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Daily Briefing
Leading maritime commerce since 1734

Tuesday January 9, 2024

Diversions likely to have only 
short-term impact on capacity

CAPACITY CONSTRAINTS CAUSED by the rerouting of vessels 
around the Cape of Good Hope to avoid attacks in the Red Sea are 
likely to last up to Chinese New Year, but longer term are unlikely to 
cause a shortage of space for shippers.

Analysis of carrier schedules by Sea-Intelligence indicates that an 
impact is “clearly visible” in terms of capacity, due to a combination of 
services being held back in departure while awaiting rerouting, and 
some services arriving late back to Asia, with a drop of over 20% year 
on year in mid-January.

“What the data does show, is that shippers could expect a capacity 
crunch for Asian exports in the coming weeks, and this is what is 
driving the current rate spike,” said Sea-Intelligence chief executive 
Alan Murphy. “But this crunch is also seen to be temporary given the 
current information.”

He said that if carriers were not able to meet the extra capacity 
demands, there would be a shortfall in weeks two and three, as there 
would be no vessel departing Asia in a week where there would have 
been one had normal scheduling been in place via the Suez Canal.

But there remained uncertainty over what impact this may have.

“There is no way to distinguish between blank sailings as a domino 
effect of re-routing vessels, and blank sailings during the normal 
course of operations,” Murphy said.

“This is especially true of the period between Golden Week [in 
October] and Chinese New Year, as the market is often soft and carriers 
blank significant capacity to bring it in line with the diminished
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demand; more so in 2023 because of the supply/
demand dynamics post-pandemic.”

Analysts at Drewry also suggest that the impact will 
be short lived. Drewry estimates that up to 820 
ships, comprising 10m teu of capacity of a global 
total of 28m teu, are potentially affected by the 
impact of Red Sea attacks and diversions.

“As these delays happen just before the Chinese 
New Year rush there is currently very limited 
capacity available from Asia to Europe,” said 
Philip Damas, head of Drewry Supply Chain 
Advisors.

He pointed out that while delays to cargoes from 
Asia to the US east coast via Suez would be 
around six days, for voyages to northern Europe 
the 10 day delay represented 30% of the total 
voyage time, while to Mediterranean ports, an 
additional 15 days was 57% longer than the 
previous voyage.

“This will create supply chain difficulties for 
Mediterranean importers and exporters,” he said.

But beyond the mid-January shortfall, however, 
capacity is likely to easily meet demand following 
Chinese New Year even with diversions.

In 2023, following Chinese New Year, carriers 
blanked an additional 24%-29% over what had been 
previously announced within just four weeks.

“With Chinese New Year 2024 now just five weeks 
away, we would under normal circumstances most 
likely see a similar scenario, as the current capacity 
deployment appears excessive in terms of the freight 
rates, even with the temporary rate surge seen 
following the Red Sea incident,” Murphy said.

Drewry’s Damas was also positive on the medium-
term outlook for capacity.

“The next five weeks leading up to Chinese New Year 
on February 10 will be difficult for shippers and 
shipping,” he said.

“But we believe there is more than enough capacity 
to do the diversions around Africa and that spot 
rates will decline again after Chinese New Year.”

WHAT TO WATCH

Containership charter rates up on rising 
demand for extra loaders and feeder tonnage
DEMAND for chartered containerships to fill gaps 
in the schedules left by ships rerouting away from 
the Red Sea is fuelling a rise in daily time charter 
rates.

A containership charter broker told Lloyd’s List the 
impact of the Red Sea situation will create demand 
for extra loaders and for more feedering of 
containers.

“To maintain a weekly service between Europe and 
Asia via South Africa without increasing speed will 
require a high number of additional ships,” the 
broker said.

“The amount of ships required is not available from 
the charter market and carriers may need to 
cannibalise vessels from other services.”

Additional containerships will also be in demand to 
take feeder containers from hub ports near the 
western Mediterranean to the eastern 
Mediterranean as carriers shun transits of the Red 
Sea to enter the Suez Canal.

