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Mysterious new Chinese 
carrier emerges to capitalise 
on risky Red Sea trades

A MYSTERIOUS NEW carrier has set sail in the perilous Red Sea 
lanes, seeking to capitalise on the turbulence caused by the Houthi 
militia.

The recently formed Chinese shipping company, Sea Legend Shipping, 
has swooped in to grab a slice of the high-risk, high-reward market by 
snapping up secondhand vessels last December, sources said.

The new carrier appears aiming to fill the void left by mainstream 
carriers who retreated from the vital Asia-Europe route because of the 
escalating attacks on merchant ships off the coast of Yemen.

Analysis by Lloyd’s List has already found China-linked tonnage, at 
least in container shipping, accounts for a markedly higher proportion 
of passages, in part because China’s good relations with Iran and 
influence in the region are seen to boost security for such vessels.

According to a certificate issued by China’s Ministry of Transport 
displayed on Sea Legend’s website, the Singapore-incorporated firm 
obtained approval in February 2023 to operate international container 
liner services calling at the country’s ports.

It operates a fleet of 10 self-owned vessels ranging from 1,800 teu to 
4,900 teu, totalling 32,750 teu.

This scale would rank Sea Legend 46th among Alphaliner’s top 100 
carriers globally. But the company’s name is absent from the well-
known, promptly updated list, indicating its rapid expansion is 
recent.
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Its latest published schedule lists seven vessels 
plying services from China via the Red Sea to 
Türkiye. They are Zhong An Xin Hua Yuan (IMO: 
9252242), SFT Saudi, TB Anping, SFT Turkey (IMO: 
9238753), OVP Taurus (IMO: 9241205), OVP Aries 
(IMO: 9150195) and SFT China.

The SFT-prefixed ships were said to be purchased 
just last month, while vessel ownership data 
indicates TB Anping’s registered owner changed to 
Baohua Shipping at the beginning of this year 
having previously been owned and operated by 
Taiwan’s Wan Hai Lines.

These vessels are scheduled to depart one after 
another from Qingdao between January 13 and 
February 5, calling at Chinese ports such as 
Shanghai and Nansha, before reaching Red Sea 
ports including Djibouti, Jeddah, Sokhna and 
Aqaba, then transiting the Suez to Istanbul.

The first to sail, 4,200 teu Panama-flagged Zhong 
An Xin Hua Yuan, is crossing the South China Sea 
near Vietnam, expected to arrive in Djibouti on 
February 5.

Lloyd’s List Intelligence tracking shows several 
others — 2,442 teu OVP Aries (IMO: 9150195), 2,824 
teu OVP Taurus (IMO: 9241205), 4,051 teu SFT 
Turkey (IMO: 9238753) — called at Russia’s St. 
Petersburg and Bronka ports in December, although 
it is unclear if they were already under Sea Legend’s 
control. All three have since crossed the Red Sea 
returning to China.

Sea Legend claims to provide “ultimate care for 
crew, cargo and vessel with high security level” for 
Red Sea transits. This includes escorts by the 
Chinese navy and private armed guards on board.

China-linked ships passing Yemeni waters are often 
seen emphasising their Chinese identity in 
Automatic Identification System descriptions, such 
as “All Chinese” or “Chinese company”, even 
hoisting the national flag, to mitigate the threat of 
attack.

The company’s website suggests its ship SFT Turkey 
received protection from a naval vessel around 
December 26 while traversing the Bab el Mandeb 
Strait.

China’s navy has maintained a presence in the Gulf 
of Aden and Somali basin with escort flotillas since 
December 2008, mainly for anti-piracy purposes. Its 
latest batch of ships comprising a guided missile 
destroyer, frigate and supply vessel departed in 
September 2023, according to state-owned Xinhua 
News Agency.

Container shipping industry sources linked Sea 
Legend to another emerging Chinese carrier, 
Transfar Shipping, which capitalised on entering the 
transpacific services when the pandemic drove a 
market boom.

Setting up a separate brand could isolate risk in case 
any vessels are actually hit while crossing the Red 
Sea, said one of them.

Transfar’s parent company is Shanghai-based 
Worldwide Logistics, in which Chinese e-commerce 
giant Alibaba’s logistics arm Cainiao has a 13.5% 
stake.

According to Singapore’s Accounting and Corporate 
Regulatory Authority, Sea Legend’s shareholder is a 
company called Sea World Legend Holdings Ltd, 
incorporated in the British Virgin Islands. It shares 
an identical address with Transfar’s shareholder, 
Transfar Marine Holdings Ltd.

A senior executive at Transfar confirmed to Lloyd’s 
List it also operates and manages Sea Legend, 
without further comment.

Among leading carriers, only CMA CGM has openly 
said some of its ships will continue sailing the Red 
Sea under French naval protection. Two 14,000 teu 
containerships of China’s Cosco Shipping were also 
tracked entering the area and calling the company’s 
invested Red Sea Gateway Terminal in Jeddah.

