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Sovcomflot tankers go dark 
in Black Sea, citing maritime 
security fears

RUSSIA-CONTROLLED SHIPOWNER Sovcomflot said it is switching 
off tanker vessel-tracking devices in the Black Sea as a safety measure, 
while they load at ports in the region.

Eleven tankers were tracked transiting the Bosporus Strait since 
September 1 and subsequently switching off their Automatic 
Identification System, a practice known as “going dark”, as they sailed 
to load at Russian Black Sea ports.

Ships passing through the narrow waterway connecting the Black Sea 
with the Sea of Marmara and the Mediterranean need their AIS 
switched on for the transit.

But beyond the strait and once in the Black Sea, Sovcomflot tankers 
join a rising number of Russia-owned or controlled commercial ships 
that are either spoofing their location or switching off their AIS, which 
prevents movements being tracked.

All Sovcomflot tankers that transited from September 1 subsequently 
went dark, vessel-tracking showed, so the vessels’ ports of loading 
remained unknown.

All tankers are flagged in Liberia, classed with the Indian Register of 
Shipping, with United Arab Emirates-based ISM managers either SUN 
Ship Management - FZCO, Oil Tankers (SCF) Management - FZCO or 
SCF Management Services.

Sovcomflot operated vessels “in full compliance with all applicable 
national and international regulations and in line with best maritime
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industries practices”, the company said in an 
emailed response.

The tankers have temporarily turned off their AIS 
since an August 2023 attack on a Russian civilian 
vessel in the Black Sea as a safety measure “in 
accordance with the Solas V/19 provisions”, a 
company spokesperson said.

“Operating AIS could expose the vessel to attack and 
compromise the vessel’s safety. In no way are these 
measures are intended to hide ports of loading, 
which are well known.”

Under the Solas rules AIS can be switched off for 
safety and security reasons.

The tankers that transited a second time through 
the Bosphorus to the Mediterranean signalled they 
were laden. Destinations for discharge tracked 
included Türkiye, the United Arab Emirates, India 
and Myanmar, where there is a pipeline to China.

Under sanctions imposed by the Group of Seven 
nations plus Australia, Western marine service 
providers including shipowners, charterers, 
insurers, banks and oil traders cannot ship Russian 
oil to third countries unless the cargo was bought at 
or below a price cap.

The measure, alongside import bans on Russian oil 
in the EU27, US, UK, Canada, Australia and other 
countries, is aimed to curtail revenues to the 
Kremlin, while keeping crude flowing to avoid 
inflation-inducing spikes in prices.

Unaccounted crude
Collectively the tankers shipped 7.3m barrels of 
unaccounted crude and refined products via five 
suezmax, four medium range, one long range and 
one aframax tanker, data shows. That equates to 
about 155,000 barrels per day, equivalent to about 
2% of the estimated monthly Russian exports of 
about 7.3m bpd. The value for the crude shipped on 
the suezmax tankers alone, based on the average 
Urals price over September, would have been 
$410m.

Similar AIS tracking is seen for a fleet of grain-
plundering vessels shipping stolen agricultural 
commodities from Ukraine, occupied Crimea and 
Russian-occupied territories. About eight dry bulk 
carriers are involved in this trade.

The measures deployed by Sovcomflot draw 
comparisons with the fleet of Iran’s government-
owned National Iranian Tanker Co, which frequently 
ship US-sanctioned crude without their AIS.

AIS for these tankers has been switched off for 
periods exceeding 12 months, and for entire voyages, 
including condensate shipments on very large crude 
carriers to Venezuela.

Sovcomflot beneficially owns a further 92 tankers, 
as well as 12 LNG carriers, in addition to icebreakers 
and tugs.

AIS vessel-tracking showed 47 tankers with their 
AIS on calling at the main Black Sea export port of 
Novorossiysk, and 28 in Tuapse over September 
— the main destination for the 11 vessels tracked 
transiting through the Bosphorus fully laden.

The vessels were: SCF Prime (IMO: 9577082), 
Elbrus (IMO: 9276030), NS Stella (IMO: 9309588), 
Vladimir Tikhonov (IMO: 9311622), SCF Vankor 
(IMO: 9316127), NS Parade (IMO: 9329667), SCF 
Yenisei (IMO: 9333412), NS Africa (IMO: 9413573), 
NS Bora (IMO: 9412335), NS Burgas (IMO: 
9411020) and SCF Baikal (IMO: 9422457).

