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Daily Briefing
Leading maritime commerce since 1734

Tuesday February 27, 2024

War halves Ukraine’s maritime 
trade

THE REOPENING OF Ukraine’s greater Odesa seaports has proven to 
be a decisive step towards restoring a key maritime trade route, but 
maritime traffic volumes are still more than 50% down on pre-war 
levels, according to analysis of Lloyd’s List Intelligence data.

In August, after Russia withdrew from the United Nations backed 
Black Sea Initiative, Ukraine’s armed forces proposed a temporary 
Black Sea corridor to enable the departure of merchant vessels still 
trapped in the greater Odesa region since Russia’s invasion.

In September vessels started quietly arriving at Ukraine’s seaports, 
marking the first time since the start of the war that Ukraine was 
operating these ports without any oversight and outside of 
international agreements.

Since then, some 800* cargo-carrying vessels have called at either 
Odesa, Chornomorsk or Yuzhnyi, according to Lloyd’s List Intelligence 
vessel-tracking data.

Ukraine’s ministry of infrastructure says some 26m tonnes has been 
exported from the greater Odesa ports via the new corridor.

Ukraine’s Black Sea corridor, which sees vessels hugging the coastlines 
of Bulgaria and Romania to reach its ports, surpassed the effectiveness 
of the Black Sea Initiative in December.

Still, the reopening of three ports is not enough to replace the capacity 
that has been lost.

Mykolaiv and Kherson, which accounted for 13% of arrivals in terms of 
dwt in 2021, remain closed.
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Non-domestic arrivals to Ukraine in December 
and January, as measured by sum of dwt, were 
around 50% less than the same period in 
2021/2022.

This includes trade out of Ukraine’s smaller Danube 
river ports.

Focusing just on the greater Odesa ports, arrivals to 
Chornomorsk, Odesa and Yuzhnyi are down 
approximately 35% on pre-war levels.

Yörük Işık, a geopolitical analyst from the Istanbul-
based consultancy Bosphorus Observer, said: 
“Ukraine’s western Black Sea corridor is working at 
almost pre-war levels, and the only reason they are 
unable to achieve pre-war levels is because of the 
continuing Russian missile attacks on Ukrainian 
infrastructure at the ports, which is slowing down 
operations.”

Local analysts agree that Russian attacks and the 
risk of a change to the security situation are limiting 
the export potential at the seaports by disrupting 
operations and keeping more cautious shipowners 
away.

Stanislav Zinchenko, chief executive at GMK Centre, 
a Ukrainian consultancy focusing on European steel 
markets, says seaport trade is being viewed with 
cautious optimism but warns of worries over 
instability.

Zinchenko said: “Businesses have a lot of concerns 
about this corridor, because it does not have 
international status and guarantees.”

Other significant problems include insufficient 
railroad infrastructure which has led to a backlog in 
rail car congestion at stations near the seaports, he 
adds.

Approximately 223 cargo-carrying vessels arrived at 
one of the Odesa ports in December, another 218 
were recorded in January and some 193 have arrived 
this month alone.

Ukraine’s independent management of its Black Sea 
trade enables it to export and import without 
restrictions on cargo, something that was not 
possible under the grain deal.

Bulk carriers, general cargoships and product 
tankers continue to be the most common callers and 
about two thirds of the goods exported from the 
greater Odesa ports are agricultural products, stated 
by GMK Centre.

Iron and steel products are the second largest 
exports. Between August and December some 2.6m 
tonnes of iron ore and 653,000 tonnes of steel 
products left the ports of Odesa and Yuzhnyi, 
according to GMK Centre’s estimates.

Ukraine’s Black Sea ports are critical to Ukraine’s 
economy for their ability to handle large cargo 
volumes, but they are not the country’s only option 
for moving goods by sea.

Capacity at Ukraine’s Danube river ports, which 
border Romania, has increased throughout the war 
via investment and development projects to 
guarantee free movement of cargo into and out of 
Ukraine regardless of the operational status of the 
seaports.

In terms of sheer volumes of arrivals, the Danube 
ports are busier than the Black Sea ports.

On average, some 300 cargo-carrying vessels 
arrived from foreign markets to the Danube ports 
each month from November to January.