According to Lloyd’s List Intelligence statistics, 
containership volumes traversing the Red Sea have 
fallen around 70% since early December amid the 
increasing threat from the Houthis.

An executive at a Chinese container line said the 
reduced route density appears to offer opportunities 
for more daring newcomers, although the region’s 
fluid situation creates high uncertainty around both 
ship security and cargo demand.
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WHAT TO WATCH

Drone activity reported as Houthis issue 
defiant response to air strikes
SUSPICIOUS drone activity has been reported off 
the Yemen coast just hours after US and UK 
launched another major series of air strikes against 
Houthi targets on Monday night.

The United Kingdom Maritime Trade Operations 
agency said on Tuesday that it had received a report 
of uncrewed aerial system activity in the vicinity of 
46 nautical miles south of Yemen’s Mokha.

No reports of any ships being hit have yet been 
received.

The drone activity comes as the Houthis issued a 
defiant response to the latest airstrikes promising 
that the attacks would “not go unanswered”.

Spokesman for the Yemeni Armed Forces 
Muhammad Ali al-Houthi said: “We will continue 
our military operations against the Zionist enemy no 
matter how aggressively they might bombard 
Yemen. Our strikes will go on as long (Israeli) 
atrocities and genocide in Gaza persist. US-British 
aggression strengthens the resolve of the Yemeni 

people to resist. The Americans and British must 
understand that our people do not know what it 
means to surrender.”

In the wake of the latest air strikes, which targeted 
an underground storage site and locations linked to 
the Houthis’ “missile and air surveillance 
capabilities”, UK Prime Minister Rishi Sunak has 
been updating UK Parliament on the scope of 
operations on Tuesday.

Sunak told members of parliament on Tuesday that, 
since he updated MPs last week, the government has 
seen “further evidence that [the strikes] were 
successful in degrading the Houthis’ military 
capability”.

“I want to be very clear —  we are not seeking 
confrontation,” he said, adding that the UK and US 
acted “in line with international law, in self defence, 
and in response to an immediate threat”.

The UK government is due to publish legal advice it 
has received regarding the strikes.

Seafarer abandonment cases up 10% to reach 
record in 2023
PANAMA, Palau and Cameroon were the flag 
registries with the most abandoned seafarer cases in 
2023, according to the International Transport 
Workers’ Federation.

Of the record 132 abandonment cases reported last 
year, 23 were flagged with Panama, 12 with Palau, 11 
with Cameroon and eight with St Kitts and Nevis, 
figures show.

Cases were up 10% on 2022 when 119 cases were 
reported to the ITF, with at least seven over 2023 
involving gas carriers and tankers engaged in 
Iranian oil and petroleum products trading.

Some 1,676 seafarers contacted the ITF from 
abandoned vessels, with $10.9m in wages owed 
secured in 60 of the 132 vessels reported.

Among the most recent cases was the 2001-built 
aframax tanker Bright Sonia (IMO: 9213296), which 
the International Labour Organization database 

disclosed was abandoned in Zhoushan, China in 
October, 2023.

The Panama-flagged tanker has been frequently 
cited since 2020 as shipping Iranian oil, according 
to New York-based campaign group United Against 
Nuclear Iran.

The provider of P&I insurance at the time of 
abandonment was Ro Marine AS Norwegian 
Shipowners’ Association, according to the ILO 
database. The vessel remains insured with Ro 
Marine, its website said.

Bright Sonia had 13 outstanding deficiencies 
following inspections in China and Singapore in 
March and November respectively. Three were 
grounds for detention, according to Tokyo 
Memorandum of Understanding records.

The tanker has been detained off Singapore since 
January 3, with 22 deficiencies, records indicate.
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The ILO database shows that $55,000 in payments 
were paid to two Ukrainian seafarers who were 
owed three months’ wages, from August to October.

The other 26 seafarers did not report non-payment, 
but it was likely they were also owed wages, the 
report noted.

Along with Bright Sonia, Cook Islands-flagged 
panamax tanker Dolphin (IMO: 9255945) appears in 
the Lloyd’s List dark fleet* list for shipping 
sanctioned Iranian crude.

The ITF secured $250,000 in unpaid wages in 
December for Dolphin’s 25-member crew, some of 
which had expired contracts and were subsequently 
repatriated. The insurers were Maritime Mutual 
Insurance Association (NZ) Ltd and Fepandi, the 
database said.

All of the 27 crew on the Panama-flagged LPG 
carrier Sona (IMO: 9005053) had outstanding 
wages, but only two complained to the ITF in 
November, with payment of nearly $15,000 still 
outstanding.

