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Irregular AIS tracking seen 
with serial ‘spoofer’ Ceres I 
before Hafnia Nile collision

THE UNKNOWN owner, insurer, technical manager and operator of 
*dark fleet very large crude carrier Ceres I (IMO: 9229439) that was 
involved in a collision with Hafnia Nile (IMO: 9766217), a panamax 
tanker off Singapore on Friday, are set to challenge casualty 
investigators.

The 2001-built VLCC has been tracked shipping sanctioned Iranian 
and Russian oil over the past five years and engaged in a range of 
dangerous and deceptive shipping practices chronicled by Lloyd’s List 
over that period.

Flagged in São Tomé & Principe since January 2021, Ceres I was 
originally designated as being falsely flagged by the International 
Maritime Organization until August last year.

Whether any insurer issued a Blue Card to the registered owners 
stating liability for bunker or oil spills is unknown. 

The privately managed São Tomé & Principe Flag Registry in Cyprus, 
which operates on behalf of the African government, holds this detail, 
but cannot be contacted. The phone number on its website rings and 
then repeatedly shows as “user busy”, and an email has not been 
answered.

Ceres I was one of 41 tankers over 20,000 dwt including 28 VLCCs at 
anchorage of eastern Malaysia, at the time of the casualty. 
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The area is a well-known, popular storage and 
transfer zone where as many as 50m barrels of 
sanctioned Russian, Iranian and Venezuelan oil is 
held on vessels at any one time.

Of the 41 ships in the area, 33 were VLCCs in 
addition to Ceres I, and all part of the anonymously 
owned elderly fleet of 650 dark fleet tankers that 
operate outside western jurisdiction shipping 
sanctioned oil.

Like Ceres I, insurance for all is unknown and 
outside the International Group of 12 P&I clubs that 
cover 86% of the world’s tonnage.

Ceres I regularly stored Iranian heavy crude over 
the past 12 months, according to data from Vortexa, 
and twice called at Ningbo, China, in April and June 
to discharge cargo.

Two years ago, Ceres I was among several Chinese-
chartered VLCCs that undertook mid-Atlantic 
transfers of Russian crude, a highly dangerous 
and unprecedented practice that prompted much 
handwringing by the legal committee of the IMO in 
April 2023.

Last year, Lloyd’s List Intelligence data showed the 
VLCC was spoofing its location between April and 
October. 

The vessel’s Automatic Identification signals were 
manipulated to show Ceres I in one place, while it 
was actually in another.

A preliminary investigation into Ceres I AIS signals 
over the past three days suggest irregularities that 
are inconsistent with vessel-tracking patterns for a 
ship at anchorage.

Analysis shows Ceres I returned to the waters off 
eastern Malaysia around mid-June from Ningbo, 
where the VLCC had discharged heavy Iranian 
crude. 

The draft of Ceres I changed on June 21, suggesting 
the vessel had surreptitiously loaded another cargo 
via ship-to-ship transfer, and then discharged that 
oil to yet another tanker on July 4. 

Numerous crude transfers are commonplace among 
the dark fleet with Iranian oil frequently carried on 
as many as five different tankers between loading in 
Iran and discharge in China.

After briefly sailing to Singapore’s east anchorage 

between July 8-11, probably to pick up supplies, 
Ceres I returned to the outer eastern Malaysia 
anchorage eight days ago, where the collision with 
Hafnia Nile took place.

Its navigation status showed it was at anchor in 
international waters off eastern Malaysia when 
Hafnia Nile, which was laden with 52,000 tonnes of 
fuel oil and sailing at a speed of 14.2 knots, collided 
with Ceres I at around 2215 hrs (GMT) on July 18, 
according to vessel tracking.

Incongruent data 
From July 12 until around 2300 hrs on July 17, AIS 
signals showed the vessel’s course and speed over 
ground unchanged or identical for long periods of 
time, an improbability given navigation and weather 
adjustments.

After the collision, the vessel’s course and speed 
over ground began to vary for each signal, better 
reflecting operational movements. 

The last signal was 0300 hrs GMT on July 19.