“Most feedering demand will be to the 
Mediterranean as well as the Red Sea with some 
ships expected to go from the south in to Jeddah for 
example,” the broker said.

“The extra costs involved for the carriers are real 
and tangible in terms of more fuel, higher crew costs 
and war risk insurance — there may also be 
additional costs from the European Union’s 
emissions trading scheme, which could be seen in 
the next couple of weeks.”

In the first sign that liner operators are having to 
take what they can, German liner operator Hapag-
Lloyd is said to have chartered the 3,400 teu Zhong 
Gu Shan Dong (IMO: 9333060) from a Chinese 
owner for deployment in its “MD2” service between 
Shanghai and the Mediterranean.

Vespucci Maritime chief executive Lars Jensen said: 
“We can expect carriers to deploy unusual vessels to 
plug holes in their networks. Zhong Gu Shan Dong 
is a very small vessel for a major carrier to use on 
the Asia-Med routing.”
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With large containerships being delayed on their 
return from Asia to Europe, Braemar said that the 
demand for extra ships means that owners of 
chartered containerships have adjusted to the 
market by increasing their rate ideas for the first 
time since the first quarter of 2023.

“We have noted fixtures being concluded at above 
last done level although the far majority are for 
shorter periods only indicating the uncertainty,” it 
said.

“Strong freight rate increases were also seen for 
cargo moving into the Red Sea, which in return 
created specific requirements for vessels with 
owners willing to take the risk with strong premium 
rates being quoted.”

Recent containership fixtures included the extension 
by OOCL of the time charter of the 8,500 teu 
Seamax Stratford (IMO: 9305491) for two years at a 
rate of $33,000 per day.

In the smaller vessel segments, fixtures are mostly 
of a short-term nature with Maersk extending the 
5,000 teu Sofia I (IMO: 9426805) for up to four 
months at a daily rate of $20,000. Braemar notes 
that a similar vessel was secured for $17,500 per day 
prior to the events in the Red Sea.

Feedermax fixtures included the 2,890 teu Palermo 
(IMO: 9168207) which was secured by X-Press 
Feeders for a nine-month charter at $15,000 per 
day. The rate is understood to include a premium for 
positioning the vessel in to the Persian Gulf from the 
Mediterranean.

Houthi leader tells ships to deny 
Israel links on AIS
A Houthi leader says vessels that signal they have no 
ties to Israel when transiting the Red Sea, Arabian 
Sea, and Bab al-Mandeb would be safe from the 
rebel group’s attacks.

In a message to “ministries of transport in all 
countries of the world and to international shipping 
companies” posted on X and translated from Arabic, 
Muhammad Ali al-Houthi said ships should 
broadcast a “We have no relationship to Israel” 
message, presumably on AIS.

“This simple solution is inexpensive and will not 
incur any financial costs for any company,” he said 
in an apparent reference to insurance costs.

Shipping companies may be hard to convince, given 
the seemingly indiscriminate nature of Houthi 
attacks on ships with or without ties to Israel so far.

Vessel traffic in the Red Sea is down by just over a 
fifth as of last week, driven primarily by an exodus 

of boxships as major carriers divert their ships 
around the Cape of Good Hope.

The trend was exacerbated over the past week as 
activity across several different segments declined, 
analysis of Lloyd’s List Intelligence data shows.

An average of 105 bulk carriers were active each day 
in the Red Sea in the first week of January, down 
from 115 the week prior. Product tanker activity 
averaged 58 vessels daily during that period in 
January, down from 70 the week before.

Al-Houthi’s message comes after the US Central 
Command reported it shot down another drone on 
Sunday, and several days after a US-led coalition of 
13 nations warned the Houthis to stop their attacks 
in the Red Sea or face consequences.

There were no casualties or damage reported in 
Sunday’s incident, Centcom said on X.