Sona is also listed by UANI and is shipping Iranian 
petroleum products. The ITF also dealt with 

abandoned seafarer cases for another three Panama-
flagged LPG gas carriers, Gas Marta (IMO: 
9307748), Gas Zeus (IMO: 9267962) and Gas Vision 
(IMO: 9115303) all with P&I coverage from Russian 
insurer Ingosstrakh.

Crew on another dark fleet tanker, Tanzania-flagged 
suezmax La Pearl (IMO: 9174660) also weren’t paid, 
and required ITF intervention to secure payment, 
which was received in December.

* 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. Download 
our explainer on the different risk profiles of the 
dark fleet here

Lloyd’s List Intelligence Seasearcher subscribers can 
add the Lloyd’s List dark fleet to their watchlists 
here.

Three Greece-owned tankers laden with 
Russian fuel oil divert from Red Sea transits
THREE Asia-bound, Greece-owned tankers laden 
with Russia fuel oil are diverting around the Cape of 
Good Hope, after reversing course while sailing in 
the Mediterranean for the Suez Canal and Red Sea.

Aframax tankers Alkinoos (IMO: 9792864), 
operated by Capital Ship Management Corp and 
owned by Marinakis Group of Companies, Nissos 
Christiana (IMO: 9694658) from Kyklades 
Maritime Corp, and Minerva Zoe (IMO: 9800568), 
operated by Minerva Marine Inc from Andreas 
Martinos and family, all changed course over the 
past three days.

The tankers all loaded cargoes at Russian Baltic Sea 
ports, vessel-tracking shows. They are among the 
first diversions seen for laden Russian cargoes since 
Houthi attacks on commercial shipping in the Red 
Sea intensified in the New Year.

Many Suez-bound tankers in the Mediterranean Sea 
or Indian Ocean paused at deviation points mid-
voyage in the immediate aftermath of the US and 
UK January 12 military strike on Houthi targets on 

January 12, in what was defined as a wait-and-see 
approach.

The Greek shipowners appear to be following advice 
to avoid the area. After sailing and waiting for 
several days at the mouth of the Suez Canal, at least 
two reversed course and are heading for the Strait of 
Gibraltar, vessel tracking shows.

Options for Russian cargoes being chartered from 
the Baltic and sailing for India or China, the 
biggest buyers, are now being discussed, 
according to Vortexa, which first reported the 
diverted cargoes.

The London-based commodities and data analytics 
provider said ship-to-ship transfers to larger very 
large crude carriers, or West Africa discharges were 
being considered for Russian trade flows that no 
longer transited the Red Sea.

This would increase freight and delivery costs and 
make Russian oil less competitive, according to 
Vortexa.
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Greece-owned tankers comprised about 34% of 
tankers calling at Russian Baltic and Black Sea ports 
in December, according to vessel-tracking data 
compiled by Lloyd’s List.

Tankers that are defined as being part of the dark 
fleet were 43% of tanker callings at five key export 
ports where crude, fuel oil and refined products 
were loaded.

Russian crude is still flowing through the Red Sea to 
Asia, according to Vortexa.

China and Indian imports of crude and condensate 
fell in the first half of January, while shipments from 
Saudi Arabia increased, a move likely reflecting 
intensifying regulatory scrutiny by the US, UK and 
EU over sanctions circumvention.

Vortexa said that 43 tankers have diverted around 
the Cape of Good Hope to avoid transiting the Red 
Sea and Gulf of Aden since January 12.

Lloyd’s List Intelligence data recorded 58 crude 
tankers recorded 58 crude tankers over 10,000 dwt 
passing Bab el Mandeb for the week ending January 
21. That compared with 55 the prior week and 67 in 
the final seven-day period before the end of 2023.

Product tanker transits have shown a greater drop, 
to 37 ships for the second and third weeks of 
January from 70 over the Christmas and New Year 
period. The fall reflects the reluctance of charterers 
to make northbound transits with cargoes of middle 
distillates to Europe and the UK, which typically 
have commercial ties to the area, and therefore are 
viewed as being at higher risk of Houthi attacks.

ANALYSIS

Almost all ultra-large box tonnage sailing 
round Cape of Good Hope
ULTRA-LARGE box tonnage serving the Asia-
Europe trade route is now sailing almost exclusively 
round the Cape of Good Hope in response to Houthi 
attacks in the Red Sea.

Data from Lloyd’s List Intelligence show Suez Canal 
transits by ultra-large containerships have also 
slowed to a mere trickle amid the exodus, which, in 
turn, has led to almost a complete rerouting of trade 
in little over a month.

A snapshot of vessel movements captured by Lloyd’s 
List Intelligence today lays bare the dramatic shift in 
trade patterns that has emerged, highlighting the 
notable absence of ULCs, the predominant workhorses 
on the trunk east-west route, in the Red Sea and the 
convoy of vessels looping south round Africa.