However, last month they accounted for just 14% of 
all arrivals in terms of sum of dwt capacity.

Despite the lower amount of turnover compared to 
the seaports, Ukraine’s government continues to 
invest in the expansion and restoration of the 
Danube ports given their reliability as an export 
route during this period of uncertainty.

A total of 30m tonnes of cargo was moved through 
the Danube ports in 2023, six times the amount of 
pre-war levels, according to data published by 
Ukraine ministry of infrastructure.

Ukraine is planning to launch an additional route 
along the Danube to further boost exports, in part 
because of a dispute with Poland that has led to 
Ukrainian agricultural products being blocked at the 
border.

The route will run between Izmail to the Romanian 
port of Constanta and Germany’s Danube ports.

Although the Danube river ports remain a long-term 
priority and plays a fundamental role in the wartime 
economy, a local shipping agent says the reopening 
of the greater Odesa ports has led to a significant 
reduction in traffic.

Larger vessels, those over 10,000 dwt, have 
abandoned the Danube trade in favour of the 
seaports.
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As a result, wait times to reach the Danube ports has 
reduced helping ease the congestion that had 
plagued the small ports throughout peak operating 
periods.

Average monthly arrivals to the Danube ports 
totalled 297 between November 2023 and January 
2024, according to Lloyd’s List Intelligence data. 
This figure was 399 for the three-month period 
running from June to August.

Katerina Kononenko, a port agent at Avalon Shipping, 
a shipping agency specialising in the transit of vessels 
through the Sulina channel to ports in Romania and 
Ukraine, said: “The Danube ports have been 
operating above normal levels for a long time, and 

now this reduction is significant and noticeable.”

Compared with the summer, which was the busiest 
period along the Danube recorded throughout the 
war, the workload is down about 60%, she adds.

* Most vessels disabled their Automatic 
Identification System data to call at Ukraine in the 
first months of the ports reopening. Lloyd’s List has 
conducted an analysis to catch these “dark” port 
calls and this information is accurate to the best of 
our knowledge. The latest statement from the 
Ukrainian government indicates 854 vessels have 
exported cargo from the seaports since September. 
It is not clear if this figure also accounts for vessels 
that had been stranded in Ukraine.

WHAT TO WATCH:

Costs mount as UN’s FSO Safer operation 
remains on hold in Yemen
SIX months after the United Nations successfully 
defused the “ticking time bomb” off Yemen by 
removing 1.1m barrels of oil from the f loating 
storage and off loading unit Safer (IMO: 
7376472), the decaying tanker and its 
replacement, Yemen (IMO: 9323948), are both 
still moored off the country’s coast in 
increasingly dangerous waters.

Amid Houthi attacks on international shipping, the 
remaining UN operations required to complete the 
safe storage of the oil removed from Safer last year 
by salvors Smit, have been on hold since December, 
leaving Yemen and its crew waiting for the hostilities 
to end.

Mounting insurance and salvage costs have left a 
funding shortfall for the UN agencies which are 
unable to complete the operation until some 
semblance of security can restored in the Red 
Sea.

Meanwhile, the initial salvage work needs to be paid 
for, an internal bridging loan of $20m needs to be 
repaid and diplomatic channels with the Houthis, 
now designated a terrorist organisation by the US, 
must be kept open as US and UK air strikes continue 
to target Houthi territory.

Oil from Safer was transferred to the replacement 
vessel Yemen, formerly known as Nautica, in August 
last year. Having purchased Yemen from Euronav at 
a cost $55m (roughly double what the UN originally 

expected as ship prices surged following Russia’s 
incursion into Ukraine) the plan was to store the oil 
and safely scrap Safer.

Procurement of a catenary anchor leg mooring 
(CALM) buoy, which was to be financed by the sale 
of Safer for recycling, was well advanced at the point 
of the operations getting under way, but plans ran 
into trouble late last year, even before the Houthi’s 
started firing missiles at ships.

