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Cosco ships join dwindling 
number risking Red Sea 
passage

TWO COSCO SHIPPING-OPERATED general cargoships with 
container capacity are set to join the dwindling number of ships 
prepared to navigate the high-risk Red Sea maritime trade route, 
which has seen a recent escalation in attacks, with new tactics and 
weaponry deployed by the Houthi rebels.

While not the first Cosco vessels to re-enter the Red Sea after a mass 
rerouting around the Cape of Good Hope, the latest voyages signal the 
company remains undeterred by the security risks and suggest that 
more could follow.

Hong Kong-flagged, 36,947 dwt Chipol Changjiang (IMO: 9703538) 
with a capacity to carry 1,800 teu of containers is sailing into the Gulf 
of Aden, while Liberia-flagged, 33,217 dwt Chipol Taian (IMO: 
9509621), able to load 1,134 teu, is heading south towards the Bab el 
Mandeb Strait, data from Lloyd’s List Intelligence shows.

The move comes as the Houthis recently escalated attacks on merchant 
shipping, carrying out successive and intense assaults that for the first 
time left a vessel badly damaged since the strikes began in late 2022.

According to Lloyd’s List Intelligence, total weekly transits for ships 
above 10,000 dwt through the Strait of Mandeb have fallen more than 
50% since mid-December. The decline for general cargo vessels and 
containerships is down 65% and 42%, respectively.

The two ships are part of the fleet of the Chinese-Polish Joint Stock Shipping 
Company (Chipolbrok), a 50-50 joint venture between China’s Ministry of 
Transport and Poland’s Ministry of Maritime Economy and Inland Navigation.
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The joint venture headquartered in Shanghai is 
mainly operated by Chinese giant Cosco.  Its fleet of 
about 30 vessels provides worldwide liner services 
and transport of heavy-lift project cargoes.

Vessel-tracking data shows Chipol Taian was 
previously deployed on the China-Australia route 
until December last year. It then sailed from China, 
rounded the Cape of Good Hope to reach the 
Mediterranean, and passed through the Suez Canal 
into the Red Sea on February 19.

Meanwhile, the Red Sea route is familiar territory 
for Chipol Changjiang. It transited via the Suez 
Canal from China towards Türkiye and Europe in 
August 2023, returning through the canal in 
October before the Houthi attacks began, calling at 
Saudi ports of Dhuha and King Abdullah port along 
the way. The ship set sail again from China in early 
February this year.

The two vessels broadcast the notes “CHINESE 
SHIP & CREW” and “ARMED GUARD ALL 
CHINESE”, respectively, on their AIS transmissions.

Similar overt displays of Chinese identity have been 
adopted by many compatriot merchant ships seeking 
to reduce risk when traversing the Strait of Mandeb. 
This appears to reinforce an impression that Chinese-
linked vessels may be spared from Houthi attacks.

The Iran-backed militia has explicitly stated it would 
guarantee the safety of ships from China and Russia, 
although tankers carrying Russian oil have been hit.

The Houthis initially targeted vessels associated 
with Israel in solidarity over Gaza, but more recently 
seem to have turned their sights on ships they 
believe owned by the US and UK, which have 
launched retaliatory attacks on the Yemeni rebels.

It is unclear what specific reasons or cargo has 
prompted the two Cosco-operated cargoships to 
enter the Red Sea.

The route connecting Europe and Asia is shorter 
and cheaper compared to sailing around Africa. 
Moreover, with many ships staying away for 
safety reasons, demand for capacity on this 
service has climbed, leading to more attractive 
freight rates.

Smaller Chinese carriers like CU Lines and Sea 
Legend Shipping have previously moved into this 
high-risk, high-reward market by opening new 
strings.

Unverified speculations have even emerged in 
Chinese freight forwarder circles that the state 
behemoth is mulling launching a Red Sea Express 
service to capitalize on the lucrative trade.

