as well as potential inconsistencies or gaps in the treat-
ment of social dimensions across different governance contexts. The documentary sample
comprised a selection of port concession agreements from different geographical regions
and institutional contexts (Table 1). The selection was determined primarily by document
availability, as concession agreements are frequently not publicly disclosed and are often
treated as confidential between the contracting parties. These documents, while limited
in number due to such availability constraints, provide valuable insight into how social
provisions are addressed across a variety of concession models. Given the restricted sample
size and the nature of access, the material is not used to support systematic comparison
across legal systems or port typologies; rather, it serves to identify recurring patterns in the
contractual treatment of the social dimension. Complementing this, a set of international
templates and guidelines was examined (Table 2). Together, these sources allowed for a
cross-comparative understanding of the extent to which social sustainability considera-
tions are being incorporated into concession frameworks worldwide and supported the
identification of converging governance gaps and practices across the available material.

Table 1. Port concession agreements considered.

Port Country Date Duration

Ehoala Port Madagascar 2006 30 years

Port of Bolivar Ecuador 2016 50 years

Port of Cartagena Colombia 2021 20 years

Port of Goia Tauro Italy 2019 30 years

Port of Heraklion Greece 2023 39 years

Port of Igoumenitsa Greece 2023 39 years

Port of Kavala Greece 2023 40 years

Port of Kerala India 2015 40 years

Port of Mumbai India 2021 50 years

Port of Piraeus I Greece 2008 35 years

Port of Piraeus II Greece 2016 35 years

Port of Puerto Plata Dominican Republic 2018 30 years

Port of Santander Spain 2019 30 years

Port of Thessaloniki Greece 2018 33 years

Port of Timor Indonesia 2016 30 years

Port of Wilmington USA 2018 50 years
Source: Authors 2025.
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Table 2. Templates and guidelines for port concession agreements considered.

Publisher Reference Texts Publication Year

European Bank for Reconstruction and
Development (EBRD)

Model Heads of Terms for Seaport Concession
PPP Agreement 2024

European Union Directive 2014/23/EU 2014

Government of India—Indian Ministry of
Shipping, R.T. & H.

Model Concession Agreement for Private Sector
Projects in Major Ports 2021

Government of India—PPP Cell,
Infrastructure Division,

Department of Economic Affairs,
Ministry of Finance

Post- Award Contract Management
Manual for PPP Concessions

Volume—II: Port Sector
2015

International Bank for Reconstruction and
Development/The World Bank Port Reform Toolkit 2025

SSATP Africa Transport Policy Program Container Terminal Concession Guidelines 2017

United Nations Conference on Trade and
Development (UNCTAD)

Guidelines for Port Authorities and
Governments on the privatization of

port facilities
1998

United Nations Economic and Social
Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP)

Model Agreement for the Development of a Dry
Port under PPP Mode 2016

United Nations Economic and Social
Commission for Western Asia and Islamic

Development Bank

Public–Private Partnership (PPP) for Ports
Development and Operation 2020

United States Agency for International
Development (USAID) Port Agreement Templates 2018

World Bank Group/World Bank—Private
Infrastructure Advisory Facility (PPIAF) Sample Port Concession Agreement 2009

Source: Authors 2025.

A third, interpretative stage was informed by discussions with experts in port gov-
ernance from both academia and professional practice. While these exchanges did not
constitute a formal empirical dataset, they provided valuable contextual insights into the
feasibility and implementation challenges of embedding social objectives within conces-
sion frameworks. These perspectives helped refine the categorization of indicators and
validated their relevance from a governance standpoint. To preserve the qualitative and
exploratory orientation of the study, these inputs are used to support interpretation and
framing rather than to generate independent empirical claims.

Integrating these three research components—conceptual, documentary, and
interpretative—enabled the development of a dual-structured typology of social sustain-
ability indicators.

• The external indicators reflect the relationship between ports and their surround-
ing socio-economic environments, focusing on stakeholder engagement, community
development, and equitable access to the benefits generated by port activities.

• The internal indicators address organizational aspects such as employment conditions,
occupational health and safety, diversity, and professional development.

Each indicator was linked to insights derived from both literature and contractual
analysis, ensuring coherence between theoretical understanding and governance applica-
tion. Where relevant, indicators were also aligned with the structure of social disclosure
areas reflected in CSRD/ESRS, in order to strengthen their interpretability for organizations
operating under evolving reporting expectations.
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At this point, it should be noted that the indicators identified through the processes
discussed above are not intended to constitute a hierarchical or weighted set of metrics.
Rather, the objective is to aggregate and categorize the broad range of social indicators
identified in the academic literature and in emerging reporting standards (CSRD/ESRS),
thereby establishing, for the first time, a comprehensive pool of relevant indicators that
may be considered when drafting port concession agreements. Given the diversity of
organizational and governance contexts, as well as differing stakeholder priorities across
ports, no indicator screening, ranking, or weighting is undertaken at this stage. Instead,
the indicators are presented in a structured manner that can support future research and
practical applications, where prioritization, weighting, or hierarchical structuring may
be developed on the basis of case-specific port characteristics, supported by stakeholder
engagement, expert consultation, and/or multi-criteria decision approaches. This method-
ological approach moves beyond descriptive objectives to establish a scientific foundation
for integrating social sustainability within the contractual and regulatory architecture of
port governance. By synthesizing multidisciplinary evidence and systematically classifying
indicators, the study contributes original knowledge to port studies and sustainability re-
search. The resulting framework not only bridges a critical conceptual gap but also provides
a structured basis for empirical investigation and policy adaptation in future work.