“The raw AIS does back up the observation of 
repeated series of heading values over extended 
periods, and as such, from previous observations, 
I would err on the side of  this being a suspicious 
and likely spoofing related incident,” said 
Thomas Springs, a data scientist with Lloyd’s List 
Intelligence who reviewed data for Lloyd’s List.

Unusually, there were 40 crew on board Ceres I at 
the time of the collision, the Singapore Maritime 
Port Authority reported. Ships of this size rarely 
have more than 25 crew.

Fourteen of these men were evacuated by helicopter 
and the remaining 26 stayed on the vessel to support 
firefighting efforts, the MPA reported late Friday.

Ceres I’s technical and ISM manager Shanghai 
Prosperity Ship Management Company limited is 
a single-ship company, based in a serviced office in 
Shanghai. There are no contact numbers or website 
for the company.

The shipmanager has previously managed other 
dark fleet ships including Themis (IMO: 9264570), a 
24-year-old VLCC, also used to ship Iranian oil and 
also part of the dark fleet.

The details surrounding the casualty remain 
unclear. 
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New York-listed Hafnia’s only statement so far 
doesn’t outline the circumstances under which 
Hafnia Nile collided with Ceres I resulting in fires 
on both ships.

“All relevant authorities have been notified and 
are responding promptly to the situation. A full 
investigation will be conducted to determine the 
root cause,” the company said in a statement on 
July 19.

Whether Ceres I’s owner can be located as insurance 
and legal implications of the collision are played out 
will be anyone’s guess.

* 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 in 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.

WHAT TO WATCH 

Skuld leads hull slip on Hafnia Nile blaze 
tanker 
SKULD is the hull and machinery claims lead for 
Hafnia Nile (IMO: 9766217), the Hafnia-operated 
product tanker ablaze off Singapore after colliding 
with a very large crude carrier this morning, sources 
with knowledge of the situation have confirmed.

While the Norway-based marine insurer is best 
known as a P&I club, it also writes a substantial hull 
book on a commercial basis, using the profits to keep 
down pricing for mutual members.

Under the standard arrangements for hull cover, 
other marine insurers will also be on the hook for 
smaller slices.

Norwegian Hull Club, another Norwegian concern, 
has confirmed that it has a following line, but would 
not be drawn on size.

Mysterious backdrop
Some London companies are also understood to be 
on the slip, although none of them would confirm or 
deny such suggestions when approached.

The extent of the loss will not be known until 
investigations are complete, which may take several 
months. But they will be spread across the market, 
to a degree that will make the hit minimal for any 
one insurer.

Norway’s other P&I club, Gard, confirmed that 
Hafnia Nile was entered with it for protection and 
indemnity purposes.

No information is currently available on Ceres I 
(IMO: 9444807), the other vessel involved in the 
collision, which is also ablaze.

Ceres I is among the tankers regarded by Lloyd’s 
List as making up the dark fleet and is known to be 
involved in facilitating the Iranian oil trade.

The ship has also spoofed its location at various 
times in the past, and its AIS signal was irregular at 
the time of the collision.

Its registered owner is Hong Kong-based Ceres 
Shipping Limited, which Lloyd’s List has approached 
for comment.

Beyond Western jurisdiction 
A Lloyd’s hull underwriter commented: “Ceres I has 
Iranian oil on, I understand, so it is unlikely to be 
insured with the conventional market.”

Dark fleet vessels are generally unable to access 
Western marine insurance owing to Western 
sanctions.

However, a number of insurance entities in 
countries not bound to comply with sanctions are 
providing cover on a fixed premium basis.

Most of these insurers are not tested in terms of 
their ability to pay a substantial claim.
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Investigators start to examine collision that 
sparked fires on Hafnia tanker and sanctions-
busting VLCC
INVESTIGATIONS are underway following a 
collision off Singapore on Friday morning that 
sparked fire on both a Hafnia product tanker and an 
aging dark fleet very large crude carrier.

The Maritime and Port Authority of Singapore said 
it was alerted on July 19 around 0615 hrs about fires 
on board the Singapore-flagged tanker Hafnia Nile 
(IMO: 9766217) and the São Tomé and Príncipe-
flagged tanker Ceres I (IMO: 9229439), located 
around 55km northeast of Pedra Branca within 
Singapore’s Maritime Search and Rescue Region.