*Lloyd’s List defines a tanker as part of the dark 
fleet if it is aged 15 years or over, anonymously 
owned and/or has a corporate structure designed 
to obfuscate beneficial ownership discovery, solely 
deployed in sanctioned oil trades, and engaged in 
one or more of the deceptive shipping practices 
outlined by US State Department guidance issued 
in May 2020. The figures exclude tankers tracked to 
government-controlled shipping entities such as 
Russia’s Sovcomflot, or Iran’s National Iranian 
Tanker Co, and those already sanctioned. 
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WHAT TO WATCH

Clash of Basel and Hong Kong conventions 
could leave owners making inadvertent 
breach of recycling rules
SHIPOWNERS seeking to scrap vessels could find 
themselves in the dock for inadvertently breaching a 
mishmash of competing regulatory regimes, a 
leading law firm has warned.

The situation will become even more acute once the 
Hong Kong Convention enters into force in June 
2025, after having achieved the requisite number of 
ratifications earlier this year.

This will be in addition to the current framework, 
which includes the Basel Convention as amended by 
the Ban Amendment and, for European Union-based 
owners, the EU Waste Shipment Regulation and the 
EU Ship Recycling Regulation.

According to Alexandra Mikelis, an associate Norton 
Rose Fulbright, the four separate packages are 
intended to work together as an example of joined-
up policy making. But each is slightly different, and 
clashes seem inevitable.

The Basel Convention on the Control of 
Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes 
and Their Disposal, to give it its full title, is a United 
Nations treaty that has been in effect since 1992. It 
governs disposal of all types of hazardous waste.

Some countries felt that the Basel Convention did not 
go far enough, and in 1995 agreed the Ban 
Amendment, which prohibits all transboundary 
movements of hazardous wastes destined for disposal 
from OECD countries to non-OECD countries.

The Ban Amendment is binding only on parties to 
the Basel convention that have consented to be 
bound by it.

In 2004, it was agreed that signatories had the 
option  but not the obligation — to apply the Basel 
Convention and Ban Amendment to ships at the end 
of their useful working lives.

The International Maritime Organization was then 
invited to design a convention specifically governing 
ship scrapping, which was the genesis of Hong Kong 
International Convention for the Safe and 
Environmentally Sound Recycling of Ships, which 
kicks in in two years’ time.

The HKC — as it already known for short — allows 
flag states to authorise the recycling of ships at any 
country that has also ratified the convention.

Under this cradle to grave measure, ships must carry 
an inventory of hazardous materials known as an 
IHM on board at all times from construction 
onwards. Yards must draw up specific recycling 
plans for each ship, and these must be approved by 
relevant national authorities.

“The problem is that the Hong Kong convention and 
the Basel convention say two different things,” said 
Mikelis.

Two different things
Where the HKC comes into force, a ship flying the 
flag of a country that has ratified the convention 
theoretically has the option to make its final voyage 
to any ship recycling country that has also ratified it, 
including Bangladesh and India.

But if that ship departs from a country that has 
agreed to be bound by the Ban Amendment, those 
countries will be ruled out, as they are not in the 
OECD, and this is the level of detail of which owners 
need to be aware.

Türkiye — where scrap values are far lower and 
owners sometimes even have to pay to get ships 
recycled rather than receive the value of the scrap 
— may be the only practical option in the latter case. 
But there’s more, Mikelis went on.

“If a vessel is flagged with an EU flag, then it is 
subject to the EU Ship Recycling Regulation, which 
has the same premises as the Hong Kong 
Convention.

“It’s pretty much identical, save for an owner is 
forced to recycle at an EU-approved yard and the EU 
has only approved yards in OECD countries such as 
Türkiye, the US and a few other European flag 
countries.”

If a vessel is EU-owned but flagged with any non-EU 
jurisdiction and leaving on its final voyage from EU 
waters, it comes under the remit of the EU Waste 
Shipment Regulation.
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This is effectively a unilateral enactment of Basel 
with the Ban Amendment and means that the ship 
cannot be recycled anywhere but an OECD country.