A Shenzhen-based forwarder said the Chinese 
carrier has sent a few ad-hoc vessels to the narrow 
inlet of the Indian Ocean to support client needs, but 
no new route has been opened yet.

Like other top-tier liners, almost all Cosco 
Shipping’s boxship fleet, which used to transit the 
Red Sea have opted for the longer Cape route for 
now.

Previously, only two 14,000 teu ships — Cosco 
Shipping Kilimanjaro (IMO: 9757852) and CSCL 
Uranus (IMO: 9467304) — were tracked entering 
the Red Sea in early January. But they both 
subsequently turned towards the Cape of Good 
Hope when returning from the Mediterranean to 
Asia.

However, according to the latest sailing schedules of 
Chipolbrok published on its website, its Asia-Europe 
and Asia-Mediterranean services will continue using 
the shorter Red Sea path. Vessels are expected to 
arrive at their first port call outside China, Saudi 
Arabia’s Neom, in early March.

Chipolbrok and Cosco Shipping have been 
approached for comment.

WHAT TO WATCH:

Falls in Red Sea ship traffic stabilise 
as Suez transits hit fresh low
RED Sea disruptions and diversions appear to have 
stabilised with commercial shipping traffic through 
the narrow Bab el Mandeb chokepoint registering a 
week-on-week rise of 7%. This uptick was led by 
increased numbers of smaller containerships 

entering the regional market to replace suspended 
calls from larger lines.

This is the first week-on-week rise seen since Houthi 
attacks on vessels transiting the Red Sea and Gulf of 
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Aden escalated in December, data from Lloyd’s List 
Intelligence shows. Data counts all vessels over 
10,000 dwt.

However, significant drops in overall traffic were still 
registered for Suez Canal transits for the week 
ending February 18, which are 61% below normal 
levels*, and 5% down over the past week, when 
measured by deadweight.

There was also a new low for Suez transits, when 
measured by vessel number, at 205 transits, down 
57% on normal periods and a year-on-year drop of 
48%.

Bulk carriers last week took their steepest weekly 
plunge with 79 transits through the Suez compared 
with 105 over the prior seven-day period, and the 
lowest seen since monitoring began.

This vessel type had previously been the most 
resilient to diversions. Escalating Houthi attacks on 
US- and UK-affiliated bulk carriers over the past 
three weeks has moved the needle for bulk carrier 

charterers, who are now more amenable to Cape of 
Good Hope diversions.

The largest year-on-year drops for vessel activity in 
the regions remain for the category of liquefied 
natural gas carriers. No vessel of this type has been 
seen transiting the Bab el Mandeb Strait since at 
least January 22. Just five gas carriers went via the 
Suez for the week ending February 18.

Bab el Mandeb transits gained 7% in ship number 
and were stable by deadweight, while active average 
daily Red Sea vessels registered a smaller rise, to 
379 from 373.

This reflected the rise in containerships, from 35 to 
43 ships, even as numbers were 68% lower than 
average. Smaller containerships, many affiliated to 
China, are filling the void left by larger carriers on 
east-west routes that have avoided the Red Sea as 
they divert around the Cape of Good Hope.

*normal levels indicate three-week average prior to
Red Sea disruption in weeks 45-48 of 2023

Containership charter market continues 
to strengthen
BOXSHIP charter rates continue to rise across the 
majority of vessel segments, as containership 
demand increases due to elongated voyages caused 
by Red Sea diversions.

“The containership charter market remains on a 
rising trend with non-operating owners benefiting 
from continuously favourable winds. Despite the 
Chinese New Year holiday in Asia last week, activity 
has barely dropped, with demand for most size of 
vessels remaining brisk across the board,” said 
analyst Alphaliner.

Strong demand for post-panamax segments have 
pushed average charter rates up by between 50% and 
75% from levels seen in December, while eco-feeder 
vessels are also gaining interest from main line 
operators, in particular for the Mediterranean trade.

“With a growing number of industry stakeholders 
banking on an extended period of disruptions in the 
Red Sea, non-operating owners can expect a 
continued strong market in the short term,” noted 
Alphaliner.