The AIS signals of the two tankers showed their 
positions were adjacent.

In a statement, the vessel operator Hafnia confirmed 
the collision, adding all the 22 crew members on 
board Hafnia Nile had been safely rescued and 
transferred to shore. The cause of the incident was 
not explained.

“There is no information on pollution as of now. Our 
primary focus at this time is the well-being of our 
crew members, as well as addressing any potential 
environmental impact resulting from this incident,” 
said the company.

The MPA stated that the 40 crew members of 
Ceres I are also accounted for. Among them, 14 
were rescued by a passing supply vessel, while the 
remaining 26 are currently conducting fire-fighting 
operations on board.

“Salvage and fire-fighting assets have been arranged 
by both vessel owners to support the fire-fighting 
efforts and subsequent towage of the vessels to 
safety. Navigational traffic is not affected,” said the 
authority. 

The 74,189 dwt Hafnia Nile’s last port call was 
Huelva, Spain. It had made a brief anchorage stop 
in Singapore yesterday after transiting the Malacca 
Strait.

The 2001-built Ceres I, meanwhile, has long 
been used for facilitating Iranian trade, engaging 
in storage and ship-to-ship transfers, based on 
information collated by Lloyd’s List.

It also appears on Lloyd’s List Intelligence’s dark 
fleet list.

According to lobby group United Against Nuclear 
Iran, the VLCC has been used to ship sanctioned 
crude from Iran, Venezuela and Russia.

The area where it was anchored is known to be 
used by about 20 dark fleet tankers for subterfuge 
transfers of Iranian oil, often while AIS is switched 
off or the tankers are spoofing their location to 
obfuscate their activities.

Ceres I has previously been identified as engaging 
in probable AIS spoofing activity by Lloyd’s List 
Intelligence’s Seasearcher Advanced Risk & 
Compliance platform. 

Vessel tracking data indicates that Ceres I appeared 
to have its AIS switched on at the time of the 
accident, but the signals showed an irregular pattern 
not consistent with a tanker at anchorage.

The beneficial owner information of the ship is 
unknown. 

Its registered owner is Hong Kong-based Ceres 
Shipping Limited and it is managed by Shanghai 
Prosperity Ship Management, according to Lloyd’s 
List Intelligence data.

These firms could not be immediately reached for 
comment.

Vessel tracking data shows Ceres I has long stayed 
anchored off Singapore and East Malaysia’s OPL, 
but would occasionally voyage to Chinese ports, 
including those in Shandong province, home to 
many independent refineries known as Shandong 
teapots.

The ship had changed flags multiple times over the 
past few years, from Libya in 2019 to Panama in 
2020, then to São Tomé & Principe since January 
2021. Its current P&I insurer is unclear.

The incident comes amid growing concerns among 
regulators and the industry about safety risks 
posed by dark fleet tankers, which are considered 
to be in poor condition, lack maintenance and have 
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inadequate insurance coverage.

They are also known to often engage in deceptive 

practices like AIS-switch offs and ship-to-ship 
transfers to dodge sanctions, increasing the risk of 
accidents at sea.

UK leads 45-country coalition crackdown on 
‘Russia’s shadow fleet’
THE UK government has sanctioned a further 11 of 
Russia’s shadow fleet tankers and says it will lead 
a 45-country coalition to further disrupt the use of 
“illegitimate vessels”.

Eight of the tankers listed were owned by Russian 
government-controlled PAO Sovcomflot, including 
two already sanctioned by either the US or EU27.

A further three were linked to an anonymously 
owned 26-tanker fleet shipping Russian oil, and 
formerly managed by Dubai-based shipmanager 
Radiating World Shipping Services LLC, which was 
sanctioned by the UK last December.

The UK said it would lead the “Call to Action” 
coalition, which includes another 44 European 
countries and the European Union and aims to 
disrupt the Russian fleet.

The measures were announced at the European 
Political Community Summit in England on July 18, 
ahead of Ukraine president Volodymyr Zelenskyy 
addressing the UK Cabinet on Friday at an 
extraordinary meeting.