Global volume growth remains subdued
GLOBAL container volumes saw an annualised 
8.4% increase in November to 14.9m teu, 
according to the latest figures from Container 
Trades Statistics, but fell on a monthly basis by 
2.6% as the limited uplift from the peak season 
wore off.

As in previous months, the growth figures need to 
be seen in the context of the sharp decline in 

volumes during the second half of 2022, and 
indicate a “gradual levelling of global volumes”, with 
November 2023 year-to-date liftings just 0.2% 
behind the corresponding period in 2022.

In terms of teu/miles, which more accurately records 
the capacity required by carriers, the development is 
slightly more positive, growing by 10.7% year on 
year.
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When looking at annual average growth rates from 
2019 to give a longer view, the current market 
appears more buoyant, however.

“Following the outright decline in demand in late 
2022, the months of March to July 2023 saw the 
market languish at the same level of demand as seen 
pre-pandemic,” said Sea-Intelligence chief executive 
Alan Murphy.

“But in recent months, the market has clearly 
been on a positive trend towards higher growth 
again.”

He warned, however, that this growth remained 
subdued compared to an expected baseline of 
around 3% per year.

And when looking at headhaul demand, which was 
responsible for keeping ships full on the higher 
earning leg of a voyage, the 2.9% annualised 
growth was insufficient to meet the growth in the 
fleet since the start of the pandemic-induced 
ordering boom.

“The outlook for the around 8% fleet growth in 
2023-2024 becomes problematic,” Murphy said.

Vespucci Maritime chief executive Lars Jensen also 
pointed to the muted nature of growth over the 
longer term.

“Compared to November 2019 before the pandemic, 
demand is only up 6% and hence the annualised 
growth rate over the past four years has been a 
relatively anaemic 1.5%,” he said.

“But, to be fair, apart from a 1.7% annualised growth 
rate in September 2023 this is the best we have seen 
since the end of 2021.”

On a trade lane basis, Asia-North America 
volumes stabilised in November, with a slight 
increase of 0.4% compared to October 2023, 
according to CTS.

“These volumes represent a 20.2% increase over 
November 2022, reflecting how dramatic the 
collapse was last year,” it said.

Asia-Europe trade in November continued the 
upward trend year on year and year to date, showing 
increases of 8.8% and 6.8%, respectively.

However, compared to October 2023, volumes were 
slightly down at 0.8% lower than October.

“By contrast, the volumes in the Mediterranean 
continued their remarkable performance with a 
20.3% increase on a year-to-date basis,” CTS said.

Real performance gains came from regional trades, 
including the Indian sub-continent and the Middle 
East, where imports were up 11.4% on last 
November and 11.5% on a year-to-date basis.

Sub-Saharan Africa also saw strong gains on both 
an annual and year-to-date basis for both imports 
and exports, CTS said.

CTS’ price index has also finally stopped falling, 
remaining at 69 in November, but remains at the 
same level it was in December 2019.

“Price indices for the main trades have begun to 
stabilise,” CTS said.

“The Far East to Europe trade was at 137 in 
November 2022 but now stands at 59; this 
represents an increase compared with October 2023 
of two points, representing the first increase since 
January 2022; however, then the index was in the 
dizzy heights of the 290s.”

The stalling of the price index suggested that the 
overall market might have reached a floor, CTS said, 
but overall volumes continued to “flatline”.

But it pointed to the current situation in the Red Sea 
as potentially causing a shift in volumes and rates 
into the new year.

“With the present challenges we have seen in the 
Red Sea region and having to divert around the 
Cape of Good Hope, capacity oversupply may be the 
least of the markets issues,” it said.

“There will inevitably be a follow-through to rates and 
volumes if the problems persist for a significant time.”
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OPINION

Pre-Chinese New Year demand fears temper 
Asia-Europe container rate optimism
PART of the intrigue of shipping stems from its high 
uncertainty. Container carriers and market investors 
were starkly reminded of this as the Red Sea crisis 
propelled Asia-Europe freight rates to post-
pandemic peaks with vessels having to reroute 
around Africa.