4. Results
This section reports the main patterns identified through the examination of conces-

sion agreements, contractual templates, and relevant guidelines, and then presents the
resulting set of proposed social sustainability indicators for port concession frameworks.
The evolution of social sustainability in organizations has gained increasing prominence
over recent years, reflecting a broader shift in how organizations perceive their role in
society. Traditionally, businesses prioritized economic performance, adhering to the motto
“the business of business is business” [87], while sustainability was primarily associated
with environmental concerns [88]. Over time, however, novel perspectives have high-
lighted the integral relationship between social viability and organizational success. Porter
and Kramer [21] advanced the concept of shared value, advocating that organizations can
generate economic value by addressing social problems and positioning social engage-
ment as a strategic imperative. Earlier, Elkington [23] introduced the Triple Bottom Line
framework, integrating social, environmental, and economic factors into business strategy.
Consequently, social sustainability has evolved to encompass multiple dimensions of so-
cial impact, including stakeholder engagement, community development, labor practices,
ethical behavior, social justice, inclusion, and equity [84].

In the port industry, this shift is reflected in the transition from the traditional compre-
hensive public port model to the landlord model and the emergence of multi-stakeholder
port clusters [89]. Combined with growing community awareness of port-related externali-
ties, this transformation has led port authorities to adopt a new management philosophy
in which societal integration and stakeholder engagement are central elements of port
governance [90]. The literature on port governance [39,41,42,91] extensively discusses
stakeholder identification, management, and engagement as key mechanisms for address-
ing collective challenges within the port cluster. Despite this progress, recent studies [92]
and our own analysis indicate that ports remain at an early stage of integrating the social
dimension into their operational and development strategies.

The examination of concession agreements, contractual templates, and relevant guide-
lines revealed that, so far, the social dimension has been largely neglected in formal
contractual frameworks. Where social considerations do appear, they are limited mainly to
the protection of port employees—covering aspects such as occupational safety, protection
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against dismissal, or basic training measures—without addressing the broader social ex-
ternalities of port operations. Although certain aspects of the port–city relationship have
occasionally been mentioned, they were typically addressed only peripherally. Until now,
corporate social responsibility (CSR) has been the primary instrument through which ports
approached social engagement. While CSR initiatives are valuable, they remain insufficient.
Port concession agreements, in contrast, demand binding, concrete provisions with clearly
defined parameters and measurable indicators in order to embed social sustainability in
precise, verifiable terms and to ensure accountability and policy coherence.

Compared to environmental sustainability—which, despite its limited and uneven
incorporation into concession frameworks, focusing mainly on compliance with existing
legislation rather than on binding, measurable performance requirements, has at least begun
to appear in regulatory discussions and monitoring initiatives [5,91]—the social dimension
remains even less developed. Both contractual practice and reference templates continue to
prioritize environmental compliance while offering little guidance on how to operationalize
social objectives. This imbalance underscores the need to elevate the social pillar to at least
a comparable level of attention and formalization. Establishing standardized definitions,
quantifiable indicators, and consistent contractual obligations is therefore an essential step
toward achieving a genuinely integrated approach to sustainability in port concession
agreements [15].

In response to this gap, the present paper identifies and proposes a structured set
of social sustainability indicators applicable to port concession frameworks, further de-
veloping and expanding upon the analysis presented by [6]. In reporting the results,
the indicators are organized into two complementary domains: external indicators (cap-
turing the port–society interface) and internal indicators (capturing organizational and
workforce-related commitments).

An integrated overview of the structure and coverage of the formulated framework
is depicted in Table 3. above, summarizing the distribution of the identified (external
& internal) social sustainability indicators and their measurement approach (quantita-
tive, qualitative/descriptive). The distribution reveals a clear emphasis on the internal
dimension of social sustainability, which accounts for 63% of the indicators identified.
This reflects both the plethora of tools at hand to frame and monitor social parameters of
internal sustainability and the central role of workforce related issues in shaping socially
responsible port governance within the context of concession agreements. Conversely,
external indicators (34%) focus on the broader port society interface, capturing how port
(terminal) operations interact with the surrounding socio-economic environment. In this
context, emphasis is given on the monitoring of social externalities, the strengthening of
transparency and dialogue as well as the establishment of mechanisms which contribute
to broader development of the community. Finally, from a measurement perspective, the
framework presents a relatively balanced composition of quantitative (57%) and qualitative
(42%) measures, with a slight orientation towards quantitative metrics. This overview
complements the detailed presentation of indicators following in Tables 4 and 5.

Table 4 (Social Indicators External to the Organization) aggregates the synthesized
social indicators that address the relationship between port operators and their external
environment, encompassing stakeholder engagement, community development, local
employment, and social impact assessment.
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Table 3. Distribution of Social Indicators by thematic category.

Indicator
Dimension Thematic Category Number of

Indicators Percentage % Quantitative
Indicators

Qualitative
Indicators

External
Indicators

Stakeholder engagement and
social dialogue 6 12% 3 3

Community impact and
development 6 12% 2 4

Local employment and local
supply chains 4 8% 4 0

Governance, accountability
and long-term commitments 1 2% 0 1

Sub-total 17 34% 9 8

Internal
Indicators

Employees 9 18% 7 2

Training and skills acquisition 7 14% 5 2

Working environment and
employee welfare 4 8% 2 2

Occupational Health & Safety 10 20% 3 7

Working Conditions and
Labor rights 3 6% 0 3

Sub-total 33 63% 17 16

Total
Indicators 46 100% 26 24

Source: Authors, 2025.

Table 4. Social Indicators External to the Organization.

Social Indicators External to the Organization

SI_EX_1 Stakeholder engagement and social dialogue

SI_EX_1.1 Stakeholder mapping, including identification and monitoring of at-risk or
vulnerable groups.

[25,30,42,59,85,89,90],
ESRS S3 [15]

SI_EX_1.2 Number and categories of stakeholders with whom the organization engages,
including the number of signed MoUs.

[42,90,91], ESRS
S3 [15]

SI_EX_1.3

Processes for collecting and considering stakeholder views and concerns,
including external stakeholders; means of disseminating changes or
adjustments to sustainability strategy and societal goals resulting from
stakeholder input.