“Alongside our European partners, we have sent a 
clear message to those enabling Putin’s attempts to 
evade sanctions: We will not allow Russia’s shadow 
fleet, and the dirty money it generates, to flow freely 
through European waters and put our security at 
risk,” said UK Prime Minister Keir Starmer.

The prominence given to tackling Russian sanctions 
evasion at the historic summit places the dark* or 
shadow fleet at the forefront of government foreign 
policy initiatives across the UK and Europe to 
support Ukraine.

“The ‘shadow fleet’, also known as the ‘dark fleet’, 
poses serious maritime security and environmental 
risks,” said the UK government statement.

“The vessels are often old and unsafe, and engage in 
dangerous and deceptive shipping practices, such as 
turning off location tracking systems, which flouts 
international maritime standards, and increases the 
likelihood of catastrophic incidents.

“EPC states govern some of the world’s busiest 
and most important waterways, and dozens of 
incidents are known to have already taken place, 
such as onboard fires, engine failures, oil spills 
and collisions, and many of the vessels lack the 
appropriate insurance.”

Some tankers allegedly doubled as Russian listening 
stations, or transported weaponry to Russia, 
according to the statement.

Russia is thought to have spent more than $8bn 
assembling the secretive fleet and today’s actions 
bring the total of tankers directly sanctioned by the 
US, Europe or UK to more than 60 in the past 10 
months.

The strategy has proven to be the most effective in 
disrupting tankers shipping Russia oil in breach of 
the Group of Seven industrialised nations price cap 
implemented 19 months ago.

Most of the ships designated have been unable to 
trade since, with many sitting at anchorages for 
months.

The dark fleet of anonymously owned, elderly 
tankers shipping Russian, Venezuelan and Iranian 
oil numbers about 650, comprising about 14.5% 
of the tanker fleet, according to Lloyd’s List 
methodology.

It has grown by more than 300 ships since Russian 
entered Ukraine in February 2022, and accounts for 
about half of all tankers that shipped Russian oil last 
month, based on Lloyd’s List Intelligence research.

Russia exported 7.6m barrels per day in June, 
earning $16.7bn in export revenues, according to the 
International Energy Agency.

Among those listed by the UK Office of Financial 
Sanctions Implementation today were five 
Sovcomflot-owned Gabon-flagged aframax tankers 
Adygeya (IMO: 9292204), Korolev Prospect (IMO: 
9826902), NS Commander (IMO: 9306794), NS 
Lotus (IMO: 9339337) and Primorsky Prospect 
(IMO: 9511533) and two Gabon-flagged product 
tankers SCF Amur (IMO: 9333436) and SCF 
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Pechora (IMO: 9333424).

A sixth aframax, Panama-flagged Zaliv Amurskiy 
(IMO: 9354313), was also listed.

The three Cook Islands-flagged suezmax tankers 
were Dynamik Trader (IMO: 9286657), Fighter Two 
(IMO: 9296391) and Rocky Runner (IMO: 9288899).

All have unknown ownership, with Dynamik Trader 
and Fighter Two transferring from Radiating World 
to ISM manager Almuhit Alhadi Marine Services 
LLC in April and May respectively.

Rocky Runner left Radiating World ISM 
management days after the company was 
sanctioned, moving to Breath Shipping Services 
LLC.

ANALYSIS 

The View: Shipping safety has become a 
casualty of economic sanctions  
THIS week saw the UK’s new prime minister, Keir 
Starmer, lead the latest European push to banish the 
shadow fleet from European waters, warning of the 
security risk these sanction dodgers pose.

A few hours later two tankers were on fire off 
Singapore. One of them seems to have been so 
deeply engaged in hauling sanctioned crude via 
deceptive operations with unknown insurance 
arrangements that it may as well have been a poster 
ship for the dark fleet*.

The details of what caused the casualty are not 
known yet. They will only become clear after the 
proper authorities have fully investigated.

But the fact that Ceres I (IMO: 9444807) has a 
recent history of engaging in suspected Automatic 
Identification System tracker spoofing, had been 
recently associated with a false flagging problem 
and has been used for facilitating Iranian trade, 
engaging in storage and ship-to-ship transfers, all 
add to the growing concerns over the risks posed by 
dark fleet operations.