Whether prices continue escalating will dictate 
shifting sentiments.

Optimists envision ongoing gains into late January 
and beyond as ships compelled to take longer Cape 
routes before reaching Europe delay returning to 
Asia, constricting slots supply and container 
availability.

Additionally, the charter market lacks vessels above 
5,000 teu for carriers to effectively supplement 
capacity.

Yet some are turning their attention to the demand 
side.

Domestic factories generally rush to ship orders 
before the Chinese New Year break, traditionally 
forming a mini pre-holiday boom. However, this 
year, with the new year falling on February 10, 
demand seems weaker than usual.

According to the Shanghai Containerised Freight 
Index, spot rates per teu to North Europe and the 
Mediterranean have leapt from pre-crisis levels on 
December 15 of $1,029 and $1,569, respectively, to 
$2,871 and $3,620.

But several Chinese freight forwarders said space 
remained ample despite pricier rates amid Europe’s 

ongoing tepid recovery. Historically, some 
companies delay lower priority cargo owing to 
pre-Chinese New Year markups, a phenomenon 
seemingly intensifying this year, they say.

“Even relatively inexpensive carriers have plenty of 
sold slots, not to mention the costly ones,” one 
remarked.

Maersk is clearly among the higher-priced offerings. 
Its online booking system shows Shanghai-
Rotterdam departures on January 11 and 13 quoted 
at $3,752 per teu, over $1,000 higher than some 
Asian competitors.

Yet forwarders keenly noticed the Danish carrier’s 
subsequent January 18 and 20 sailings on the same 
route dropped to $3,280 per teu, insinuating it may 
be feeling demand-side pressures.

More market-attuned speculators seem to have 
already caught a whiff of shifting winds. The price of 
Shanghai container freight futures for Asia-Europe 
trade pulled back last Friday, after nearly tripling 
since mid-December.

Futures analysts worry overall rate increases may 
be cresting, although some “less expensive” 
carriers continue ratcheting up post-January 15 
rates.

Meanwhile, Houthi aggression toward merchant 
vessels and underlying Middle East tensions 
remain wild cards. No one knows if these situations 
will intensify through the Lunar New Year, after 
which the traditional slow season normally 
commences.

MARKETS

Sinopec retains top spot among tanker 
charterers despite market share dip
SINOPEC still dominates the ranking of crude 
tanker charterers on spot markets, despite a reduced 
market share.

According to US shipbroker Poten & Partners, the 
Chinese charterer registered 881 reported fixtures 

lifting over 204.7m tonnes, representing a 16.5% 
market share.

Ranking second and third were Shell and 
ExxonMobil, with cargo volumes of 50.1m and 
47.4m tonnes.
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Globally, total liftings rose 3.6% year on year to 
1.2bn tonnes, while the number of fixtures fell 3.8% 
to 7,471.

In 2022, Sinopec had 931 fixtures of 219.7bn tonnes, 
accounting for 18.3% of the global total.

Poten said the firm’s decline was concentrated in the 
very large crude carrier segment, with 51 fewer 
fixtures from Unipec. Meanwhile, some other major 
players increased their activity.

Petrobras added 34 fixtures, lifting its ranking in 
this niche from 10th to fifth. Shell and South Korea’s 
GS Caltex added 24 and 23 fixtures respectively, 
with the former rising from third to second and the 
latter from 14th to seventh.

“However, as the chart above shows, Unipec is far 
from losing their crown. They still do more reported 
fixtures than the rest of the top 10 combined,” said 
Poten.

In the suezmax market, Total maintained first place, 
followed by ExxonMobil. Notable ranking changes 
were Shell (from 10th to third) and Unipec (from 
ninth to sixth).

Last year’s fourth place Petrobras dropped out of the 
top 10, as more Brazilian barrels are exported on 
VLCCs.