[24,28,29,42,89–91],
ESRS S3 [15]

SI_EX_1.4

Percentage of construction and development projects implemented through
structured community-engagement mechanisms, including:
(i.) social impact assessments (including gender impact assessments) based on
participatory processes;
(ii.) environmental impact assessments and ongoing monitoring;
(iii.) public disclosure of environmental and social assessment results;
(iv.) local community development programs based on community needs;
(v.) stakeholder engagement plans based on stakeholder mapping;
(vi.) broad-based local community consultation committees, including
(vulnerable groups;
(vii.) worker representation bodies (e.g., works councils, OHS committees)
addressing impacts;
(viii.) formal local community grievance processes.

[60–65], ESRS S3,
ESRS E1-E5 [15]
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Table 4. Cont.

Social Indicators External to the Organization

SI_EX_1.5

Existence of a permanent dialogue system among interested parties, including
consideration of future generations, providing annual communication of the
organization’s strategic vision and action plan based on positive accountability
and stakeholder involvement.

[13,23,25,29,42,90],
ESRS S3 [15]

SI_EX_1.6 Annual stakeholder satisfaction survey. [90,91], ESRS S3 [15]

SI_EX_2 Community impact and development

SI_EX_2.1 Direct economic value generated and distributed to the community, including
community investments.

[2,4,21,50,56],
ESRS S3 [15]

SI_EX_2.2 Identification of current or expected sustainability-related impacts and risks on
communities and local economies, including positive and negative impacts.

[8,26,41,44,90], ESRS
S3, ESRS E1-E5 [15]

SI_EX_2.3 Identification of indirect economic impacts (positive and negative) on a cluster
or community level.

[39,50–53,56], ESRS S3,
ESRS E1-E5 [15]

SI_EX_2.4
Assessment of the significance of indirect economic impacts in relation to
external benchmarks and stakeholder priorities (e.g., national and international
standards, protocols, policy agendas).

[4,11,13,18,24,90],
ESRS S3 [15]

SI_EX_2.5

Identification and quantification of operations with significant actual and
potential negative impacts on local communities:
(i.) at the site of operations;
(ii.) at aggregate port/cluster level;
(iii.) on local communities.

[8,41,44,45,58], ESRS
S3, ESRS E1-E5 [15]

SI_EX_2.6

Initiatives (indicative), including efforts:
(i.) to respect access to port areas;
(ii.) to improve accessibility of city-port interface sites;
(iii.) to treat the port area as an urban space;
(iv.) to enhance port visibility;
(v.) to utilize waterfront potential;
(vi.) to promote blending of urban and port functions;
(vii.) to maintain flexibility in space use;
(viii.) to reduce reciprocal impacts;
(ix.) to communicate and build acceptance of certain nuisances;
(x.) to prepare for future employment needs;
(xi.) to integrate port activity with city life;
(xii.) to open the port to the public.

[1,8,45,48,54,90], ESRS
S3, ESRS E1-E5 [15]

SI_EX_3 Local employment and local supply chains

SI_EX_3.1 Percentage of senior management at significant operational locations hired
from the local community.

[49–51,56], ESRS S1,
ESRS S3 [15]

SI_EX_3.2 Percentage of employees hired from the local community. [49–51,56], ESRS S1,
ESRS S3 [15]

SI_EX_3.3 Percentage of the procurement budget at significant operational locations spent
on local suppliers (e.g., locally purchased products and services).

[39,50,53,56], ESRS
S3 [15]

SI_EX_3.4

Screening of new suppliers using social and environmental criteria:
(i.) number of suppliers assessed for social impacts;
(ii.) number of suppliers identified with significant positive
social/environmental impacts;
(iii.) identification of significant negative social/environmental impacts in the
supply chain;
(iv.) number of suppliers with significant negative impacts for whom
improvements were agreed following consultation;
(v.) number of suppliers with whom relationships were terminated due to
negative impacts, including reasons.

[6,28,82,84,93,94],
ESRS S2, ESRS G1,
ESRS E1-E5 [15]
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Table 4. Cont.

Social Indicators External to the Organization

SI_EX_4 Governance, accountability and long-term social commitments

[11,13,21,23,25,61,91],
ESRS 2, ESRS S1-S4,
ESRS E1-E5, ESRS
G1 [15]

SI_EX_4.1 Integration of long-term social and environmental concerns into the company’s
mission, raison d’être, or sustainability policy.

Source: Authors, 2025.

The proposed external indicators represent a comprehensive approach to capturing the
port’s social footprint. Reflecting the insights of relevant literature, as well as the scope of
ESRS regulatory societal disclosure requirements, they provide measurable and qualitative
parameters that can be incorporated directly into concession contracts. Indicators such as
the percentage of local employment, community investment, supplier assessment based on
social/environmental criteria, and the establishment of structured stakeholder engagement
mechanisms offer concrete pathways for integrating social performance into concession
evaluation and monitoring. By embedding such indicators in contractual obligations,
ports and their operators can move beyond CSR initiatives, toward a model of shared
accountability and enhanced transparency with tangible outcomes for local communities.
The “initiatives” item may be less readily quantifiable than other indicators; however, it
captures essential (and unique depending on the port setting) pathways for strengthening
the ties between ports and their surrounding communities. By undertaking and reporting
on social initiatives, ports can foster greater inclusiveness and agility, aligning their strategy
and operations with broader sustainability goals, thus contributing to the enhancement
of wellbeing, cohesion and resilience of local communities [42]. Hence, reporting on
such initiatives forms an integral component of sustainable port governance, aiding in
reinforcing a port’s license to operate as well as the legitimacy of port activities in the
vicinity of urban spaces [94].

On the internal dimension, relevant port literature remains relatively limited, with only
a few studies examining how technological and operational innovations affect employment
and labor structures [95–97]. Yet, employees are widely acknowledged as the most valuable
resource within contemporary organizations [98]. Consequently, apart from addressing
external community impacts, concession agreements should also reflect internal social
sustainability obligations concerning workforce well-being, safety, diversity, and equitable
working conditions.

Building on this premise, Table 5 (Social Indicators Internal to the Organization)
presents a consolidated set of internal social sustainability indicators drawn from relevant
literature, available concession agreements, existing port concession models and the re-
porting directions embedded in ESRS standards. These indicators, organized into five
thematic categories—Employees, Training & Skills Acquisition, Working Environment,
Occupational Health & Safety, and Working Conditions—provide a structured foundation
for incorporating social requirements into concession agreements.