Shipowners are also trying to obtain the longest 
possible charter periods from liner operators, 
though with varying levels of success.

Shipbroker Braemar notes that post-panamax and 
panamax vessels continue to be the primary drivers 
of market activity with several deals concluded and 
discussions suggesting “continued market vigour”.

High levels of fixture activity have been driven by 
major liner operators including Maersk which 
extended Wan Hai Line’s 13,500 teu Wan Hai A12 
(IMO: 9941130) by 12 months at a daily rate of 
$53,500.

The same operator also fixed X-Press Feeders’ 7,000 
teu X-Press Carina (IMO: 9967445) for a short-term 
charter at $43,000 per day.

In the feeder sector, Cosco extended the charter 
of several ships of between 1,200 teu and 2,400 
teu, which are serving in the intra-Asia and 
Mediterranean trades, at daily rates of between 
$10,500 and $15,200 for periods of up to one 
year.

They included the Delphis-owned, 1,900 teu Delphis 
Bothnia (IMO: 9763710), which was extended by 
Cosco for 12 months at $15,200 per day.     

Meanwhile, CMA CGM is reported by brokers to 
have fixed the 1,700 teu Atout (IMO: 9354648) and 
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the 1,400 teu EF Elena (IMO: 9368730) for up to 
nine months each at daily rates of $13,000 and 
$10,500, respectively.

While the charter market is benefiting from the 
Red Sea effect, the industry cannot escape the 
threat of overcapacity from a record newbuilding 
orderbook. This suggests that the recent 

rises in charter rates could be a short-term blip.

The huge influx of newbuildings since 2023, which 
will continue through to 2026, means that liner 
operators are cautious about being tied to long-term 
charter deals. While periods have lengthened since 
the fourth quarter, the majority of fixtures remain at 
periods of 12 months or less.

MARKETS:

Newbuildings ease rerouting boxship 
capacity demands
CARRIERS have benefited from the delivery of 17 
vessels of more than 13,000 teu since the beginning 
of the year, as they seek to provide tonnage to 
address Red Sea rerouting challenges.

Taking the longer route around the Cape of Good 
Hope has required carriers deploy at least two 
additional vessels to loops in order to maintain 
weekly schedules.

But the crisis has coincided with a period of 
increasing deliveries of vessels ordered during the 
boom years of the pandemic, which has made 
finding the additional tonnage an easier task.

Analysis of deliveries by Alphaliner shows that 2M 
alliance partners Maersk and Mediterranean 
Shipping Co benefited the most from a large number 
of newbuilding deliveries.

“Maersk and MSC managed to increase the fleet of 
the Asia-northern Europe-Scandinavia AE5/
Albatross service to 16 units, which enabled them to 
offer nine sailings on that service through January 
and February,” Alphaliner said.

“The addition of the 19,437 teu MSC Ditte (IMO: 
9754953) and the 17,816 teu Ebba Maersk (IMO: 
9321524) to the fleet of the Asia-northern Europe-
Baltic AE10/Silk service allowed 2M to offer nine 
departures for that loop as well.”

MSC and Maersk were the only carriers to 
announce a blank sailing programme for the 
Chinese New Year period, with seven sailings 
voided to northern Europe and four to the 
Mediterranean, it added.

“Taking into account the Chinese New Year blank 
sailings, the 2M partners were able to offer all other 
sailings as scheduled,” Alphaliner said.

The Alliance also benefitted from the earlier closure 
of services that had freed up capacity.

“The members of The Alliance were able to respond 
rather swiftly to the Red Sea crisis since they had 
already suspended the Southeast Asia-northern 
Europe FE5 loop and the Asia-US east coast EC4 
service at the end of November, thus gradually 
freeing up no fewer than 22 neo-panamax vessels,” 
Alphaliner said.