The aframax segment was led by Vitol, which 
booked 125 reported fixtures, a decrease of 10 
compared with the previous year when it ranked 
second.

Meanwhile, ENI and Total boosted their spot market 
activity compared to 2022, while fixtures from Shell 
and ExxonMobil markedly decreased.

Overall, these results come against the backdrop of 
the continued Russia-Ukraine war and its ongoing 
impact on crude oil trading patterns.

This has seen Moscow shift its oil exports from 
Europe towards Asia, especially China and India, 
although Beijing-controlled oil majors such as 
Sinopec remain tight-lipped about their role in the 
purchases.

Additionally, other factors like rising oil prices 
and output cuts by major producing countries are 
also expected to have influenced charterer 
behaviour.

Maersk Tankers boosts fleet to 240 ships 
as it buys Penfield Marine
MAERSK Tankers said it acquired US-
headquartered tanker commercial manager Penfield 
Marine, which will boost its owned and pool-
operated fleet to 240 vessels.

“Penfield Marine has over the years built a solid 
position and presence in the industry and is a 
perfect match to Maersk Tankers,” said Maersk 
Tankers chief executive Tina Revsbech.

“Our combined commercial and operational 
expertise will allow us to grow our presence as a 
commercial manager and extend our service 
offerings within performance optimisation and 
decarbonisation to a broader segment of customers 
and pool partners.”

No price was disclosed for the deal, while the 
combined business will operate under the Maersk 

Tankers name and brand with headquarters in 
Copenhagen.

Revsbech will serve as chief executive while Penfield 
Marine chief executive Tim Brennan will serve as 
chief commercial officer of the combined business.

Maersk Tankers said that Penfield Marine and 
Maersk Tankers’ operations would continue with “no 
changes to regional presence to ensure a seamless 
integration for employees, pool partners and 
customers.”

Southport, Connecticut-based Penfield Marine was 
formed in 2012 and commercially manages and 
operates, via three tanker pools, a total of 37 
panamax/long range one tankers, 29 aframax/long 
range two tankers and 17 suezmaxes.
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US east and Gulf coast volumes rise in 
December despite Panama Canal disruptions
US IMPORTS grew 9.2% year on year in December 
and 10.6% from the same period in pre-pandemic 
2019, according to a report from logistics and 
software provider Descartes which tallies total 
inbound volumes to the US.

For the full year, imports nationwide were down 
11.7% from last year but up 4.6% from 2019, the 
report said.

“December was a solid month and it’s fair to say that 
US import container volume over the year was 
beyond what the market anticipated last January,” 
said Descartes executive vice-president Chris Jones.

A 0.4% rise from November to 2.1m teu favoured the 
nation’s east and US Gulf coast ports, while west 
coast inbound volume fell. This is despite increasing 
restrictions and delays in the Panama Canal that 
were expected to bring about a shift of discretionary 
cargo going to the Pacific ports, which have also 
enjoyed some tailwinds since the ratification of a 
labour deal in August.

However, January east and Gulf coast volumes will 
likely show the impact of the Red Sea chaos as 

carriers avoid the Suez Canal and take longer 
journeys around the Cape of Good Hope.

“The impact of the drought in Panama did not 
appear to impact US Gulf coast ports volumes in 
December, but transit times did grow considerably 
in the region,” Jones said.

“Now we have the conflict in the Middle East 
affecting transit through the Suez Canal and US 
import container import volumes could be impacted 
starting in January.”

The Panama Canal Authority said October was the 
region’s driest on record and had planned further 
restrictions, but better than expected rainfall in 
November allowed it to change course.

The authority had planned to limit daily transits to 
20 in January and 18 in February, but instead 
increased them from 22 in December to 24 as of 
January 1, seven through the neopanamax locks and 
17 through the panamax locks. This is still two 
thirds below the “regular scenario” of 36 daily 
transits.