The internal indicators emphasize the necessity of embedding labor-related commit-
ments within concession frameworks. These include measurable standards for fair wages,
gender equality, diversity, training opportunities, and occupational health and safety man-
agement systems. Importantly, the inclusion of such indicators would allow port authorities
to establish concrete evaluation criteria for concessionaires, ensuring that social objectives
are treated as enforceable contractual obligations rather than aspirational goals.
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Table 5. Social Indicators Internal to the Organization.

Social Indicators Internal to the Organization

Employees

SI_IN_A_1 Type of employment

SI_IN_A_1.1 Total number of employees, and a breakdown of this total by gender and
by region

[27,92,95,98,99],
ESRS S1 [15]

SI_IN_A_1.2

Report the total number of:
(i.) permanent employees, and a breakdown by gender and by region;
(ii.) precarious employees:
temporary employees, and a breakdown by gender and by region;
non-guaranteed hours employees, and a breakdown by gender and
by region;
(iii.) full-time employees, and a breakdown by gender and by region;
(iv.) part-time employees, and a breakdown by gender and by region

[65,77,78,85], ESRS
S1 [15]

SI_IN_A_2

Ratios of standard entry level wage by gender compared to local
minimum wage
(i.) Report the relevant ratio of the entry level wage by gender at significant
locations of operation to the minimum wage.
(ii.) When a significant proportion of other workers (excluding employees)
performing the organization’s activities are compensated based on wages
subject to minimum wage rules, describe the actions taken to determine
whether these workers are paid above the minimum wage.
(iii.) Whether a local minimum wage is absent or variable at significant
locations of operation, by gender. In circumstances in which different
minimums can be used as a reference, report which minimum wage is
being used.

[65,77,78,85], ESRS
S1 [15]

SI_IN_A_3 Policy Commitments [75–78,85], ESRS S1,
ESRS G1 [15]

SI_IN_A_3.1
(i.) Describe how the policy commitments are communicated to workers,
business partners, and other relevant parties
(ii.) Policies on harassment, discrimination, racism, LGBTQ etc.

SI_IN_A_4 Collective bargaining agreements [18,68,73,74,92,95,99],
ESRS S1 [15]

SI_IN_A_4.1 Report the percentage of total employees covered by collective
bargaining agreements

SI_IN_A_5 New employee hires and employee turnover [68,73,74,99], ESRS
S1 [15]

SI_IN_A_5.1

(i.) Total number and rate of new employee hires during the reporting
period, by age group, gender and region.
(ii.) Total number and rate of employee turnover during the reporting
period, by age group, gender and region.

SI_IN_A_6 Diversity [27,65,77,78,85],
ESRS S1 [15]

SI_IN_A_6.1

(i.) Gender equality and proportionally fair salary policy at all levels of
the company
(ii.) Part of the company’s employees are disabled
(iii.) Part of the employees in the business must be old (over 50 years old)
and employed for the financial year
(iv.) Part of the employees in the business to be young (under 30 years old)
and hired for the financial
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Table 5. Cont.

Social Indicators Internal to the Organization

SI_IN_A_6.2

(i.) Percentage of employees per employee category in each of the following
diversity categories: i) Gender; ii) Age group: under 30 years old,
30–50 years old, over 50 years old; iii) Other indicators of diversity where
relevant (such as minority or vulnerable groups)
(ii.) Ratio of the basic salary and remuneration of women to men for each
employee category, by significant locations of operation.

SI_IN_A_7 Incidents of discrimination and corrective actions taken [75–78], ESRS S1 [15]

SI_IN_A_7.1 (i.) Total number of incidents of discrimination during the reporting period.
(ii.) Status of the incidents and actions taken (i–iv)

SI_IN_A_8 Training and skills acquisition

SI_IN_A_8.1 Training [62,63,95–98], ESRS
S1 [15]

SI_IN_A_8.1.1

(i.) Part of employees who have access to at least one vocational training
during the year
(ii.) Proportion of employees under the age of 30 who have access to at least
one vocational training during the year
(iii.) Proportion of employees over 50 who have access to at least one
vocational training during the year
(iv.) Range of expenditure on vocational training per employed trainee
(v.) Part of turnover devoted to R&D (R&D expenditure on research
and development
(vi.) Existence and range of awareness programs in the responsible use of
products and services marketed by the company
(vii.) Percent of employment positions in danger due to technological
change and actions taken to mitigate (retraining, reskilling, etc.)

SI_IN_A_8.2 Communication and training about anti-corruption policies and procedures [28,64,75,76], ESRS
G1 [15]

SI_IN_A_8.2.1

(i.) Total number and percentage of employees that the organization’s
anti-corruption policies and procedures have been communicated to,
broken down by employee category and region.
(ii.) Total number and percentage of business partners that the
organization’s anticorruption policies and procedures have been
communicated to, broken down by type of business partner and region.
(iii.) Total number and percentage of employees that have received training
on anticorruption, broken down by employee category and region.

SI_IN_A_8.3 Confirmed incidents of corruption and actions taken. [28,64,75,76], ESRS
G1 [15]

SI_IN_A_8.3.1

(i.) Total number of confirmed incidents in which employees were
dismissed or disciplined for corruption.
(ii.) Total number of confirmed incidents when contracts with business
partners were terminated or not renewed due to violations related
to corruption.
(iii.) Public legal cases regarding corruption brought against the
organization or its employees during the reporting period and the outcomes
of such cases

SI_IN_A_8.4 Average hours of training per year [62,63,65,99], ESRS
S1 [15]

SI_IN_A_8.4.1
Average hours of training that the organization’s employees have
undertaken during the reporting period per: i) employee, ii) gender; iii)
employee category

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18073347

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18073347


Sustainability 2026, 18, 3347 17 of 29

Table 5. Cont.