The question is, what should be done about it? 
Crossing fingers and hoping is not widely recognised 
as a reliable safety policy, and yet that is where we 
find ourselves in 2024.

After thirty years of hard-won improvements to 
tanker safety, there is now a danger of going into 
reverse.

It was never the intention of economic sanctions 
to undermine shipping safety, but that has been 
the result. Shipping safety is regressing and the 
inevitable deadly results are starting to materialise.

The dark fleet is dangerous and getting more so 
with ever policy push that further swells the ranks 
of rusting tankers determined to evade the grasp of 
Western restrictions.

Insurance giant Allianz pointed out in May that 
dark fleet tankers have been linked to more than 
50 accidents already. But the experts behind those 
numbers have long been of the opinion that this was 
only the beginning.

When the unladen Pablo (IMO: 9133587) exploded 
off Malaysia last year killing three crew with no 
trace of insurance, the consensus view of this deadly 
episode was that it represented a lucky escape for 
a sector increasingly living on borrowed time and 
at risk of a much more deadly and environmentally 
destructive accident to come.

More deadly, more environmentally catastrophic 
incidents are an inevitable consequence of moving 
over 10% of the global tanker fleet outside of the 
rigors of mainstream classification, insurance and 
basic safety standards.

This dark fleet is made up of old, poorly maintained 
ships that typically engage in risky, deceptive 
shipping practices. The companies behind them 
obfuscate their ownership, hide their operations.

When scrutiny comes knocking they evaporate 
into the shadows, only to reappear in other forms, 
sporting another flag, another obscure class 
operation, with another claim to an unknown 
insurance protector, if there is one at all.

The unintended consequences of sanctions are well 
understood by politicians, but right now the priority 
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is to double down on existing measures and squeeze 
harder.

Starmer may be determined halt the trail of dirty 
money leaking from these ships, but to date no 
politician has offered up a plan to stop the more 
likely outcome of dirty ships leaking dirty cargoes 
onto European coastlines.

And while the rhetoric regarding sanctions efficiency 
may suggest otherwise, the sum total of the 
unprecedented deluge of economic sanctions meted 
out so far against these ships has largely served to 
move trade into the shadows rather than stop it.

There are no magic policies on offer. And even if 
you could somehow wave a magic wand and end the 
growth of the dark fleet there are serious concerns 
that this particular genie is not going back in the 
proverbial bottle any time soon.

If you could tackle the issue, some of the dark 
fleet would certainly head to the breakers’ beaches 
— even a magic wand cannot hide their rusting 
obsolescence outside of sanctions dodging.

A new comfort zone 
But would the rest re-enter the mainstream? Would 
the anonymous owners who have been trousering 
premium rates for their shadowy trades emerge 
from behind their shell companies? Would they have 

the chutzpah to seek Western maritime services, 
class or insurance?

And would they be reluctantly welcomed as the 
prodigal children, better off inside a global rules-
based order, than out of it?

The real concern is that they would not want to.

Pockets of dangerous, substandard shipping have 
always existed. But have we inadvertently created 
the conditions that allow an operating model with 
even lower costs, minimal scrutiny and illusory 
insurance cover to take hold?

The age, poor condition and dangerous and 
deceptive shipping practices employed by these 
ships have created a global problem that is only 
going to get worse without a significant shift in 
sanctions policy.

The political and economic outcome of sanctions 
are still far from clear, but the safety and security 
consequences are all too apparent. 

The West is forever at risk of economic self harm 
if it misjudges sanctions. Everyone else is at risk 
if politicians fail to tackle the inherent danger of 
undermining the shipping safety standards in the 
process.

VLCC sentiment worsens as summer spot-rate 
slump deepens
SUMMER is typically a rough stretch for very large 
crude carriers, and this summer is no exception. 
VLCC spot rates continue to slump to fresh lows.  

The question now: Is this just the normal seasonal 
pressure caused by Middle East power consumption 
at the expense of exports, or is the drop in Chinese 
imports a sign of weakness that will weigh on the 
market into the fall?