This is in stark contrast to vessel movements 
captured in early December last year, when trade 
conditions were still relatively normal, with ULCs 
still dotted along the Red Sea route before 
embarking on their mass migration south.

Today, only a handful of smaller, regional carriers 
are running the Red Sea gauntlet, and only CMA 
CGM among major box lines is still regularly sailing 
via the Suez Canal on its east-west services.

Over the past week, only six boxships with a capacity 
of more than 14,500 teu have made the Red Sea, 

including four vessels owned by CMA CGM: CMA 
CGM Greenland (IMO: 9895006), CMA CGM 
Champs Elysees (IMO: 9839131), CMA CGM Antoine 
de Saint Exupery (IMO: 9776418) and CMA CGM 
Apollon (IMO: 9882516). The French carrier has 
continued to sail with a limited number of ships 
through the Red Sea, aided by military support 
through the Bab el Mandeb strait.

The other two ULCs that have traversed the Red Sea 
over the past seven days comprise Chinese tonnage, 
the Hong Kong-flagged pairing of CSCL Uranus 
(IMO: 9467304) and Cosco Shipping Kilimanjaro 
(IMO: 9757852).

Last week, Lloyd’s List reported how despite a 
significant fall in container shipping activity in the 
Red Sea, the number of China-owned ships sailing 
through the region has steadily risen over the past 
month. China has routinely lent military support to 
its vessels in the Red Sea and Somali basin and is 
thought to be using their continued presence to 
ward off Houthi attacks, Lloyd’s List reported on 
Tuesday.

Only six ULCs have journeyed through the Suez 
over the past seven days. Normally in the second 
week of November, Lloyd’s List Intelligence data 
shows as many as 32 ships with a capacity of more 
than 14,500 teu moving through the east-west 
artery.
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Since the turn of the year, the weekly average of 
ships boasting a capacity of more than 14,500 teu 
transiting the Egyptian waterway has slumped to 
just five, compared with more than 30 through 
November last year.

This trend is apparent for all post-panamax-class 
vessels, or above 4,500 teu. However, transits 
recorded for smaller units remain relatively 
unchanged during the same period, according to 
Lloyd’s List Intelligence Suez passings data.

Risk factor
Although CMA CGM is still the only big player of 
note still firmly active in the region, the ongoing risk 
has resulted in the French carrier pulling back 
capacity on the route in recent days. On Friday, CMA 
CGM announced plans to reroute its Australian 
“Nemo” loop via the Cape of Good Hope to avoid the 
Red Sea.

In addition to rerouting around Africa, carriers have 
also looked to rejig port calls and service offerings to 
serve regional markets accessed via the Red Sea 
avoiding the Bab el Mandeb strait and the Houthi 
presence.

Earlier this week, Hapag-Lloyd announced a ploy to 
adopt a land-routing to connect Saudi Arabia’s Red 
Sea hub Jeddah with ports in the north of the 
country, namely Dammam and Jubail, as well as 
Jebel Ali, Dubai, in the UAE.

Maersk, having rerouted all its ships from the Bab el 
Mandeb strait, has also continued to limit exposure 
to the region removing calls in Djibouti, Somalia 
and Yemen, while restructuring other Middle East 
and Mediterranean loops to reinstate its regional 
coverage.

In a further announcement on Tuesday, the Danish 
carrier also unveiled that it will deploy an additional 
four services from next month: Gulf Service, 
Arabian Red Sea, Red Sea West Mediterranean and 
Red Sea West Mediterranean.

The latter two will connect the Mediterranean 
with the Saudi Red Sea hub of Jeddah via Egypt’s 
Port Said at the north of the Suez, while Maersk’s 
other new services will provide intra-west coast 
Asia, as it continues to address the operational 
challenges arising from the situation in the Gulf of 
Aden.

Multipurpose sector faces fleet 
replacement challenge
NEWBUILDING deliveries of multipurpose general 
cargo vessels dropped to their lowest level in two 
decades in 2023. Nevertheless, investment in new 
tonnage has begun to pick up, as the sector faces up 
to a need to replace ageing ships with more efficient 
vessels.

But the sector is faced with a lack of shipbuilding 
capacity to build all of the ships that will be required 
over the coming decades.

Multipurpose cargo vessels were a mainstay of 
European shipyards, before China began to take the 
lead in the construction of general cargoships during 
the 2000s.

China continues to hold a large share of the 
orderbook; by deadweight almost half is attributed 
to Chinese shipbuilders, according to analysis by 
Lloyd’s List.

DNV business director of MPV and general 
cargoships Jost Bergmann said this type of vessel 
was historically built in Europe, especially Dutch 
and German shipyards.

“While China has taken the lead we are seeing a 
tendency for top-tier yards there to lose interest in 
building smaller tonnage, instead preferring to build 
bulk carriers, containerships and tankers in long 
series,” Bergmann told Lloyd’s List.