Social Indicators Internal to the Organization

SI_IN_A_8.5 Programs for upgrading employee skills and transition assistance
programs

[95–99], ESRS S1 [15]

SI_IN_A_8.5.1

(i.) Type and scope of programs implemented and assistance provided to
upgrade employee skills.
(ii.) Transition assistance programs provided to facilitate continued
employability and the management of career endings resulting from
retirement or termination of employment.

SI_IN_A_8.6 Percentage of employees receiving regular performance and career
development reviews [62–65], ESRS S1 [15]

SI_IN_A_8.6.1
Percentage of total employees, (i) in total, (ii) by gender and (iii) by
employee category who received a regular performance and career
development review during the reporting period

SI_IN_A_8.7 Security personnel trained in human rights policies or procedures [27,75,76], ESRS S1,
ESRS S2 [15]

SI_IN_A_8.7.1

(i.) Percentage of security personnel who have received formal training in
the organization’s human rights policies or specific procedures and their
application to security.
(ii.) Whether training requirements also apply to third-party organizations
providing security personnel.

Working environment

SI_IN_B_1 Benefits provided to full-time employees that are not provided to
temporary or part-time employees

[27,67,69,73,99],
ESRS S1 [15]

SI_IN_B_1.1

i. Life insurance;
ii. Health care;
iii. Disability and invalidity coverage;
iv. Parental leave;
v. Retirement provision;
vi. Stock ownership;
vii. Others.

SI_IN_B_2 Parental leave [27,64,65,67,69],
ESRS S1 [15]

SI_IN_B_2.1

(i.) Total number of employees that were entitled to parental leave,
by gender.
(ii.) Total number of employees that took parental leave, by gender.
(iii.) Total number of employees that returned to work in the reporting
period after parental leave ended, by gender.
(iv.) Total number of employees that returned to work after parental leave
ended that were still employed 12 months after their return to work,
by gender.
(v.) Return to work and retention rates of employees that took parental
leave, by gender

SI_IN_B_3 Minimum notice periods regarding operational changes [18,73,74,92,95],
ESRS S1 [15]
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Table 5. Cont.

Social Indicators Internal to the Organization

SI_IN_B_3.1

(i.) Minimum number of weeks’ notice typically provided to employees
and their representatives prior to the implementation of significant
operational changes that could substantially affect them.
(ii.) For organizations with collective bargaining agreements, report
whether the notice period and provisions for consultation and negotiation
are specified in collective agreements

SI_IN_B_4 Positive Working Conditions & Employee Engagement [62–65,67,68], ESRS
S1 [15]

SI_IN_B_4.1

(i.) Existence of a positive work climate assessment study and an
operational action plan based on the results, the response rate and the
employee cooperation performance rate
(ii.) Rate of average absence from work
(iii.) Certification linked to the positive climate and good cooperation of
the employees
(iv.) Rate of occupational accidents along with absence from work within
the enterprise
(v.) Existence of a parenting policy and measures aimed at respecting the
balance of personal and professional life
(vi.) Existence of a network of operational measures to deal
with harassment

SI_IN_B_5 Occupational health and safety

SI_IN_B_5.1 Occupational health and safety management system [70–72,79], ESRS
S1 [15]

SI_IN_B_5.1.1

(i) A statement of whether an occupational health and safety management
system has been implemented.
(ii) A description of the scope of workers, activities, and workplaces
covered by the occupational health and safety management system, and
an explanation of whether and, if so, why any workers, activities, or
workplaces are not covered.

SI_IN_B_5.2 Hazard identification, risk assessment, and incident investigation [70–72,76], ESRS
S1 [15]

SI_IN_B_5.2.1

(i.) A description of the processes used to identify work-related hazards
and assess risks on a routine and non-routine basis, and to apply the
hierarchy of controls to eliminate hazards and minimize risks.
(ii.) A description of the processes for workers to report work-related
hazards and hazardous situations, and an explanation of how workers are
protected against reprisals.
(iii.) A description of the policies and processes for workers to remove
themselves from work situations that they believe could cause injury or ill
health, and an explanation of how workers are protected against reprisals.
(iv.) A description of the processes used to investigate work-related
incidents, including the processes to identify hazards and assess risks
relating to the incidents, to determine corrective actions using the
hierarchy of controls, and to determine improvements needed in the
occupational health and safety management system

SI_IN_B_5.3 Occupational health services [66,67,69,79]. ESRS
1 [15]
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Table 5. Cont.

Social Indicators Internal to the Organization

SI_IN_B_5.3.1

A description of the occupational health services’ functions that contribute
to the identification and elimination of hazards and minimization of risks,
and an explanation of how the organization ensures the quality of these
services and facilitates workers’ access to them.

SI_IN_B_5.4 Worker participation, consultation, and communication on occupational
health and safety

[18,70,71,92], ESRS
1 [15]

SI_IN_B_5.4.1

(i.) A description of the processes for worker participation and
consultation in the development, implementation, and evaluation of the
occupational health and safety management system, and for providing
access to and communicating relevant information on occupational health
and safety to workers.
(ii.) Where formal joint management-worker health and safety committees
exist, a description of their responsibilities, meeting frequency,
decision-making authority, and whether and, if so, why any workers are
not represented by these committees.

SI_IN_B_5.5 Worker training on occupational health and safety [70–72,99], ESRS
1 [15]

SI_IN_B_5.5.1
A description of any occupational health and safety training provided to
workers, including generic training as well as training on specific
work-related hazards, hazardous activities, or hazardous situations.

SI_IN_B_5.6 Promotion of workers health [66,67,69,79], ESRS
1 [15]

SI_IN_B_5.6.1

(i.) An explanation of how the organization facilitates workers’ access to
non-occupational medical and healthcare services, and the scope of access
provided.
(ii.) A description of any voluntary health promotion services and
programs offered to workers to address major non-work-related health
risks, including the specific health risks addressed, and how the
organization facilitates workers’ access to these services and programs.