Having removed the oil from Safer, the UN needed 
to get the stricken tanker out of Houthi-controlled 
waters to finance the CALM buoy purchase and 
installation, but the Houthis wanted the CALM buoy 
installed before they would release Safer. 
Meanwhile, the contract negotiations for the 
decommissioning of Safer ran into delays just as the 
conflict was intensifying, resulting in increasing 
insurance costs, the removal of consultancy staff, 
and ultimately the decision to suspend operations 
altogether.

While the sensitive status of both tankers has been 
flagged to all international governments and naval 
operations active in the Red Sea, the security risk 
has raised serious concerns within the UN. The 
threat of a catastrophic oil spill from Safer has now 
largely been removed thanks to the initial tranche of 
the operation, however, residual liquids remain on 
board and if the stricken tanker was damaged 
further, it could still present an environmental 
problem.
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According to the UN’s assessment, the decaying 
Safer still holds viscous oil residue mixed with 
sediment. This can only be removed during a final 
cleaning during phase two of the operation, now on 
hold.

How to complete the financing and completion of 
the operations to secure the oil now on board 
Yemen and safely scrap Safer, is yet to be worked 
out. That section of the plan, effectively in limbo 
due to the security situation in the Red Sea, 
requires at least another $22m, even if the 
security threat subsides sufficiently to resume 
operations.

The UN had raised pledges of $115m for the mission 
to go ahead, but the operations proved more 
expensive due to the delays and various technical 
complications with the oil transfer operations.

Despite a known funding gap, the UN was able to 
carry out the oil transfer operation by borrowing 
funds internally, including $20 million of bridge 
financing from its Central Emergency Response 
Fund (CERF). UNDP also provided $2m from its 
reserves to enable the start of the operation.

But the bills are mounting, even if the project is not 
moving.

The UN is understood to be still negotiating the final 
costs with Smith Salvage who were contracted in 
April 2023 and the internal bridging loans are now 
being called in, despite a shortfall in the pledged 
donations for the project.

A further UN fund raising effort is expected to 
follow, but in the meantime there are no signs yet of 
when operations will be able to resume.

West of England confirms merger 
approaches
WEST of England P&I Club has been approached by 
at least one other International Group affiliate with a 
request to sound out merger possibilities, its chief 
executive has confirmed.

The revelation comes after a tie-up between the 
North of England and Standard clubs in February of 
the past year, which has since sparked intense 
debate over whether the protection and indemnity 
niche would be better served by further fusions 
between the IG’s 12 members.

Proponents of the idea — who include Mark 
Cracknell, managing director of Marsh Specialty UK 
— argue that a shakedown to six or so players would 
allow for more efficient use of free reserves.

But many remain unpersuaded and counter that 
mergers materially reduce competition in the P&I 
niche, which is the maritime equivalent of third 
party, fire and theft and effectively a compulsory 
purchase for shipowners.

Elsewhere in the sector, the London Club — one of 
the smaller entities in the IG — has declared strong 
growth at the 2024 renewal round, which concluded 
on February 20.

Most commentators have characterised the round as 
uneventful, with underwriters pitching for general 
or target increases in the 5% to 7.5% bracket and 
generally settling for around two-thirds of their 
headline demand, depending on record. No major 

owners are publicly known to have switched P&I 
provider.

West chief executive Tom Bowsher said that entered 
mutual tonnage at his club had once again topped 
the 100m gt mark, regaining some of the ground lost 
in his controversial purge of non-performing 
accounts in the 2022 renewal.

West’s policy of simply refusing to renew owners 
with consistently loss-making records saw an exit of 
around 17m gt, bringing the mutual book down from 
106.9m gt to 90.1m gt. By last year, that had 
recovered to about 96m gt, according to data from 
brokers.

“We have grown. Our growth has been organic 
throughout the year, which we consider to be the 
best growth, because it is a great advertisement for 
the club,” said Bowsher.

“It shows our existing members are pleased and 
happy and continue to enter vessels with us.”

He added that despite the low level of switching, 
West was “shown business” — insurance jargon for 
being asked by brokers to provide quotes — from 
clubs thought to be under pressure.

“We were certainly shown a lot of business and that 
business will have been shown to many of our peers 
as well. That doesn’t mean we wrote it all, far from 
it.
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“We have been very selective. I don’t mean that in an 
arrogant way, there was tonnage out there that was 
looking for a home. We’re looking for quality 
tonnage. We’re not afraid to say no.”