As a consequence, shipowners are increasingly 
interested in building vessels elsewhere.

Dutch shipbuilders, some with Asia-based 
subsidiaries which build hulls or even complete 
vessels, and Indian shipyards have won recent 
orders for multipurpose general cargo vessels.

“Indian shipyards are now able to offer attractive 
subsidies, of up to 30%, especially for vessels which 
are designed to operate on alternative fuels from the 
outset. This is making ordering in India quite 
attractive,” Bergmann said.

In November 2023, Boomsma Shipping of the 
Netherlands partnered with German shipowner 
Leonhardt & Blumberg to jointly order four 8,500 
dwt MPVs from Indian shipbuilder Chowgule. The 
newbuilding contract, which includes options for a 
further four ships of the same design, are 
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conventionally fuelled, but can be retrofitted after 
delivery with wind-assistance, carbon capture and a 
hybrid battery system.

In December, Chowgule handed over the first in a 
new series of six 5,350 dwt, electric-hybrid, 
newbuildings to Finland’s ESL Shipping, which were 
ordered in 2021.  

Other Indian shipyards to have won MPV orders 
include Cochin Shipyard, which won a newbuilding 
contract in June 2023 for six 3,800 dwt diesel-
electric ships, with options for a further eight.

Indian shipbuilding appears to have turned a corner 
since the hangover from the global financial crisis of 
2008, when the industry there was left with 
numerous half-built vessels, which were cancelled 
by European owners due to late deliveries.

“Shipowners might not have had a good experience 
with building in India previously but the perception 
is changing. This time it is different as the sector is 
getting excellent support from the Indian 
government,” Bergmann said.

Dutch shipbuilding group Damen, with a long track 
record in the construction of multi-purpose cargo 
vessels, is also benefitting from increased interest in 
the MPV sector.

It has picked up many orders in the past year from 
Belgian, German and Turkish shipowners for its 
advanced “CF 3850”-class series which is claimed to 
provide the lowest Energy Efficiency Design Index 
rating compared to existing MPVs of similar 
capacity.

Damen is a so-called hybrid shipbuilder with 
commercial operations in the Netherlands. 
Construction of hulls or complete vessels is 
undertaken in China or Vietnam.

“The secret to the continued success of Dutch 
shipbuilding is that they build highly standardised 
vessels in the same size range while they focus on a 
very select part of the market. They have a very 
strong cost management system with a set number 
of core workers and well qualified subcontractors.”

This allows them to “breathe” with the market as 
they can release the sub-contractors when it goes 
down.

“Dutch shipyards are attractive for smaller 
European shipowners as they don’t have to travel to 
Asia or India to deal with shipbuilding supervision. 

Small shipowners prefer a partnership with a 
shipyard and want to almost sign a shipbuilding 
contract on a postcard.”

While the price differential to building in a 
European shipyard can average around 15%, a 
shipowner doesn’t have the challenge of getting their 
ship to Europe. Dealing with vessel equipment 
providers for a local owner in Europe also becomes 
easier compared to China.

“European yards still manage to win newbuilding 
projects over the Far East, despite the lack of 
shipbuilding subsidies available.”

Prior to 2023, newbuilding investment was focused 
on larger tonnage, in particular for project cargo 
vessels. As such, more sophisticated vessels 
equipped with heavy lift gear will drive fleet growth 
for the multipurpose sector in 2024.

Total fleet growth across the sector (4,000 dwt 
– 40,000 dwt) was only around 1.5% for 2023, 
according to Lloyd’s List Intelligence data.

Newbuilding deliveries in 2024 includes AAL 
Limassol (IMO: 9958781), the lead ship in a series of 
six 32,000 dwt premium project carriers for 
Singapore-headquartered AAL from China’s 
Huangpu Wenchong Longxue shipyard.

As a reflection of the increasing sophistication of 
multipurpose cargoships, AAL’s newbuildings were 
ordered as dual-fuel methanol vessels fitted with a 
navigation bridge and crew accommodation forward, 
to provide improved sightlines for navigators when 
large modules are being carried.

The specifications of some other recent large 
multipurpose vessels have included a hatchcoverless 
option enabling large and heavy loads on a vessel’s 
tank top, improving safety of the cargo. 

DNV was the first class society to provide dedicated 
rules for multipurpose ships with this feature.

“We borrowed some ideas from International 
Maritime Organization guidelines which had been 
applied to the container sector,” said Bergmann.

With an ageing vessel fleet, and small orderbook, 
Bergmann said that shipowners are facing more 
pressure from charterers to think about new fuels 
and increase emissions reduction measures across 
the multipurpose fleet.

“Owners will have to adapt towards IMO 2050, but 
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at the moment FuelEU Maritime is the most 
demanding development. At some point in time 
emissions reduction measures won’t be enough and 

owners will have to move to alternative fuels — but 
the sector will then face competion for bunkering 
from the containership sector.”