SI_IN_B_5.7 Prevention and mitigation of occupational health and safety impacts
directly linked by business relationships

[27,72,81,82], ESRS
2 [15]

SI_IN_B_5.7.1

A description of the organization’s approach to preventing or mitigating
significant negative occupational health and safety impacts that are
directly linked to its operations, products, or services by its business
relationships, and the related hazards and risks.

SI_IN_B_5.8 Workers covered by an occupational health and safety management
system

[71,72,96], ESRS
1 [15]

SI_IN_B_5.8.1

(i.) If the organization has implemented an occupational health and safety
management system based on legal requirements and/or recognized
standards/guidelines: (a) the number and percentage of all employees
and workers who are not employees but whose work and/or workplace is
controlled by the organization, who are covered by such a system; (b) that
has been internally audited; (c) been audited or certified by an
external party.
(ii.) Whether and, if so, why any workers have been excluded from this
disclosure, including the types of worker excluded.

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18073347

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18073347


Sustainability 2026, 18, 3347 20 of 29

Table 5. Cont.

Social Indicators Internal to the Organization

SI_IN_B_5.9 Work-related injuries [66,70–72], ESRS
1 [15]

SI_IN_B_5.9.1

(a) For all employees & (b) For all workers who are not employees but
whose work and/or workplace is controlled by the organization:
i. The number and rate of fatalities as a result of work-related injury;
ii. The number and rate of high-consequence work-related injuries
(excluding fatalities);
iii. The number and rate of recordable work-related injuries;
iv. The main types of work-related injury;
v. The number of hours worked.
vi. Whether and, if so, why any workers have been excluded from this
disclosure, including the types of worker excluded.

SI_IN_B_5.10 Work-related ill health [66–69,71], ESRS
1 [15]

SI_IN_B_5.10.1

(a) For all employees and (b) For all workers who are not employees but
whose work and/or workplace is controlled by the organization:
i. The number of fatalities as a result of work-related ill health;
ii. The number of cases of recordable work-related ill health;
iii. The main types of work-related ill health.
iv. Whether and, if so, why any workers have been excluded from this
disclosure, including the types of worker excluded.

SI_IN_B_6 Working conditions and labor rights

SI_IN_B_6.1 Freedom of association and collective bargaining [18,27,92,95], ESRS 1,
ESRS 2 [15]

SI_IN_B_6.1.1

Operations and suppliers in which the right to freedom of association and
collective bargaining may be at risk
(i.) Operations and suppliers in which workers’ rights to exercise freedom
of association or collective bargaining may be violated or at significant
risk either in terms of: (a) type of operation (such as manufacturing plant)
and supplier; (b) countries or geographic areas with operations and
suppliers considered at risk
(ii.) Measures taken by the organization in the reporting period intended
to support rights to exercise freedom of association and collective
bargaining.

SI_IN_B_6.2 Child labor [22,27,35], ESRS
2 [15]

SI_IN_B_6.2.1

Operations and suppliers at significant risk for incidents of child labor
(i.) Operations and suppliers considered to have significant risk for
incidents of:
(a) child labor; (b) young workers exposed to hazardous work.
(ii.) Operations and suppliers considered to have significant risk for
incidents of child labor either in terms of: (a) type of operation (such as
manufacturing plant) and supplier; (b) countries or geographic areas with
operations and suppliers considered at risk.
(iii.) Measures taken by the organization in the reporting period intended
to contribute to the effective abolition of child labor
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Table 5. Cont.
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SI_IN_B_6.3 Forced or compulsory labor [22,27,35], ESRS
2 [15]

SI_IN_B_6.3.1

Operations and suppliers at significant risk for incidents of forced or
compulsory labor
(i.) Operations and suppliers considered to have significant risk for
incidents of forced or compulsory labor either in terms of: (a.) type of
operation (such as manufacturing plant) and supplier; (b.) countries or
geographic areas with operations and suppliers considered at risk.
(ii.) Measures taken by the organization in the reporting period intended
to contribute to the elimination of all forms of forced or compulsory labor.

Source: Authors, 2025.

Overall, the findings reaffirm the central argument of this paper: that a socially sus-
tainable port governance model must balance external community interests with internal
organizational well-being. Together, the two sets of indicators proposed herein constitute
the core empirical and conceptual contribution of this paper. They provide a coherent
structure for incorporating social sustainability into the design, monitoring, and evaluation
of port concession agreements. External indicators ensure ports remain socially embed-
ded and responsive to community expectations, while internal indicators safeguard fair,
inclusive, and safe working conditions within concessionaire organizations. By linking
theoretical discussion to contractual practice, the framework addresses the research gaps
identified earlier and establishes a bridge between normative sustainability goals and
enforceable governance frameworks and mechanisms. In a more practical sense, these indi-
cators provide port authorities, policymakers, and concessionaires with a shared reference
for assessing performance and promoting accountability.

5. Discussion
The findings of this research underscore a normative and governance-oriented im-

perative in contemporary port debates: moving beyond a predominantly technocratic
and economic focus towards a more holistic, socially responsible framework [39,41,42].
The evidence presented in this paper suggests that modern port concession agreements
could evolve into a tool for public policy, specifically by enabling the integration of social
sustainability as an operational governance requirement—rather than treating it as a purely
voluntary add-on—through clearer expectations, monitoring pathways, and accountability
mechanisms [15,90]. By embedding specific social indicators into the legal fabric of the
concession, Port Authorities may be better positioned to align terminal operators’ objectives
with the broader public interest, while also clarifying expectations, defining monitoring
pathways, and supporting accountability over the concession cycle [15,90].