The carriers were able to offer seven departures on 
average for their three loops between China and 
northern Europe after Hapag-Lloyd received the 
23,664 teu Busan Express (IMO: 5417258) and 
Ocean Network Express shifted the two chartered 
vessels from the Asia-Mediterranean trade to the 
FE3 and FE4 loops.

The Ocean Alliance, however, had fewer 
newbuildings and no redeployed capacity available 
so performed the worst in terms of operating normal 
schedules, according to Alphaliner.

While Cosco’s delivery of the 24,188 teu OOCL 
Valencia (IMO: 9922598) helped it achieve eight 
sailings on its Asia-northern Europe LL1/AEU1 
service, its Asia-Europe AUE7 service has only 
achieved four sailings since January 1.

Alphaliner noted that CMA CGM had been able to 
compensate partly with ad hoc sailings, and the 
shortage of tonnage may partially explain the 
carrier’s decision to continue with Red Sea routings 
long after other carriers had pulled out of the region.

Ships that were forced to divert have now begun to 
arrive back in Asia following two extended voyages 
around the Cape of Good Hope. With demand set to 
fall back, there is hope that this will allow schedules 
to settle into place again.



Lloyd’s List | Daily Briefing Thursday 22nd February Page 5

“For carriers, it is a lucky coincidence that the return of 
the first batch of diverted ships falls in the traditionally 
slow period after Chinese New Year, when shipping lines 
tend to blank a number of sailings,” Alphaliner said.

Nevertheless, it warned that despite the increase in 
capacity required to service the longer routing, 
carriers still faced an issue with overcapacity.

“Any solution in the short or middle term for the Red 
Sea conflict, would immediately result in many ships 
becoming redundant,” it said.

“While some carriers are still looking for extra 
tonnage to fully staff Cape routed services, the 
amount of new capacity to be delivered in 2024 and 
2025 will exceed these needs.”

Alphaliner calculates and additional 1.2m teu of 
capacity — some of it already deployed — is required 
to provide the three additional vessels required to 
maintain services on the longer route, but this is far 
exceeded by the 1.9m teu of neo-panamax and larger 
vessels to be delivered this year and a further 1.4m 
teu due in 2025.

Equipment demand rises as chokepoints 
slow movement
IMPROVING trade outlooks combined with a 
number of maritime chokepoints has boosted the 
outlook for container equipment manufacturing, 
according to the latest assessment of the sector by 
Drewry.

A late surge output in the final months of last year 
saw the container equipment fleet grow by 1% to 
51.4m teu, and 2024 is likely to see another 2.3% 
growth.

The drivers for the increased production are both 
increased demand and decreased container 
productivity, said Drewry senior analyst John 
Fossey.

“The latter has worsened this year as a consequence 
of ongoing draught restrictions in the Panama Canal 
and ocean carriers rerouting ships from Suez Canal 
transits to round the Cape of Good Hope sailings, as 
a result of attacks on ships in the Red Sea by Houthi 
rebels,” he said.

“With containers spending longer on ships and 
taking more time to complete their journeys, sales 
into the secondary market have slowed and the 
stock of empty containers, especially in depots and 

factory yards in China, have been largely eroded.”

The combined impact of the two disruptions affects 
some 6m–7m teu of equipment capacity, he added.

Fortunately, manufacturers in China had cut prices 
last October and November after a year of slow 
demand for equipment that reflected the slowdown 
in volume demand during 2023.

“With prices for 20 ft containers falling to about 
$1,850 in some weeks, orders increased strongly 
with ocean carriers the main buyers,” Fossey said.

“The availability of capacity in the factories meant 
these containers were also being delivered very 
quickly.”

Drewry expects 2024 to be “significantly stronger” 
than 2023, with global container handling 
throughput forecast to increase by 2.3%. This 
compares with minimal growth in 2023.

It also projects that ocean carrier’s box-to-slot ratios 
will increase in the short term, as buffer stocks of 
equipment are increased to cope with the current 
supply chain challenges.