The upshot is that owners need properly to plan a 
vessel’s final laden voyage, added Norton Rose 
Fulbright partner Philip Roche.

“These regulations are a bit confusing but they’re 
not impossible to navigate. You have to be very 
careful how you do it, to avoid finding yourself on 
the wrong side of them.

“It’s something you have to have a strategy for. Get 
good advice and work out how to comply with them.”

In the past, it was common practice to sell a ship 
about to be scrapped to a brass-plate company, 
which reflagged the vessel to a flag of convenience 
with a lax regulatory regime and then send it to 
scrapping wherever the new owner wished.

This has become a legal grey area and can no longer 
be seen as an easy tactic to get round the rules, 
Roche clarified. But it is very hard to generalise and 
specific circumstances must be considered.

It remains lawful to sell a vessel to another company 
when it is obviously towards end of life, and that 
company can lawfully operate it for a while and then 
lawfully sells it to breakers.

But if the transaction is seen as a deliberate dodge, 
the court can come down hard, as Dutch company 
Seatrade found out in 2018, when it was heavily 
fined by the Dutch courts for breach of the Waste 
Shipment Regulation.

“Regulators are looking for people who are trying to 
circumvent the rules. It’s not just regulators, there 
are plenty of NGOs and environmentalist groups 
that keep a weather eye on this trade and they are 
the first to jump up and down if they feel someone 
hasn’t behaved ethically.

“There’s a lot of eyes watching and it’s quite hard to 
do this surreptitiously anymore. That is one of the 
big changes.

“It’s a lot more transparent than it was. Everybody 
knows what ships are on the beaches and people 
keep a very close eye on them.”

Penalties depend on domestic law and will usually 
result in fines. But breaches of the conventions and 
regulations will usually be deemed a criminal 
offence, and could result in directorship bans or 
even prison sentences, said Roche.

Even the process of coming under official 
investigation is an unpleasant experience that will 
eat up bags of senior management time.

“Not only do you want to be on the right side of 
the law, but you want to look as if you are, so you 
don’t get the investigators coming in,” Roche 
cautions.

For their part, breaking yards in Bangladesh and 
India have made real efforts to be raise their game, 
often hiring classification societies and 
environmental consultants to advise them on 
downstream disposal of waste oil and asbestos.

Some — but not all — have arguably reached 
standards the EU would find acceptable. But 
Bangladesh and India are not OECD countries and 
remain disallowed on that technicality.

Some sort of clarification is obviously required, and 
a conference of parties to the Basel Convention is set 
for April 2025. The main topic will be the 
equivalence with the HKC.

If the two conventions are considered broadly 
equivalent, the HKC will take precedence as the 
more recent convention. Indian and Bangladeshi 
breakers may also be added to the list of approved 
yards.

Commercial shipping ‘used for North 
Korea-Russia munitions shipments’
TWO Russia-flagged cargo vessels, including one with 
registered ownership incorporated in the Marshall 
Islands, are shipping munitions to Russia from North 
Korea at scale to use against Ukraine, according to UK 
defence think tank the Royal United Services Institute.

The 9,484 dwt general cargoship Maria (IMO: 
8517839) and 7,331 dwt ro-ro Angara (IMO: 

9179842) are likely shipping munitions and military 
material in containers, RUSI said, citing vessel 
tracking and satellite imagery.

Some five shipments, from the North Korean port of 
Rajin to Dunai, on Russia’s eastern coast, were 
tracked from August to as recently as October 13. 
Vessels switched off their Automatic Identification 
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System to mask their origin and destination, images 
showed.

The report underscores the role that commercially 
operated vessels are playing in illicit activities, and 
their use of Western-linked companies.

Angara was sanctioned by the US government on 
May 2022, but Maria has yet to be designated, RUSI 
said in a report published October 16, titled The 
Orient Express: North Korea’s Clandestine Supply 
Route to Russia.

Angara is owned by NB Shipping Company, 
according to the Lloyd’s List Intelligence database, 
which has a further two ro-ro vessels in its fleet, all 
sanctioned.

Other databases list the Angara’s ISM manager as 
Marine Trans Shipping LLC in Russia since August 
2020, with the registered owner M Leasing LLC, 
also incorporated in Russia.