Quotes were mostly on the basis of the International 
Group Agreement, which regulates the terms on 
which vessels can transfer between IG clubs. 
Relatively few fleets were ‘released’, as industry 
terminology puts it when an existing club declines to 
renew.

With the bulk of derisking now achieved, Bowsher’s 
strategy is now to operate in much the way P&I 
insurance has operated traditionally.

“We have done something more radical than most 
clubs do. Some view it as going against mutuality, 
but you need to put it into perspective.

“What we’ve said goodbye to at this renewal is just 
normal day to day underwriting, which we should be 
seeing.

“I don’t think it is a stance we have got. We have 
reverted back to where we were, where every year we 
are going to see one or two accounts leave and one or 
two accounts come in.”

West underwriting director Simon Parrott added 
that there had been some success in consolidating 
business, with existing clients who previously split 
fleets between clubs for diversification reasons 
bringing tonnage to West.

Ancillary products such as fixed premium, hull and 
machinery and recently launched piracy protection 
all also proved well-starred.

The P&I rumour mill has persistently mentioned 
West as a potential merger partner. Bowsher stated 
categorically that the club had never approached 
another club for a merger during his tenure in the 
top job. However, he confirmed that it had been 
sounded out.

“Have we been approached by others? Yes. Have 
there been informal discussions? Yes. Have we ever 
gone into formal due diligence? No. I can’t be any 
clearer with you than that without breaching the 
confidence of my colleagues.

“We have been linked with seven clubs now, and 
some of them I haven’t had a coffee with. Some of 

this has a degree of credibility, some of it is just 
complete fabricated nonsense.”

He laid some of the blame for speculation on the 
shipping media, which he believes has talked up a 
fixation on scale. While a certain critical mass is 
required, with over 100m gt, West has that critical 
mass and will do whatever is in the best interest of 
its members.

Meanwhile, the London P&I Club has hailed what 
it describes as a strong renewal, with a growth in 
mutual tonnage of 8.9%. That is from a base of 
41m gt entered this time last year, according to 
brokers’ reports, implying a gain of about 3.6m 
gt, although that figure was not explicitly spelled 
out.

“This positive outcome and strengthening of rating 
and deductible levels for the London Club has fallen 
in line with the club’s target to improve its financial 
performance following a favourable claims 
experience and a positive investment return in the 
2023/24 policy year,” it said in a statement.

Steamship’s head of underwriting Gary Field said on 
Steamship’s website that his club’s owned tonnage 
had reached 125m gt once renewal gains are factored 
in. This equates to 7.5% tonnage growth over the 
past year, well ahead of the growth in size of the 
world fleet over the same period.

Skuld declared its mutual book 11% up on last year, 
to hit 116m gt. NorthStandard said premium 
revenues for 2023-24 topped $825m, against a 
combined $796m when the old North and Standard 
clubs merged on 2023 renewal day. Mutual poolable 
tonnage grew to 256m gt.

Gard, the club with the largest market share, 
confirmed word on the broker grapevine that it had 
also done well.

In the past 12 months, it has added 7m gt to its 
mutual entries, bringing that book to 284m gt, 
which should be enough to retain top slot. Retention 
rate was 99.4%.

UK Club — number three in last year’s league table, 
albeit well behind the big two of NorthStandard and 
Gard — said that it had seen modest overall year-on-
year growth in entered mutual tonnage of 
approximately 2m gt. Its reported mutual entry last 
year was 153m gt.



Lloyd’s List | Daily Briefing Tuesday 27th February Page 6

MARKETS:

Seatrium turns in $1.4bn 2023 loss
SINGAPORE-based shipyard Seatrium has chosen 
to take a strong dose of medicine early as it gears 
itself up to take advantage of solid growth 
opportunities.

Decisive action to write down non-core yards and 
other assets and provide for onerous contracts, legal 
and corporate claims and merger expenses resulted 
in a SGD1.94bn ($1.44bn) net loss for Seatrium in 
2023 as it presented its first full-year results as a 
merged company.