Of course, social provisions in concession agreements are not cost-neutral and may
also generate implementation frictions. For concessionaires, such clauses can introduce
additional compliance and organisational demands—both in terms of resources and in-
ternal procedures—and may also require costly actions and measures to meet specified
commitments. For port authorities, more ambitious social clauses may likewise increase
the demands placed on monitoring, follow-up, and enforcement, and may require clearer
institutional arrangements and sufficient administrative capacity to ensure that contractual
commitments remain credible throughout the concession cycle. Implementation tensions
can also emerge where social requirements intersect with operational constraints or strategic
change. Finally, social clauses can create market-facing risks: if requirements are perceived
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as overly rigid, insufficiently adapted to local conditions, or misaligned with prevailing
competitive pressures, they may affect bidder participation and pricing, and may be framed
as a disadvantage under both intra-port and inter-port competition. These considerations
should therefore be addressed explicitly in concession design and negotiations. Neverthe-
less, where clauses are kept within a reasonable framework, appropriately calibrated, and
supported by feasible monitoring and review mechanisms, the additional demands may be
offset by longer-term governance gains, including clearer expectations, reduced conflict
intensity, and more predictable management of social issues over the concession period.

Overall, port concession agreements can be approached as governance instruments
that translate public objectives into contractual obligations, convert broad sustainability
principles into performance expectations, and provide a monitoring interface between port
authorities, operators, and affected stakeholders [15,39,90]. Within this perspective, the
proposed framework aims to make the social pillar more “contractible” by offering struc-
tured categories of indicators that can support comparability across cases while allowing
calibrated adaptation to local context and port-specific risk profiles [15,42,57–59].

At the same time, the proposed indicator sets should be understood not as an exhaus-
tive checklist, but as a structured basis for translating social objectives into measurable
(or demonstrable) performance dimensions [15]. Their value lies in enabling concession
frameworks to specify what counts as social performance, how it can be evidenced, and
how it can be reviewed over time, acknowledging at the same time that important elements
of social sustainability remain qualitative and context-dependent [15,90].

Ports are heterogeneous in terms of their general characteristics and specialization,
terminal function, operational intensity, labour regimes, and the nature of port–city interac-
tion; accordingly, the needs addressed by particular indicators, as well as their feasibility,
may vary across port/terminal types and regional contexts [15,42,57,58]. In practice, con-
tainer and Ro-Ro terminals, bulk terminals, and passenger/cruise terminals often differ
in the dominant externalities, stakeholder configurations, and workforce profiles, which
affects both indicator prioritisation and the ways in which evidence can be generated
and implementation monitored [44,45,57–59]. Regional and institutional contexts likewise
shape the implementability of social clauses, particularly where legal requirements, data
infrastructures, and administrative capacity differ; this reinforces the value of a layered
approach that combines a stable core set of indicators with port-specific calibration and,
where appropriate, phased implementation [15,90]. Accordingly, while this paper advances
a structured indicator framework intended to be transferable across settings, the systematic
testing and fine-tuning of indicator selection and implementation across port types and
regions remains a natural next step for subsequent empirical research.

5.1. External Stakeholder Dimension and Community Relations

The research indicates that traditional regulatory frameworks often fail to address
issues such as port negative externalities at a granular, local level [42,44,45]. Through
the inclusion of social sustainability clauses, port concession agreements may provide a
more dynamic and enforceable mechanism for mitigation [5,15]. Moreover, where terminal
operators are contractually required to monitor and report on social impacts, transparency
may improve, and the information asymmetry that often contributes to community mistrust
may be reduced [15,90]. This is consistent with the wider port governance literature that
emphasizes stakeholder identification, management, and engagement as mechanisms for
addressing collective challenges within the port cluster [40–42,90].

A concise way to interpret the external indicators is through four analytical lenses: rel-
evance, significance/impact, feasibility/practicability, and governance value [15,90]. These
lenses are complementary: relevance anchors an indicator to the specific social themes

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18073347

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18073347


Sustainability 2026, 18, 3347 23 of 29

a concession seeks to address; significance/impact foregrounds materiality for affected
groups and for the port–city relationship; feasibility/practicability focuses on implemen-
tation capacity and evidence availability; governance value highlights how indicators
support accountability, periodic review, and corrective action within contractual arrange-
ments [15,90]. Relevance is reflected, for example, in indicators on stakeholder mapping,
structured dialogue, and grievance channels, which correspond to recurrent challenges
associated with concentrated local impacts and the need for procedural legitimacy [42,90].
Significance/impact is strengthened where process obligations (consultation, assessment,
disclosure) are connected to outcome-oriented expectations (mitigation measures, acces-
sibility improvements, or locally distributed benefits) [15,42]. Feasibility/practicability
is comparatively higher where indicators build on established practices—such as consul-
tation routines, project-level assessments, and periodic reporting—while still requiring
clear definitions of scope, affected groups, and evidence thresholds [15,90]. Governance
value is enhanced when indicators reduce ambiguity by specifying who is consulted, how
concerns are recorded, how responses are tracked, and how performance is reviewed over
time [15,90].

A further implication is that external indicators can be designed to balance standard-
ization with context sensitivity [15]. A core set can remain stable across concessions (e.g.,
stakeholder mapping, engagement processes, disclosure, grievance mechanisms), while
port-specific indicators can be adapted to spatial constraints, land-use conflicts, mobil-
ity pressures, and community priorities [42,57,58]. Such a layered structure can support
comparability without disregarding heterogeneous port–city settings [57,58,90].

5.2. Internal Stakeholder Dimension and Labour Relations

A further issue concerns the conditions under which the port workforce is supported
through concession-based governance, particularly given ongoing organizational and tech-
nological change [95–97]. The inclusion of labour-related indicators in concession clauses
may provide a governance mechanism that supports anticipatory responses to organiza-
tional and technological change, especially where obligations for training, reskilling, and
continuous professional development are specified [95–97]. Where such provisions are
operationalized, Port Authorities may be better able to ensure that the workforce is actively
supported, so that labour stability can contribute to operational resilience [60,61,95–97]. In
addition, the formalisation of labour-related requirements within concession agreements
can serve to reduce exposure to competitive pressures that may incentivize deterioration in
working conditions [70–72]. In an era of global competition, there is a risk that terminal
operators might seek to reduce costs by weakening labour protections; contractual clauses
can set a minimum baseline that may help limit such risks and support a more stable
industrial relations climate [70–74].