Maria’s registered owner is Ibex Shipping Inc, which 
provides an address in Nicosia. The shipmanager 
and commercial manager is Vladivostok-based Azia 
Shipping Co, shipping databases show.

There is no company under that name in the Cyprus 
companies house registry, but the IMO company 
number corresponds with a Marshall Islands 
company of the same name, according to the IMO 
GISIS database. The Marshall Islands registry is run 
by US-incorporated International Registries Inc.

Ibex Shipping is the owner of a further two cargo 
vessels, Lloyd’s List Intelligence data shows: Captain 

Yakubovich (IMO: 8318740) and Arkadiy 
Chernyshev (IMO: 8714695).

Containers shipped to eastern Russia were tracked 
by RUSI via high resolution imagery to the town of 
Tikhoretsk, in Russia’s Krasnodar region, and 
onward to the Ukraine border about 100 km away. 
Tikhoretsk faced the Kerch Strait and Russia-
occupied Crimea, the report said.

“Both vessels are owned and operated by companies 
with connections to Russia’s military logistics 
network,” according to the report.

Angara was previously linked to weapons shipments 
from Russia to Sudan and Syria, RUSI said.

“The sale of such quantities of munitions will fill the 
coffers of the cash-strapped regime in Pyongyang, 
which has traditionally used the proceeds of arms 
deliveries to develop its own nuclear and ballistic 
missile programme in violation of UN sanctions,” 
the report said.

“Moreover, in addition to the pecuniary benefits, 
North Korea may seek other assistance from 
Russia in return for its support, including the 
provision of missile and other advanced military 
technologies.

“Pyongyang’s decision to deliver munitions at scale 
once again underscores the grave threat that North 
Korea poses to international security, this time 
feeding a conflagration on European soil that has 
already cost the lives of tens of thousands of 
Ukrainians and consumed tens of billions of dollars 
in Western military support.”

MARKETS

Containership asset prices under 
pressure as buyers hang back
CONTAINERSHIP asset values look set to fall, as a 
growing sales list and buyers’ reluctance to pay still-
high prices weigh on the sale and purchase market.

“The charter market is now under more pressure so 
prices of secondhand containerships have to come 
down, that’s for sure,” a broker told Lloyd’s List.

“Not many buyers are moving as they expect prices 
will drop, but sellers are resisting price reductions. 
We’re seeing more containerships coming on to the 
market for sale now.”

Asset values of containerships have held up 
relatively well since container markets started 
falling back to normal from the third quarter of 
2022 and have been stable for the past few months, 
defying the downward trends in the freight 
markets.

Freight rates are expected to stay depressed for 
months, if not years, due to low cargo growth and 
capacity injections in most major trades from an 
influx of newbuildings.
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In November alone capacity on the Asia-Europe and 
transpacific is expected to expand by 7%-17%, as 
new ultra-large and mega containership 
newbuildings arrive. This will create a cascade effect 
as displaced vessels are redeployed to north-south 
or regional trades, putting further pressure on 
freight rates across most other routes.

Meanwhile, containership charter rates have 
dropped by 28%-35%, depending on size, since May. 
Feeder tonnage, the mainstay of vessel fleets owned 
by non-operating owners, has been worst affected by 
the decline in charter earnings. At the same time, 
charters have become shorter, which means 
providers of ships face highly uncertain future 
earnings and so are keener to sell their ships.

Recently reported sales by brokers included a trio of 
2000s-built regional feeder units by Oslo-
headquartered tonnage provider MPC Container 
Ships to Turkish liner operator Arkas. The 1,221 teu 
AS Flora (IMO: 9292462) and the 1,440 teu sister 
vessels AS Rafaela (IMO: 9330939) and AS Roberta 
(IMO: 9330903) are said to have been sold for 
$21.7m en-bloc.

All three ships are about to reach the end of lucrative 
charter agreements, which were secured at the 
height of the market in 2021 and 2022, Lloyd’s List 
understands.

Arkas is understood to be keen to replace its f leet 
of 1990s-built tonnage, which have relatively poor 
Carbon Intensity Indicator ratings. Furthermore, 
Arkas already owns several ships of the same 
design as AS Rafaela and AS Roberta, therefore 
the purchases appear to be a logical fit for its 
existing vessel f leet. (Arkas was approached for 
comment.)