Spot rates for non-eco VLCCs averaged $21,100 
per day on Wednesday, according to Clarksons 
Securities. That’s down 10% week on week, 27% 
month on month, and 49% year on year.

Non-eco aframaxes with less than 40% of the 
carrying capacity of VLCCs are now earning almost 
twice as much as VLCCs in the spot market.

As Fearnleys put it: “From an owner’s perspective, 

the less said about the past week the better, with 
rates drifting into the W40s for the TD3 [Middle 
East-China] run, which on a TCE basis, leaves a 
[Baltic reference VLCC] teetering around $20,000 
per day. Others will be dipping firmly into the 
teens.”

“The freight market sentiment is quite depressed,” 
said Breakwave Advisors. “VLCCs remain weak as 
activity has plummeted.”

According to Vortexa: “VLCC utilisation for Opec+, 
excluding Iran and Venezuela, fell sharply during 
June and reached a record low in early July, as 
exports from the Opec+ group, especially Saudi 
Arabia, fell sharply. So far in July, VLCC utilisation 
for the producer group remains low compared to 
historical levels.”

Meanwhile, utilisation for VLCCs loading crude 
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from non-OPEC+ sources has not picked up the 
slack in July, leaving few alternatives for owners, 
keeping rates under pressure, and leading to more 
VLCCs switching to clean trades.

Middle East domestic consumption takes a 
toll
The Middle East is experiencing extreme heat 
this summer — with temperatures in Riyadh 
nearing 50°C — increasing air-conditioning 
demand, and thus demand for crude refined for 
local consumption. Domestic demand, on top of 
production cuts, is reducing crude export flows.

Commenting on VLCC rate declines, Jefferies 
analyst Omar Nokta wrote in a client note, “We 
attribute the pullback to seasonal factors as Middle 
East consumption peaks during the summer 
months, reducing export availability, especially 
against a backdrop of flat crude production.”

Nokta noted that Saudi Arabian domestic demand 
“typically swings upward by 1m to 1.5m barrels per 
day during the summer months”.

July’s export weakness follows declines in June, 
when Saudi Arabian crude exports dropped to 5.2m 

bpd versus 6.2m bpd in May.

“VLCCs seem likely to remain pressured until the 
September loading programme, due to begin in mid-
August, which should coincide with lower domestic 
consumption and higher export availability,” said 
Nokta.

Chinese import demand falls
While the shortfall of crude exports in the Middle 
East is the seasonal norm, the shortfall in crude 
demand in China is higher than usual. 

According to Braemar, “Crude shipments to Chinese 
independent refineries in July have reached their 
lowest levels in 24 months, contributing to a bearish 
demand outlook for the world’s largest importer.”

Braemar noted that VLCCs accounted for 75% of 
Chinese crude imports during the last four years, 
and that overall average VLCC rates are at a nine-
month low as a consequence of weak Chinese 
demand.

Baltic Exchange data shows that VLCC rates in the 
Middle East-China trade recently hit their lowest 
level in 15 months.

MARKETS

Retrofits and longer trade routes to benefit 
Wärtsilä marine business
RISING demand for main engine efficiency 
measures and alternative fuel retrofit packages 
for existing ships will benefit Wärtsilä’s marine 
business, says president and chief executive Håkan 
Agnevall.

Meanwhile, a resurgence in the ordering of 
containerships should see more orders for Wärtsilä 
four-stroke engines, which are used to power 
auxiliary systems on board.

“While we saw the containership newbuilding 
market more muted in 2023, now we see it is coming 
back. This will create opportunities for us, in 
particular in China,” Agnevall told Lloyd’s List.

Wärtsilä’s marine unit provides 60% of company 
revenues, with the remainder provided by land-
based energy projects. Some 60% of marine business 
is provided by its service division, with 40% 

provided by newbuilding contracts.

Orders for containership newbuildings have surged 
since the second quarter of this year, with new 
tonnage in the feeder, mid-size and neo-panamax 
segment ordered by container line operators CMA 
CGM, Evergreen and Ocean Network Express, 
together with tonnage providers Danaos and SFL 
Corp.