The same four lenses provide a structured way to discuss internal indicators without
treating them as equally important or equally implementable [15,90]. Relevance is evident
where indicators align with operational dependence on skilled, safety-conscious, and
adaptable labour, including under technological change and shifting expectations around
decent work and inclusion [62–65,77,78,95–97]. Significance/impact is typically higher
for indicators linked to wage adequacy, employment security, occupational health and
safety systems, and access to training, given their direct bearing on worker well-being
and organizational resilience [66–72]. Feasibility/practicability is often supported by the
availability of HR and OHS documentation, but it depends on careful indicator specification
to avoid purely formal compliance (for example, defining training coverage, the scope
of safety systems, and audit expectations) [70–72,99]. Governance value is strengthened
when internal indicators are linked to verifiable documentation, periodic reporting, and
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corrective-action pathways that sustain commitments across concession cycles and limit
vulnerability to short-term cost pressures [15,90].

Finally, internal indicators need not be framed solely as protective constraints. When
designed appropriately, they can also function as enabling mechanisms for productivity and
resilience, insofar as skills development, safety culture, and inclusive working conditions
may reduce operational disruption, strengthen retention, and improve coordination across
the port cluster [60–65]. This perspective remains compatible with approaches that treat
social and economic objectives as potentially complementary under suitable governance
arrangements [21,23].

6. Conclusions
The integration of social sustainability clauses into port concession agreements con-

stitutes a crucial step toward building a more inclusive, resilient, and responsible port
sector. Beyond normative aspirations, such provisions address concrete challenges that
influence both port performance and social acceptability, ensuring that operational effi-
ciency, competitiveness, and development are matched by social responsibility, account-
ability, and long-term viability. In academic terms, the paper’s central contribution is to
translate a largely fragmented discussion on the social pillar in ports into a structured,
governance-relevant indicator framework that can be considered within concession design
and monitoring [21,23].

The findings of this paper confirm that social sustainability operates along two com-
plementary dimensions. The external dimension concerns the interaction between the
port and its wider environment, highlighting the need to strengthen community relations,
mitigate adverse impacts, and ensure that local populations participate in the benefits
of port activities. Properly designed clauses may help ensure that port operations con-
tribute positively to local development, cohesion, and quality of life. At the same time,
the internal dimension focuses on improving working conditions, protecting labour rights,
and enhancing organisational resilience. Provisions addressing occupational health and
safety, equality and diversity, skills development, and employee participation reinforce
the human foundations of port operations and development. These measures should go
beyond compliance, with the potential to contribute to productivity, workforce stability,
and innovative capacity. Addressing both dimensions through contractual mechanisms
allows port authorities and concessionaires to align port objectives with broader social
expectations, while reinforcing mutual trust among stakeholders.

The incorporation of social elements within concession agreements should be un-
derstood as part of an evolving governance model that responds to societal and market
pressures, as well as to growing regulatory sustainability reporting requirements, in a proac-
tive and inclusive manner. For public authorities and regulators, it provides a structured
means to ensure that port development supports local and regional well-being. For opera-
tors, it offers a pathway to more stable labour relations, improved reputation, and sustained
competitiveness. For workers and communities, it represents a tangible recognition of their
role and value within the port ecosystem. At the same time, it is important to distinguish
between analytically grounded observations and normative implications: the analysis
shows that the social dimension remains weakly operationalized in the available contrac-
tual material, while the normative recommendation is that concession design should make
social performance more explicit, reviewable, and monitorable over the concession cycle.

There is a clear need for a standardized set of social sustainability metrics that can
be adapted to different regional and operational contexts. This study proposes that such
metrics should be transparent, measurable, and integrated into the performance-linked
components of the port concession agreement. Failure to meet social benchmarks should
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carry consequences similar to those for failing to meet volume or investment targets.
This would signal to the global investment community that social sustainability is a core
component of the port’s value proposition.

Nevertheless, negotiating advanced social clauses also raises a cost–benefit question
for both port authorities and concessionaires. While such clauses may imply short-term
compliance, monitoring, and investment costs, they can also reduce longer-term risks asso-
ciated with labour disputes, operational disruption, reputational damage, and prolonged
conflict with local communities, thereby supporting smoother implementation of port
development over the concession cycle. At the same time, overly stringent or inflexible
requirements may be perceived as increasing regulatory and financial burden, potentially
discouraging bidder participation or affecting offer terms, and—depending on market
structure—may be viewed as a competitive disadvantage under both intra-port and inter-
port competition. Accordingly, a key implication is not more clauses per se, but the careful
calibration of obligations to what can be credibly implemented and assessed, combined
with feasible review mechanisms and context-sensitive adaptation.

While this paper has provided a comprehensive framework for the integration of social
sustainability in port concession agreements, certain limitations must be acknowledged.
These limitations primarily arise from the inherent heterogeneity of the port sector and the
diverse institutional environments in which concession agreements operate. The diversity
of legal systems and port governance models globally means that a fully ‘one-size-fits-all’
approach may be difficult to implement. The framework should therefore be viewed not as
a rigid checklist, but as a modular “comprehensive pool” of indicators that requires local
calibration to align with specific jurisdictional requirements and port-specific profiles.

Future research could build on these findings by examining how social sustainability
clauses are formulated, implemented, and monitored in diverse governance and market
contexts. Comparative studies across ports and concession models can reveal how con-
tractual design influences social outcomes, while sector-specific analyses—covering, for
instance, container, multipurpose, bulk, and cruise terminals—can clarify the relevance
and feasibility of particular indicators. Case studies can further assess the impacts of social
clauses on community welfare and labour relations, and identify the legal or institutional
factors that facilitate or hinder their effective standardisation. Developing a shared method-
ological and indicator framework, grounded in theory and empirical evidence, would
help transform social sustainability from an aspirational concept into an operational norm
within port concession policy and governance. Advancing this research agenda is essential
for moving from fragmented practices toward a coherent, evidence-based integration of
social sustainability across the port sector. In this sense, the indicator typology advanced
here is intended as a structured reference point for subsequent empirical testing, clause
design work, and refinement across different port settings and contexts.
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