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GERMAN SHIPPING MAGNATE Erck Rickmers says he will remain 
an active participant in the industry after selling his shipmanagement 
and shipbroking business ER Schiffahrt.

But he tells Lloyd’s List he will be changing strategy to a business 
model more akin to that pursued by Greek shipowners.

That means buying and selling ship assets rather than investing in 
tonnage on a long-term basis and then managing the vessels.

Mr Rickmers said the rationale behind the sale of ER Schiffahrt,  
including shipbroker Harper Petersen & Co, to relative newcomer 
Zeaborn Group could be summed up in two words: “size matters”.

With just 81 vessels under management, ER Schiffahrt could not 
compete against the global heavyweights such as V.Ships, Anglo 
Eastern, or Columbia Shipmanagement, which may have six to eight 
times more ships on their books.

“We lacked the critical mass to be successful and to exploit the 
potential that the company no doubt has,” Mr Rickmers said in a 
telephone interview shortly after the transaction was announced.

Hamburg braced for further 
consolidation
ZEABORN’S spectacular swoop for ER Schiffahrt could followed up 
with two further big-name deals by the end of the first quarter, 
Hamburg shipping sources have told Lloyd’s List.
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The heightened speculation coincides with the 
countdown to the final decision on the fate of HSH 
Nordbank, once the world’s largest lender to the 
shipping industry, which Brussels has decreed must 
either be privatised or wound down by the end of 
February.

Many within the Hamburg shipping community are 
concerned that if — as expected — it is sold off to US 
private equity concerns, loans will be strictly 
enforced and tonnage backed by non-performing 
loans sold off at market prices.

A firesale of small feeders and smaller bulkers could 
have catastrophic unintended consequences for the 
sale and purchase market, they warn.

One person with knowledge of the situation at 
Zeaborn said that its appetite was not sated when it 
picked up Erck Rickmers’ shipmanagement and 
shipbroking concerns, in a dealstruck last week.

It is taken as read that Zeaborn, a subsidiary of 
construction concern Zech Group, will pick up the 
remnants of Rickmers Group, owned by Erck’s 
brother, Bertram Rickmers, out of liquidation.

But there is also speculation of transaction involving 
a interest from a major international 
shipmanagement giant in a sizeable German 
shipping business.

Kirby buys Higman Marine for $419m
KIRBY has agreed to purchase Higman Marine and 
its fleet of inland tank barges and towboats for 
$419m as the New York-listed company continues to 
drive consolidation in US domestic shipping.

Higman’s fleet consists of 159 inland tank barges 
with 4.8mb of capacity, and 75 inland towboats, 
transporting petrochemicals, refined petroleum 
products, crude oil, natural gas condensate, and 
black oil on the Mississippi River System and Gulf 
Intracoastal Waterway.

“The acquisition of Higman and its young fleet of 
well-maintained inland tank barges and towboats is 

an excellent fit with Kirby’s operations,” Kirby chief 
executive David Grzebinski said in a company 
statement. “Overall, as the inland market begins its 
recovery, the timing of the Higman acquisition is 
ideal as it will further upgrade our fleet and 
ultimately allow Kirby to emerge from the downturn 
larger, more efficient and better able to serve our 
customers.”

The Houston-based Jones Act vessel operator will 
pay for the deal in cash with extra borrowing, said 
Kirby, adding that the acquisition is expected to be 
closed in the first quarter.

NEWS

ER Schiffahrt catapults Zeaborn into 
Germany’s big league
BREMEN-based Zeaborn Group has stepped into 
the German shipowner big league after picking up 
the entirety of Erck Rickmers’ ER Schiffahrt 
shipmanagement, including shipbroker Harper 
Petersen & Co, for undisclosed consideration.

Zeaborn, the heavylift arm of construction outfit 
Zech Group, featured regularly in the headlines last 
year after acquiring several units from the wreckage 
of Rickmers Group, the collapsed empire of Erck 
Rickmers’ brother Bertram Rickmers.