The week in newbuildings: HD Hyundai 
wins VLGC double
HD Korea Shipbuilding & Offshore Engineering has 
confirmed two shipowners have each ordered a pair 
of very large gas carriers.

The South Korean shipbuilding group disclosed in a 
stock exchange announcement on October 8, that an 
undisclosed shipowner had contracted two 88,000 
cu m vessels capable of loading ammonia. They are 
priced at Won 158.6bn ($120m) per vessel and are 
due for delivery during 2027.

Last week, the same shipbuilder announced an order 
for two VLGCs of 88,000 cu m capacity with a 
combined contract price of Won 303bn. While no 
shipowner was reported for the deal, shipbrokers 
suggest that the newbuildings were ordered by 
Norwegian liquefied petroleum gas vessel operator 
Solvang.

All four of HD Korea Shipbuilding & Offshore 
Engineering’s latest orders will be built at its 
shipbuilding facility in Ulsan.

Orders for VLGCs capable of ammonia carriage have 
been on the rise in the past year with Avance Gas of 
Norway, Brave Maritime and Naftomar of Greece, 
Exmar of Belgium and Maersk Tankers all ordering 
such ships in 2023.

Ammonia must be carried in either fully refrigerated 
or semi-pressurised, fully-refrigerated LPG carriers, 
of which there are a total of 500 either in service or 
on order.

In other sectors, brokers report that Singapore’s 
Eastern Pacific Shipping has exercised options for 
four newcastlemax bulk carriers it held at Chinese 
shipbuilder Qingdao Beihai Shipbuilding Heavy 
Industry which were tied to an order signed in 2023.

The latest 210,000 dwt, ammonia-ready 
specification ships are booked for delivery in 2027 
and priced at $80m each. The exercising of the 
options brings EPS’ backlog of newcastlemaxes at 
the yard up to 10 vessels.
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IN OTHER NEWS

South Korean shipbuilder Hanwha 
Ocean to withdraw from containership 
construction
LESS than a year after taking 
over what was Daewoo 
Shipbuilding and Marine 
Engineering, Hanwha Ocean has 
set about making bold decisions 
to put the business on a stronger 
footing.

Company officials told local 
media at a business briefing that 
a strategic decision had been 
made to exit the containership 
newbuilding segment due to 
sharply falling margins which 
have led to losses.

Losses of Won372.4bn ($282.2m) 
in the first half 2023 were almost 
half compared to the same 
period a year earlier, but 
management is determined to 
further improve performance.

The containership sector has 
been identified as a key 
contributing factor to the losses 

due to lower prices amid stiff 
competition from Chinese yards.

MSC in first boxship recycling sale of 
the year
MEDITERRANEAN Shipping Co 
has sold a sub-panamax 
containership for Hong Kong 
Convention-compliant recycling 
in India.

Brokers reported the 3,424 teu 
MSC Sophie (IMO: 9073062) was 
sold to shipbreakers in Alang for 
$565 per light displacement 
tonne. The sale price is said to 
include 1,200 tonnes of remain 
on board bunkers.

The 1993-built MSC Sophie 
joined the MSC fleet via the 
secondhand market in 2002 and 
was purchased from German 
non-operating owner Leonhardt 
& Blumberg.

It is one of nine sister vessels 
built originally for the charter 
market between 1993 and 1996 

by South Korean shipbuilder 
Samsung Heavy Industries for 
Leonhardt & Blumberg and Greek 
shipowner Costamare. All nine 
ships were subsequently 
purchased by MSC.

Containership fire claims lives of two 
seafarers in Houston
AN ENGINE ROOM fire has 
claimed the lives of two crew 
members on board a panamax 
containership in the port of 
Houston.

Fire services responded to 
reports of a blaze on board the 
2,174 teu Stride (IMO: 9149835) 
“during the early morning hours” 
on Monday, according to a port 
authority statement.

Although the fire was 
extinguished, the Port Houston 
Fire Department would monitor 
the vessel for the next 24 hours, 
the port said.

Classified notices follow
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