MARKETS

Diverting box lines face choices over speed, 
costs and profits
THE additional cost of the extended passage 
around the Cape of Good Hope instead of via the 
Red Sea could be as little as 3%, indicating that 
carriers are winning massively from the hikes in 
freight rates that have seen spot rates surge by over 
200%.

While the distance sailed is significantly longer 
— 3,600 nm on a Singapore-Rotterdam voyage 
— analysis by Drewry shows that costs need not be 
significantly higher.

“There are numerous variables that will determine 
the additional voyage costs from diverting via the 
Cape,” Drewry said. “The main ones are changes in 
speed, the number of ships deployed and the 
number of ports called.”

Drewry envisaged a scenario where a service 
continued to sail at the same speed from its last port 
of call in Asia to its first port of call in Europe. This 
would require two additional vessels to maintain a 
weekly frequency for the service.

“A longer round voyage adds 33% to the fuel bill and 
18% to vessel costs, nearly offset by canal toll 
savings,” Drewry said.

An alternative scenario saw ships increasing speed 
to maintain the same transit time between Asia and 
Europe on the longer route.

“This scenario requires increasing the speed from 
last port/first port by over 5 kts, which would 
effectively double the total round voyage fuel cost,” 
Drewry said.

In this case, the additional costs would be 21% 
higher than using the Suez Canal routing.

“In our view carriers will adopt strategies somewhere 
in between those two scenarios, but whatever approach 
they adopt there will be additional cost,” Drewry said.

But while costs could rise by as much as a fifth, 
freight rates have more than doubled since the Red 
Sea crisis began.

Drewry’s latest World Container Index put the 
average cost of transporting a 40ft box at $3,777, 
with Asia-Europe rates up 246% to $4,951 per feu, 
the highest level since the pandemic.

This is certainly beneficial to carriers, which in the 
second half of last year were warning that 2024 was 
likely to see several loss-making quarters, as freight 
rates had fallen to unsustainable levels.

Moreover, they were facing an influx of capacity as 
newbuildings, ordered during the boom years of the 
pandemic, joined the fleet just as demand waned.

A return to pandemic-level earnings is unlikely, 
however.

“During lockdowns there was a surge in demand for 
physical containerised goods, which when coupled 
with logistics capacity shortages sent shipping costs 
into orbit,” Drewry said.

“These days demand is much more pedestrian now 
that government stimulus has wound down and 
spending habits have reverted back to services as 
we’ve all been let out to play.”

The surplus of vessels was also much greater now 
than it had been at the outset of the pandemic, 
which provided more resilience in the face of 
disruptions.

Still, carriers would stand to profit from the 
disruption of Red Sea shipping, even if only for the 
duration of that disruption.

“For however long this lasts, it will change the prior 
narrative of the market being heavily oversupplied 
with expectations for further decreases in freight 
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rates,” Drewry said.

“In the worse-case scenario, whereby Suez has to be 
avoided for the entirety of 2024, assuming a 30% 
increase in trade distance for the roughly 30% of 
containership capacity that previously transited 
Suez, that would reduce effective capacity by some 

9%.”

Figures from BIMCO, however, suggest the 
containership fleet will grow by 10% this year alone, 
so any additional requirements will not significantly 
affect the overcapacity that was already in the 
market.

Equipment prices rise as shortages loom
THE continuing disruption in the Red Sea is 
creating a “nightmare” situation for shippers, as they 
face increased freight rates and equipment prices.

“As Chinese New Year approaches amid ongoing 
disruptions in the Red Sea, we anticipate a 
tightening of container availability and vessel space 
in the pre-Chinese New Year phase,” said Christian 
Roeloffs, chief executive of equipment platform 
Container xChange.

“The rerouting via the Cape of Good Hope adds 
complexity to the situation. We expect freight rates 
to remain elevated, and supply chain managers will 
need to navigate schedule disruptions.”

He warned that the situation would continue at least 
through to Chinese New Year, but added that the 
issues were unlikely to resolve immediately.

“Looking beyond Chinese New Year, we project 
blank sailings and capacity reduction by carriers,” 
Roeloffs said.

“The industry is witnessing a focused effort on 
resetting networks, leading to tightening of 
container availability and vessel space.”

But while high freight rates and increased costs 
posed mid-term challenges, he suggested that the 
disruptions were not likely to be long term.

“Rate reductions are anticipated on the horizon due 
to the structural overcapacity resulting from a 
severe market imbalance,” Roeloffs said.

Despite delays in shipments, a “persistent supply-
demand imbalance” had provided a cushioning 
effect, preventing rates hitting pandemic levels 
when shortage of capacity and equipment were 
endemic.

Nevertheless, equipment shortages were beginning 
to be felt in China and prices for shipper-owned 
containers were rising, Roeloffs said.