Contracts on the ER deal, which is still subject to 
antitrust clearance, were signed on February 1, and 
will have retrospective effect from January 1.

“With the takeover of ER Schiffahrt, Zeaborn has 
achieved another important milestone on its way to 
becoming an integrated and globally operating 
shipping company in both liner and tramp shipping,” 
the acquiring party said in a statement.

“The shipping fleet under commercial and technical 
management has been expanded by 61 container 
vessels and 20 bulk carriers to more than 165 
vessels.”

Once integration of the two entities is complete, 
Zeaborn will employ over 5,000 seafarers, as well as 
around 360 people in shore-based roles in Europe, 
the US and Asia.
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OPINION

Another knockback for Hamburg
THE Rickmers family can trace its shipping roots 
back almost 200 years to when Rickmer Clasen 
Rickmers set up a shipbuilding workshop in 
Bremerhaven, writes Janet Porter.

More recently, the fifth generation Rickmers 
brothers Bertram and Erck have towered over 
Hamburg’s shipping community and helped to 
establish the city as one of the great maritime hubs 
of the world.

Apparently never close, they each established 
separate shipping groups. Bertram, the older of the 
pair who turns 66 this year, invested in tonnage 
through Rickmers Group and pioneered a round-
the-world liner service called Rickmers-Linie for 
project and heavy lift cargoes.

Erck, who is 53, set up ER Schiffahrt in 1998. It 
covers activities ranging from shipmanagement to 
shipbroking.

Bertram Rickmers’ business unravelled 
spectacularly last year. Now Erck is selling ER 
Schiffahrt to Bremen-based Zeaborn, which 
acquired Rickmers-Linie a year ago.

The sale marks another blow to Hamburg, which has 
already seen Hamburg Süd bought by Denmark’s 
Maersk Group, one of the many consolidation moves 
in the container shipping industry.

ANALYSIS

Slow Chinese imports and firm bunker price 
add salt to tanker owners’ wounds
SLOWING oil imports in China and rising bunker 
prices have added to the woes of crude tanker 
owners, whose earnings are already plagued by 
persistent overcapacity of tonnage.

Weakening market conditions have pegged spot 
earnings of very large crude carriers, suezmaxes and 
aframaxes in main trades firmly below operating 
costs, in spite of healthy fuel demand in a colder-
than-usual winter in many parts of the northern 
hemisphere.

Gibson estimated that VLCC daily earnings on the 
Middle East-Asia trade averaged just below $13,000 

last month, which the shipbroker called “an 
unprecedented level for January since the turn of 
the century”.

“For quite some time the consensus in the crude 
tanker market has been that 2018 will be a 
disappointing year in terms of industry earnings,” a 
Gibson note said. “However, the extreme weakness 
in spot TCE returns across all tanker categories in 
January still left many surprised, taking into the 
account the traditional support lent to the market 
during the winter season.”

Insurance will not cover sulphur cap fines
WITH less than two years to go until the 
introduction of the global sulphur cap, a great deal 
of time is being spent on working out how it will be 
put into effect and enforced by the authorities.

Swedish Club managing director Lars Rhodin has 
issued a stern warning to shipowners who may be 
feeling complacent that their insurance may cover 
fines associated with disobedience of the law.

Insurance, Mr Rhodin said in an interview with 
Lloyd’s List, is designed to cover the unexpected. 
Non-compliance is a conscientious decision.

At the same time, insurers will have to examine each 
case separately, because P&I is a flexible product 
provider and there is the possibility of exercising a 
level of discretion, Mr Rhodin said.
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Yard Talk | Will China’s shipbuilding bailout 
lead to capacity cut?
IN 2008, while investors were still basking in the 
pre-financial crisis euphoria, the share price of 
Shanghai-listed CSSC Holding peaked at almost 
$43, writes Cichen Shen.

More than 90% of that value had evaporated at last 
count until September last year, when the stock 
closed at Yuan24.67 before trading was halted for 
restructuring reasons.