The entity emerging from the combination of 
SembCorp Marine and Keppel Offshore & Marine 
attributed $2bn to exceptional items as a result of a 
strategic review, it said in a results presentation.

Revenue, however, more than tripled to SGD7.3bn.

“While the writedown impacted our bottom line, it is 
value accretive for the group in the medium to long 
term,” said chief financial officer Adrian Teng.

“The closure of surplus and non-core assets and 
writedown of excess/obsolete inventories is expected 
to improve Seatrium’s productivity, optimise its 
operational structure, and reduce cash operating 
expenses,” he added.

The group also announced that it had reached 
in-principle settlement agreements with the 
Brazilian Authorities relating to Operation Car Wash 
for approximately SGD182.4m, which are included 
in the provisions. Operation Car Wash refers to a 
nationwide criminal investigation started in 2014 
against money laundering and corruption.

A Brazilian court acquitted two offshore executives 
linked to Seatrium of corruption and money 
laundering charges as part of the probe in 
December. At the time, the company said it had no 
control over potential new charges and would 
continue co-operating fully with Brazilian 
authorities.

The latest move “ensures that we are able to continue 
to participate in tenders and other bidding projects in 
Brazil,” noted chief executive officer Chris Ong.

Meanwhile, the future looks bright for Seatrium. 
Ong said the group pushed out 13 major projects in 
2023 and has a strong net orderbook of SGD16.2bn, 
including SGD4.5bn in new orders from both the oil 
and gas and renewables sectors.

Teng elaborated that 39% of the group’s net 
orderbook comprises renewables and cleaner or 
greener products. In total, 27 projects are under 
execution, with deliveries until 2030.

In particular, Seatrium is making its mark in the 
energy transition space, with a good portfolio of 
work in the offshore wind and low-carbon and 
energy-saving retrofit segment of the repair and 
upgrade sector.

In the former, Seatrium is working on five high-
voltage direct current offshore converter 
platforms, creating a franchise for series-built 
opportunities in high-voltage direct currents to 
achieve greater synergies from project 
repeatability, said Ong.

This is in addition to high-voltage alternating 
current offshore substations as well as wind turbine 
installation vessel projects, he added.

In repairs and upgrades, Seatrium is growing its 
baseload of projects, with a focus on marine 
decarbonisation solutions and fleet base agreements, 
said Ong.

In 2023, 291 repair and upgrade projects and 46 
low-carbon and energy-saving retrofits were carried 
out.

In conclusion, Ong said: “Our contract wins 
demonstrate the team’s ability to seize market 
opportunities and pivot our business to key focus 
areas to address market demand.”

Looking ahead, he added that the group is “well 
positioned to benefit from the strong tailwinds 
arising from the energy trilemma” and “supported 
by strong industry tailwinds, the group is focused on 
delivering an improved financial performance in the 
full year 2024”.
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IN OTHER NEWS:

More CMA CGM vessels transiting 
Bab el Mandeb
CMA CGM has sent at least one 
new vessel through the Bab el 
Mandeb over the weekend, and 
an Automatic Identification 
System blackout on another 
suggests at least two vessels are 
destined to have transited the 
waterway.

The 10,000 teu CMA CGM Ganges 
(IMO: 9718117) departed Jeddah 
last Thursday morning. It then 
held station off Jeddah for 24 
hours before its AIS signal was 
switched off.

The movements suggest the 
vessel was awaiting a naval 
escort before continuing its 
voyage.

Houthis target US-flagged ship as 
coalition forces carry out fresh strikes
US-FLAGGED chemical and oil 
tanker Torm Thor (IMO: 9712292) 
and its crew are safe after two 
attempted missile strikes by 
Houthi militants over the 
weekend.

US Central Command said USS 
Mason shot down an anti-ship 
ballistic missile likely lobbed at 
the tanker around 1700 hrs local 
time Saturday in the Gulf of 
Aden. A second missile 
launched just before midnight 
impacted the water “causing no 
damage or injuries”, Centcom 
said on social media platform X, 
adding that its forces shot down 
two drones in self-defence over 
the southern Red Sea earlier 
that evening.

Torm Thor, which is part of the 
US Tanker Security Program and 
crewed with US sailors, was 
sailing with its Automatic 
Identification System switched 
off during the attack, vessel 
tracking data shows.