Shipbroker Braemar said that Chinese buyers are 
“testing” owners of early 2000s-built panamax 
units, which have some time left remaining on their 
class certificates.

“They are pricing at a small premium to their 
demolition value and inevitably these vessels will 
likely end up in Russia-connected trades,” it said.

Other recent containership sales include the 2009-
built, 1,495 teu, AS Romina (IMO: 9449821), which 
has been sold by MPC Containerships to 
Mediterranean Shipping Co for $7m.

Brokers report MSC also bought the 6,700 teu 
Northern Magnitude (IMO: 9252553) from German 
buyers. The 20-year-old ship is said to have been 
purchased for circa $18m. The low price is partly 
reflected in the vessel’s upcoming requirement for 
special survey and class renewal.

Deal for limited Venezuelan sanction 
relief reportedly imminent
AN EASING of US sanctions on Venezuela’s oil 
sector is reportedly imminent.

Citing two people familiar with the matter, The 
Washington Post reported that the White House has 
agreed a deal with Venezuela’s president Nicolás 
Maduro that will see US sanctions on Venezuela’s oil 
sector eased in return for the strongman committing 
to a free and internationally monitored presidential 
election next year.

The deal’s announcement is slated for this week and 
is contingent on Maduro’s government and its 
US-backed opposition signing an agreement 
enshrining the former’s election commitments, the 
Post reported. The relief will likely be time limited 
so it can be reversed if Maduro doesn’t hold his end 
of the bargain.

A US official told the newspaper following the 
article’s publication that US and Venezuela have not 
committed to anything, and that the US has been 

clear in its willingness to offer sanctions relief in 
response to “concrete actions towards competitive 
elections.”

The US under Trump sanctioned Venezuela’s state-
owned oil company PDVSA among other Venezuelan 
entities and institutions in January 2019, after 
deeming Maduro’s electoral win in 2018 as fraudulent.

The Biden administration began easing some 
restrictions last year as a gesture to support talks 
between Maduro and the opposition, allowing 
Chevron to export crude oil from Venezuela.

Venezuela’s crude oil exports stood at about 1.12m 
barrels per day in 2018. They averaged 448,000 bpd 
in 2021, according to Opec, although they were 
already declining in the years prior to the imposition 
of sanctions.

The initial relief offered by the US would be limited, 
Reuters also reported, citing two people familiar 
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with the matter. More relief would depend on 
Maduro making further concessions.

Moreover, Venezuela’s oil infrastructure is in dire 
need of investment and incapable of a quick ramp up 
of production.

“The United States welcomes the announcement by 
Maduro representatives and the Unitary Platform to 

resume Venezuelan-led negotiations in Barbados,” 
the US State Department said in a statement several 
hours after reports of the sanctions-relief agreement 
broke.

“Along with like minded partners and other friends 
of Venezuela, the United States will continue its 
efforts to unite the international community in 
support of the Venezuelan-led negotiation process.”

Capesize rates beat expectations 
as they cross $30,000 per day
CAPESIZE rates have crossed the $30,000 mark for 
the first time this year, beating analysts’ 
expectations as the market enters the traditionally 
strong fourth quarter.

“Rates have continued to strengthen beyond 
expectations heading into the 4Q peak season,” 
Jefferies said in a note.

“The Baltic Exchange assesses capesize rates at 
$30,300/day, up from $28,300/day yesterday 
[Monday] and are well above the levels seen for 
much of the year. Consistently high iron ore volumes 

in both basins have supported rates to reach their 
highest levels in nearly 18 months.”

Strengthening Chinese demand for dry bulk imports 
has not offset overall softer demand, although rates 
have risen from their annual lows seen in the summer.

Third-quarter results for capes are expected to be 
soft, but a tighter supply of ships suggests a 
“materially stronger” fourth quarter.

Jefferies estimates fourth-quarter rates at $20,000 
per day, above the $19,000 per day forecast for 2024.

Singapore bunker sales climb in Q3
BUNKER fuel sales in Singapore rose by 7% year on 
year in the third quarter of 2023 to reach 13m tonnes, 
bolstered by rising deliveries of high-sulphur fuel oil.

Marine fuel sales in the world’s biggest bunkering 
hub hit 4.26m tonnes in September, compared with 
4.25m and 4.52m in August and July respectively, 
according to data from Maritime & Port Authority of 
Singapore.