The majority of orders have been placed with 
Chinese shipbuilders, most of which fit Wärtsilä 
four-stroke engines to newbuildings to power 
auxiliary systems for electrical needs, including for 
refrigerated containers.

In addition to increased newbuilding orders, 
attacks on ships in the Red Sea region have resulted 
in significant rerouting activity of the container 
sector. This has resulted in increased maintenance 
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requirements for Wärtsilä’s service division to keep 
the existing fleet compliant and operational.

Agnevall said the company sees extra opportunities 
on the back of more vessel energy efficiency 
upgrades and retrofits for alternative fuels on board 
existing ships.

“We see significant potential over the next 10 years 
in upgrading engines for greater fuel efficiency and 
new fuels that will generate business opportunities 
for us,” said Agnevall.

However, he noted that as demand for retrofits 
accelerates, current ship repair capacity could “pose 
some constraints”. Nevertheless, Agnevall said 
that overall retrofits provide “a significant business 
potential”. 

In May, Wärtsilä confirmed the supply of electrical 
systems required to convert a pair of conventional-
fuel ferries for Scandlines to a plug-in hybrid 
system, said to be the world’s largest conversion 
project of its kind. The conversion project includes 
the replacement of one of two main engines with a 
battery system.

In addition to the retrofit of Wärtsilä four-stroke 
main engines, chiefly used in the cruise, ferry and 
offshore sectors, the company is also providing 
retrofit packages for ships fitted with two-stroke 
engines used by the bulker, container and tanker 
sectors. 

China tie-up
A majority share in Wärtsilä’s two-stroke 
engine business was sold in 2015 to China State 
Shipbuilding and now trades as WinGD, with 
Wärtsilä having an agreement in place with WinGD 
to provide service and retrofit. 

“While we divested our two-stroke newbuilding 
business under WinGD we still support it with 
service business. This includes conversion kits for 
new ‘green fuels’ and for the derating of engines to 
provide for lower service speeds.” 

Agnevall said Wärtsilä’s core four-stroke 

newbuilding segments in cruise and ferry, gas and 
offshore are “very active” but shipbuilding lead times 
continue to increase.

The cruise sector has benefited from strong 
passenger demand across regions, while demand for 
newbuildings remains “encouraging” as the result of 
expected growth in cruise passenger volumes.

Demand for Wärtsilä’s service division contracts 
has been supported by the continued growth in 
the active fleet, in addition to growing interest in 
vessel-efficiency improvements to comply with new 
regulations.

The ferry newbuilding sector has been supported by 
operators pursuing fleet renewal programmes, while 
the ageing fleet has provided good business for the 
service division. 

In the offshore segment, Wärtsilä said global 
sentiment remains optimistic, with high energy 
prices encouraging more investments in offshore 
exploration activity, “despite some regional scaling 
back of investments”. Nevertheless, newbuilding 
activity is being limited by high shipyard pricing.

Healthy demand for newbuildings in the LNG sector 
is being driven by further investments in expanding 
LNG liquefaction capacity, especially for projects 
linked to Qatar.

Agnevall believes that fuel type flexibility will be the 
key to avoiding the potential for stranded assets in 
the future.

“We have a saying at Wärtsilä that green is not black 
or white. There is no single fuel-type solution. We 
do not claim to know what the perfect solution will 
be, but there will be a requirement for multiple fuel 
types.

“Fuel type will be dependent on where you operate 
your ship. Our view is that fuel flexibility will be the 
key to avoid a shipowner being stuck with stranded 
assets. Future fuels will be more expensive and, 
therefore, fuel efficiency will become ever more 
important,” added Agnevall.

Vehicle carrier market eyes correction as 
tariffs loom and newbuild deliveries boom
THE VEHICLE shipping market is expected to 
face a correction amid intensifying trade tensions, 
softening demand, and massive newbuilding 

deliveries. Industry experts warned that tariffs on 
Chinese electric vehicles, particularly those from 
Europe, may weigh on future demand prospects.
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However, the more direct and significant pressure 
on freight rates and asset prices will come from the 
sector’s hefty newbuilding orderbook, part of which 
were placed by Chinese owners, spurred by the 
country’s explosive automotive industry growth in 
recent years.