Container xChange’s Container Price Sentiment 
Index has surged, indicating the majority of supply 
chain operators anticipate a “notable upswing” in 
container prices.

“The freight rates have tripled since roughly a month 
ago, and the container prices are also expected to 
rise further in the short-to-mid term,” Roeloffs said. 
“The anticipated impact is significant.”

As Lloyd’s List reported earlier this month, 
delays in vessels returning to Asia from Europe 
because they are taking the longer route around 
Africa could lead to a shortfall of nearly 800,000 
teu of container capacity ahead of Chinese New 
Year.

Roeloffs cautioned, however, that the situation may 
not last too long.

“It’s crucial to remember that our supply chains 
currently hold a surplus capacity of over 6m teu, 
accumulated over the past two years due to a 
demand deficit,” he said.

“This excess capacity acts as a vital cushion to 
absorb potential shock waves in the supply chain.”

The full impact would depend on how long the Red 
Sea route remained closed.

“Should it persist for an extended period, and the 
excess capacity continues to be absorbed, we could 
potentially face serious challenges.”
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Marine insurance inflation varying widely by 
vessel type, Baltic Investor Indices 
data indicate
SHIPOWNERS are paying higher overall marine 
insurance bills than they were a year ago, with 
increases varying widely depending on vessel type, 
according to data compiled by the Baltic Investor 
Indices.

The cost of covering an MR tanker has shot up 
almost 20% in the last 12 months, while the outlay 
on capesize bulkers is less than 2% higher, the BII 
found.

The research seems to confirm the prognosis offered 
by several brokers and underwriters that all main 
classes have been witnessing hardening rates over 
the last 12 months.

The longer time series indicates the increase in the 
dollar-denominated cost of the aggregate insurance 
bill for bulkers has been running at more than twice 
the rate of dollar inflation since the statistics were 
first compiled four years ago. Coverage of tankers 
only started in 2023.

The estimated daily cost of insuring a capesize on 
January 18 was assessed at $687, up from $676 on 
January 19 last year. That equates to a rise of 1.6% 
and an annual outlay of $251,422.

Panamaxes are up from $471 to $521 between the 
same two dates, a jump of 10.6%, representing 

$190,686 a year. Aframaxes moved higher, from 
$376 to $427 a day. That’s an increase of 13.5% to 
$156,282. For handysizes, the rise was from $369 to 
$385, an annual bill of $140,910 and an increase of 
4.3%.

Turning to tankers, VLCC owners can expect to fork 
out $1,023 a day, up from $936. That’s 9.3% higher 
and works out at $374,418 annually. Suezmaxes are 
up from $628 to $692, 10.2% more and $253,272 a 
year. MRs have risen from $490 to $585, 19.4% and 
an annual bill of $214,110.

The BII tracks insurance outlays as part of its 
subscription service, calculating them daily as part 
of its effort to track operating expenses.

“Insurance expenses” are comprehensively 
defined as any potential cover for a vessel trading 
within international navigation limits and 
excluding high-risk areas; hull and machinery 
including disbursements or freight interest 
insurance; war and strike risks; P&I including 
cargo, crew, third parties, stowaways, damage 
caused by vessel or fixed and floating objects and 
pollution and wreck removal; freight, demurrage 
and defence cover; cost of Baltic standard 
deductible incidents; and any manager’s fees 
relating to managing insurance or an 
apportionment.

Economou and Alpha continue Greek charge 
into ammonia carriers
GEORGE Economou has doubled his orders for very 
large ammonia carriers at Samsung Heavy 
Industries as Greece-based owners emerge among 
the first movers for the new class of large gas carrier.

Another buyer to have placed orders this month for 
four VLACs is Alpha Gas, that has contracted two 
from HD Hyundai Heavy Industries and two from 
Hanwha Ocean, it has been confirmed.

The orders by Economou’s TMS Cardiff Gas arm, 
which were initially for two 88,000 cu m VLACs but 
have now been bumped up to four units, extend the 
span of one of the largest private newbuilding 
orderbooks in the industry.

His TMS Group, which has a diversified fleet of 134 
vessels in the water, already had seven liquefied 
natural gas carriers, 16 tankers and 19 bulk carriers 
on order at various yards.

The Greek owner had been negotiating for the 
second pair of VLACs with HD Hyundai Heavy 
Industries.

But in the end the second pair also went to Samsung 
with which Economou has done more than $10bn of 
business in the past, including ultra-deepwater drill 
ships and a hefty chunk of TMS Cardiff Gas’s LNG 
carrier fleet.
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The four newbuildings, contracted at about $475m, 
mark the owner’s return to the very large gas carrier 
market after a gap of more than five years.

Back in 2018, his former Nasdaq-listed entity 
DryShips sold a quartet of VLGCs to JP Morgan.