The biggest increase was recorded in HSFO sales 
despite firmer outright prices on the back of 
dwindling supply of the 3.5% sulphur product. Total 
HSFO sales over July-September reached 4.35m 
tonnes, up from 3.7m tonnes last year.

Vessel arrivals and cargo throughput rose in each of 
the three months during the quarter, underpinning 
refuelling demand.

HSFO prices in Singapore averaged $526 per tonne 
in the third quarter, compared with $451 over 
April-June, according to price reporting agency 
Argus Media.

Rising demand from Middle Eastern utilities during 
the summer months and western sanctions against 

Russian oil has tightened supply to boost prices in 
recent months.

Very low sulphur fuel oil remained as the primary 
bunker fuel with sales of 7.63m tonnes in the third 
quarter, slightly higher from 7.44m in the 
corresponding period last year.

VLSFO prices were higher in the last three 
months, in line with higher crude oil futures. 
Argus data showed VLSFO values averaging $618 
per tonne over July-September, up from $580 per 
tonne.

Singapore relies on fuel oil imports to meet 
bunkering demand, as the city-state produces 
limited volumes of refined products. The share of 
Russian HSFO in Singapore’s bunker mix has 
increased in the past year, as western sanctions 
diverted Russian supply to Asia.

LNG bunker sales dipped in September to reach 
8,000 tonnes, halving from 16,000 tonnes in 
August, whilst overall sales in the first nine months 
of 2023 far exceeded last year’s total at 78,000 
tonnes, compared with just 16,000 throughout 
2022.
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LNG bunker prices became more competitive with 
conventional grades this year, with values in 

Singapore holding far below VLSFO in recent 
months.

IN OTHER NEWS
Maersk calls on China to include 
shipping in carbon trading system
MAERSK has called on China to 
include shipping in its carbon 
trading scheme, while also 
highlighting the opportunity to 
leverage Shanghai’s prominent 
global position to become a 
green hub for the industry.

In a social media post, Maersk 
chairman Robert Maersk Uggla 
said that China should consider 
a similar extension to that of the 
European Union’s Emission 
Trading System that establishes 
“an incentive mechanism for 
the use of green fuels, which 
will promote investment in 
green methanol production in 
China”.

Sea mine suspected in product tanker 
explosion near Ukraine
THE Turkish-owned product 
tanker Ali Najafov (IMO: 9175195) 
has called at Kiliia port in Ukraine 
after suspected contact with a 
sea mine in the Black Sea, 
according to Lloyd’s List 
Intelligence.

This marks the third such 
incident involving a merchant 
vessel reported in the region 
since September amid the 
Russia-Ukraine conflict.

Electric vehicles a challenge to fire 
fighting and vessel design standards
THE increasing adoption of 
electric vehicles has yet to be 
met with a sufficient response 
from regulators or designers of 
the vessels that are being used to 
transport them.

The statutory requirements on 
board that vessels must comply 
with include Convention on the 
Safety of Life at Sea, which sets 
the requirements for firefighting 
and lifesaving appliances, among 
other things, according to Karley 
Smith, a master mariner at 
maritime technical consultancy 
Brookes Bell.

Berge Bulk takes delivery of wind 
wing vessel
BERGE Bulk has taken delivery of 
a newcastlemax retrofitted with 
four 37.5 m high wind wings, as 

part of the company’s aims to 
become carbon neutral by 2025.

The 210,000 dwt Berge Olympus 
(IMO: 9750957) commenced its 
maiden voyage after completing 
installation of the rigid wind sails 
using technology from Yara 
Marine and BAR Technologies at 
China Merchants Group’s 
Zhoushan yard.

GMF initiative launches pilot to 
improve inclusiveness and working 
conditions at sea
ELEVEN companies have agreed 
to test a set of measures to 
improve “working conditions for 
all seafarers” and make life at sea 
“more inclusive and attractive” as 
part of a new initiative dubbed 
Diversity@Sea, part of the Global 
Maritime Forum’s All Aboard 
Alliance.

“The 11 participating companies 
have committed to meeting a 
series of minimum requirements 
onboard one pilot vessel within 
their fleet,” according to a 
statement.

For classified notices please view the next page.
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