Last week, the flagship listed unit of state 
conglomerate China State Shipbuilding Corp warned 
that it faced a possible delisting from the Shanghai 
Stock Exchange amid a combined loss of about 

Yuan5bn between 2016 and 2017.

The freefall of the share price is the very epitome of 
the broader shipbuilding sector over the past decade.

It once rode high on a bubble, but now it can barely 
get back on its feet.

The evaporation in market value is also a reflection 
of China’s fast-changing economy, in which 
conventional manufacturing majors are no longer 
seen as heroes by investors, whereas the tech 
companies are.

Capesize earnings slump to six-month low
CAPESIZE earnings fell to a six-month low on the 
back of seasonal demand weakness in the approach 
to the Chinese New Year.

A slew of new vessel deliveries at a time of seasonal 
demand weakness from China, while not 
unexpected, has led to the decline, said Maritime 
Strategies International senior analyst Will Fray.

The record-high stockpiles, of more than 150m 
tonnes, combined with flat steel production, has led 

to the slowdown in consumption, he said, adding 
that this was merely “temporary weakness”.

The average weighted time charter on the Baltic 
Exchange slumped 20% in the week to $11,189 per 
day at the close on Monday, the lowest level since 
August 1. At this time last year, earnings were at 
$6,800 per day, dropping to $4,600 by mid-
February.

Container shipping recovery shows signs 
of faltering
THE recovery in container shipping in 2017 may have 
been more subdued than at first thought. Increased 
competition for market share saw rates erode during 
the second half of the year as trade levels tailed off.

A new report from analysts at Drewry says demand 
growth on the Asia-Europe headhaul fell by 1.6% 
during October and November and was up only 0.1% 
on the previous year.

“The slowdown in the first two months of the fourth 
quarter is a stark contrast to the 5% year-on-year 
gains witnessed in each of the three preceding 
quarters,” Drewry said. “After 11 months, Asia to 
northern Europe container shipments were up by 

4.2% year on year at approximately 9.1m teu, while 
the rolling 12-month average was tracking even lower 
at 3.4%.”

Despite the decline during the fourth quarter, growth 
in 2017 would still be be the strongest since 2014, 
following on from a 1% uplift in 2016 and a 4% slump 
in 2015.

An improving Russian market, buoyant demand in 
Poland and decent growth in the French, Benelux and 
Scandinavian sectors should ensure that the 
westbound trade expands beyond the annual 
threshold of 10m teu in 2018, Drewry noted.

MARKETS
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NEWS IN BRIEF
HPH Trust profits tumble 25%
HUTCHISON Port Holdings Trust 
has reported a 25% slump in 
profits for 2017, as the structural 
restructuring among its core 
customer carrier base and the 
impact of a one-off tax gain the 
previous year combined to weigh 
on earnings.

Japanese cruise operator to order 
new vessels with state subsidy
A JAPANESE cruiseship operator 
is going to become the first 
beneficiary of a government 
subsidy designed to revitalise 
Japan’s local communities by 
placing orders for new vessels.

Cochin Shipyard to collaborate with 
Russia’s USC on high tech vessels
INDIA’S state-owned Cochin 
Shipyard is teaming up with 
Russia’s United Shipbuilding 
Corporation to design and 
construct state-of-the art 
vessels to cater for an expected 
rise in demand in the near and 
medium term in coastal shipping.

Fears for tanker and 22 crew missing 
in Gulf of Guinea
HONG Kong-based operator 
Anglo-Eastern has lost 
communication with one of its 
tankers off the coast of West 
Africa, prompting fears that it 

may have been hijacked by 
pirates.

Scorpio Bulkers almost erases losses
SCORPIO Bulkers, which operates 
a fleet of mid to large-size dry 
bulk carriers, reported a net loss 
of $1.1m in the fourth quarter 
versus $20.6m a year earlier.

For classified notices please view the next page.
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