US blacklists Russia’s Sovcomflot 
and 14 crude tankers in ‘next step’ of 
price cap enforcement
THE US Office of Foreign Assets 
Control has capped the two-year 
anniversary of Russian’s invasion 
of Ukraine with fresh sanctions 
against Russia’s state-owned 
giant Sovcomflot and 14 of its 
crude oil tankers.

The announcement came hours 
after the administration 
separately announced a tranche 
of more than 500 sanctions 
targeting Moscow over the 
unprovoked invasion and the 
recent death of Russian 
oppositionist Alexei Navalny.

In total, over 850 individuals and 
entities were blacklisted by the 
US, UK and EU on Thursday and 
Friday.

Sanctioned tanker firm Fractal 
challenges UK blacklisting
FRACTAL Marine, the Dubai-
based tanker specialist that 
rapidly expanded operations 
carrying Russian crude, is 
challenging the UK 
government’s decision to 
sanction the firm it described 
on Thursday as being “part of 
Putin’s shadow fleet”.

The UK Foreign Office yesterday 
sanctioned Fractal Marine DMCC 
alongside more than 50 firms and 
individuals it accused of 
sustaining Putin’s illegal war in 
Ukraine, however Fractal insists 
that the designation is based on 
“misunderstandings” regarding 
the firm operations and 
compliance record.

In a statement issued late on 
Friday, Fractal expressed is 
“profound disappointment” and 
said the company had already 
initiated a formal challenge 
against the sanctions.

Cetus Maritime continues 
consolidation drive via merger with 
Nachipa
HANDYSIZE dry bulk specialist 
Cetus Maritime has announced 
its continued expansion via a 
merger with Chile-based 
Nachipa.

Definitive agreements have been 
signed with the transaction 
expected to close by March, 
pending customary conditions.

After the tie-up, Cetus will 
operate around 40 owned and 25 
chartered vessels at any given 
time, focusing on larger, modern, 
eco-designed handysize ships.

FMC publishes final ruling on 
detention and demurrage
THE US Federal Maritime 
Commission has finally produced 
its long-awaited final rule on 
detention and demurrage billing 
practices after the issue emerged 
as a major point of contention 
between carriers, terminals and 
shippers during the pandemic.

The ruling requires carriers and 
terminal operators to include 
specific minimum information on 
demurrage and detention 
invoices, outlines detention and 
demurrage billing practices, such 
as determination of which parties 
may appropriately be billed for 
demurrage or detention charges, 
and sets timeframes for issuing 
invoices, disputing charges with 
the billing party, and resolving 
any disputes.

It largely adopts the notice of 
proposed rulemaking published 
on October 14, 2022, but also 
allows consignees to be billed, 
and clarifies the timeframe for 
non-vessel-operating common 
carriers passing through 
demurrage and detention charges 
to issue their own invoices.
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Equipment repositioning hits carrier 
costs
GLOBAL imbalances in container 
exports and imports are growing, 
leading container lines to 
increasingly transport fresh air in 
the form of empty containers.

An analysis of empty container 
movements by Sea-Intelligence 
shows that the number of empty 
containers being repositioned 
rose 20% in the five years 
between the end of 2018 and the 
end of 2023. That period includes 
sharp peaks during the 
pandemic-driven cargo boom in 
2020-2021.

Despite some seasonal variation, 
the number of empty containers 

shipped each month has risen 
from 3.5m teu to 4m teu over the 
period.

Rhett Hatcher appointed UK Chamber 
chief
THE UK Chamber of Shipping has 
appointed Royal Navy veteran 
Rhett Hatcher as its next chief 
executive.

Hatcher will joining the trade 
association in March, succeeding 
outgoing chief Sarah Trese-der, 
who will leave the role at the end 
of the 2023-2024 financial year 
following a short handover 
period.

Hatcher’s last role was as UK 
National Hydrographer and 

deputy chief executive at the UK 
Hydrographic Office. He has also 
held senior appointments at the 
Ministry of Defence, where he 
was responsible for global 
strategy, operations, and defence 
engagement.

For classified notices please view the next page.
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