IN OTHER NEWS:
Houthis claim to strike MSC ship in 
Gulf of Aden
THE Houthis claim to have 
attacked a Mediterranean 
Shipping Company vessel in the 
Gulf of Aden on Tuesday, amid a 
flurry of attacks by the Iran-

backed militants in recent days.

A Houthi spokesperson said on 
social media platform X that the 
group “carried out a targeting 
operation against an Israeli ship 
‘MSC Silver’ in the Gulf of Aden 

with a number of suitable naval 
missiles.”

US announces port cyber security 
initiative
THE BIDEN-HARRIS 
administration has announced 
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plans to bolster cyber security in 
US ports amid rising concerns 
that malicious actors could 
wreak havoc on US supply 
chains.

President Joe Biden plans to sign 
an executive order that will 
expand the US Coast Guard’s 
authority to respond to cyber 
incidents, mandate reporting of 
such incidents and require 
vessels and waterfront facilities 
to improve their defences against 
online threats, the White House 
said in a statement.

Euroseas hikes dividend after strong 
fourth quarter
CONTAINERSHIP owner Euroseas 
has raised its quarterly dividend 
on the back of strong fourth-
quarter profits and a surprise 
bounce in boxship rates.

The Nasdaq-listed owner of 
feeder and intermediate boxships 
hiked its dividend by 20% to 
$0.60 per common share after 
recording a net income of $24.7m 
for the fourth quarter of 2023.

StealthGas makes ‘promising’ start to 
year after record 2023
STEALTHGAS, the Nasdaq-listed 
owner and operator of liquid 
petroleum gas carriers, has made 
a “promising” start to this year 
after a record 2023.

“So far, the beginning of 2024 
looks promising as the market for 
our vessels remains firm and 
barring any extraordinary events 
we should expect solid revenues 

in the current quarter,” said 
company chairman Michael 
Jolliffe.

Evalend emerges as owner behind 
latest VLAC pair
EVALEND Shipping has emerged 
as the owner behind a double 
order for very large ammonia 
carriers announced by HD Korea 
Shipbuilding & Offshore 
Engineering earlier this week.

A source with knowledge of the 
contract confirmed Evalend’s 
move to Lloyd’s List. HD Hyundai 
Heavy Industries will deliver the 
91,000 cu m vessels to the 
Greece-based owner in 2027.

United Maritime adds third bareboat-
chartered bulker amid dry bulk 
optimism
UNITED Maritime has clinched a 
third bareboat charter-in of a 
bulker, as the Nasdaq-listed bulk 
carrier owner looks to grow the 
fleet amid optimism over the 
future course of the dry bulk 
market.

The spin-off from Greece-based 
Seanergy Maritime said that it 
agreed an 18-month bareboat 
agreement for an eight-year-old 
Japanese-built kamsarmax this 
month due for delivery between 
June and October this year.

SeaLead’s new Gulf India Express 
service boosts India-Middle East Gulf 
trade links
RAPIDLY expanding regional line 
SeaLead is set to take advantage 
of a planned expansion of trade 

between India and the Middle 
East Gulf region, particularly 
Saudi Arabia, with the launch of 
its new Gulf India Express 
service.

The GIX service, to be run in 
partnership with Abrao Group’s 
liner unit Blue Water Line, will be 
operated with two vessels on a 
weekly rotation connecting the 
key ports of Mundra, Nhava 
Sheva, Sohar, Jebel Ali, 
Dammam, before returning to 
Mundra, said SeaLead.

NYK teams up with Chile’s Enaex for 
low-carbon ammonia supply
NYK Line’s bulker arm has forged 
a partnership with Chilean 
ammonium nitrate producer 
Enaex to explore the supply of 
low-carbon ammonia to fuel the 
future fleet transporting copper 
products from Chile to the Far 
East.

The Memorandum of 
Understanding signed by NYK 
Bulk & Projects Carriers and 
Enaex will underpin the Japanese 
company’s plan of ammonia 
dual-fuel fleet, the company said 
in a statement.

For classified notices please view the next page.
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