Interest in the segment has mushroomed in the 
barely five months since Evangelos Marinakis 
teamed up with Idan Ofer to order the first very 
large ammonia carriers.

At the end of August, Capital Gas and Eastern 
Pacific each ordered a pair of 88,000 cu m VLACs at 
Hyundai, with options for two more vessels apiece.

Since then, leading shipowners have begun 
scrambling for limited slots with the prospect of 
having VLACs in the water before 2028.

Forecasts that ammonia production will double by 
2030 and double again in the following couple of 
decades have caught the attention of a number of 
owners that combine financial and operational 
strength with being flexible enough to move quickly, 
when a niche opportunity presents itself.

An additional attraction is that, while construction 
prices may be rising, the additional price for a VLAC 
over a traditional VLGC, that cannot carry 
ammonia, is a decidedly modest $1m or so.

Alpha Gas, controlled by the family of Anna 
Angelicoussi, has established itself in the LNG 
carrier sector with a fleet of six modern vessels and 
two more that are due to be delivered by the 
Hyundai Samho yard early this year.

In the past few days, it has sealed an order for two 
VLACs from HHI, following on closely from an order 
for a pair at Hanwha.

The four vessels are set to be delivered between 
September 2026 and July 2027.

Lloyd’s List understands that the contract with HHI 
gives the owner an option to choose vessels of 

93,000 cu m or the smaller 88,000 cu m size, with a 
significant price differential, whereas the Hanwha 
contract is for two 93,000 cu m units.

Another Greece-based owner with firm orders for a 
quartet of VLACs is Naftomar Shipping & Trading, a 
long-standing LPG carrier specialist, that contracted 
four 93,000 cu m vessels last November from 
Hanwha.

John Hadjipateras-led Dorian LPG, the New York-
listed VLGC specialist, is also understood to have 
one VLAC on order at Hanwha, although this has 
not been publicly announced.

The 93,000 cu m vessel is due for delivery in the 
second half of 2026, a source with knowledge of the 
contract has told Lloyd’s List.

Shipbroking sources say that these are not the only 
Greek owners looking closely at penning orders.

Maran Gas Maritime, the gas shipping arm of the 
Angelicoussis Group and the country’s largest owner 
and operator of LNG carriers, teamed up with 
Chevron close to a year ago to evaluate seaborne 
transport of ammonia.

The group is said to be getting close to a decision to 
order extra-large ammonia carriers of about 
150,000 cu m.

An earlier mover with a keen eye on the nascent 
ammonia trade is Evalend Shipping that has seven 
88,000 cu m VLGCs on order with deliveries from 
August 2024 onwards.

While the vessels are earlier models than the new 
breed of VLGC/ammonia carriers, they are said to 
be able to carry ammonia cargoes at about 85% of 
capacity, versus 95% in the case of the recently 
ordered VLACs.

However, they were ordered at a price of 
around $95m each, compared with price tags 
of at least $120m apiece for VLACs for 2027 
delivery.

IN OTHER NEWS
Okeanis bags increased spot rates 
for VLCCs and suezmaxes
INCREASED large tanker rates 
have given Greece-based Okeanis 
Eco Tankers a flying start to 2024.

So far, with about half its fleet 
availability booked for the first 
quarter of the year, the owner has 
been scoring spot rates far in 
excess of averages for the 
previous quarter.

Diana diversification into wind farm 
vessels doubles order
DRY bulk carrier owner Diana 
Shipping has doubled its 
investment in the wind farm 
vessel sector alongside a trio of 
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German partners.

Windward Offshore, the 
consortium led by SeaRenergy 
Group and including Blue Star 
Group, Diana and SeraVerse, has 
exercised options for two 
additional hybrid commissioning 
service operation vessels 
(CSOVs) to be built by Norway-
based shipyard group Vard.

NorthStandard to open new office in 
South Korea
BARELY a year into its merged 
existence, NorthStandard is 
opening a new office in South 
Korea, as it continues expanding 
aggressively into Asian markets.

This move to set up an office in 
Seoul comes quickly after the 
establishment of its combined 
Asia-Pacific headquarters in 
Singapore. The new operation, 
which will start from the second 
quarter of the year, will be staffed 
initially by Shim Shang-doe, a 
claims director now based in the 
Singapore office.

SITC forecasts 73% profit slump for 
2023
SITC INTERNATIONAL Holdings 
has warned it expects that its 
2023 net profit declined by about 
73% year on year amid the 
container shipping downturn.

A contracted profit of $530m 
comes as handling volume dipped 
1% to 3.2m teu for the year, while 
average freight rates slumped 43% 
to $623 per teu, according to a 
stock exchange filing by the Hong 
Kong-listed carrier.

Classified notices follow

Looking to publish a judicial sale, public notice,  
court orders and recruitment? 

 
Please contact: marketingservices@lloydslistintelligence.com
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