According to Clarksons data, full-year deepsea car 
trade volumes grew by 17%, reaching a record high 
of 28.8m units in 2023, surpassing the fleet capacity 
of over 4m units with 765 car carriers operating on 
the water.

Shipments from China accounted for more than 
15.3% of that shipping volume, backed by robust 
growth of 65.9% to 4.4m units in the past year, 
including more than 1.2m new energy vehicles.

The substantial increase in Chinese exports has 
helped push up freight rates by almost 70% since 
2021. According to data provided by Oslo-listed 
vehicle carrier operator Höegh Autoliners, average 
net freight rates per cubic metre in 2021 were $50, 
but had increased to $83.1 per cu m by June 2024.

Nevertheless, uncertainties are growing as China’s 
electric vehicles, a stellar performer in the recent 
export wave, are being targeted by tariffs announced 
by various economies led by the US and the EU.

Andrea de Luca, an analyst of vehicle carriers at 
Veson Nautical, said that the US tariff on China’s 
EVs has a “minimal impact” owing to the relatively 
marginal trade of light vehicles between the two 
countries.

“[However], recent tariff hikes by the European 
Union targeting Chinese-made EVs are likely to 
weigh on demand into 2025,” he said, noting that 
Europe comprises about 34% of China’s light vehicle 
exports, and 41% of all EVs shipped from China land 
in Europe.

Niklas Carlén, director of Maritime Strategies 
International, said EU tariffs would axe the cost 
advantage that Chinese automakers have had in 
Europe.

“It remains to be seen to what extent additional 
costs are passed on to consumers and how car sales 
are affected.”

Brussels has announced extra tariffs, which took 
effect on July 5, with rates ranging from 17.4% for 
BYD to 38.1% for SAIC, on top of the standard 10% 
car duty.

The definitive duties are set to enter force in 
November for five years, pending a vote by the EU’s 
27 member states.

Brazil also raised tariffs on all imported EVs, 
regardless of their origin, from zero to 10% since 
January, which further rose to 18% in July and 
eventually will reach 35% in July 2026.

These tariffs have reportedly prompted shippers to 
expedite shipments using PCTCs, containers, and 
even bulk carriers to avoid the extra costs.

Significant slowdown
Despite these efforts, the first half of this year still 
saw a significant slowdown in China’s new energy 
vehicle exports, growing only 13.2% to 605,000 
units compared with a 77.6% increase to 1.2m units 
in the whole of 2023.

Shao Wanyi, a senior analyst from Guotai Junan 
Futures, said the slowing pace reflects weakening 
overseas demand, driven by Europe’s reduced 
subsidies for NEV purchases and the dampening 
effect of high interest rates on purchasing power.

He noted that Chinese products have found 
alternative markets such as South America, where 
growth has been impressive and offset the volume 
decrease in the European market.

For the first five months of 2024, aggregated 
volumes for light vehicles on the Asia to Europe 
trade declined by 3% compared with the same 
period in the past year, according to MSI data.

A marketing expert from a major Chinese 
automaker, who declined to be named, said that the 
second half of the year might see weaker EV exports 
from China, owing to the inventory build-up caused 
by frontloading to avoid tariffs, which will take 
several months to digest.

He also added that increasing global trade barriers 
would be an inevitable trend as other countries, 
especially in the West, seek to reduce their reliance 
on China’s supply chain and protect their own auto 
industry.

Accordingly, Chinese automakers must establish 
overseas factories, and they have already begun 
doing so. For instance, BYD has set up factories 
in Thailand and Uzbekistan, with plans for new 
factories in Türkiye, Brazil and Hungary.

“Although ultimately detrimental to trade, 
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establishing an assembly footprint in Europe will 
allow Chinese automakers to bypass tariffs and 
gain unfettered access to the vast EU market,” said 
Carlén of MSI.

Even so, these disruptions are expected to have a 
limited impact on overall vehicle shipping demand, 
at least in the short term.

“Over 70% of China’s vehicle exports are those 
powered by internal combustion engines, and they 
have a sizeable surplus to evacuate with strong buyer 
interest,” said de Luca.

He expects some softening in charter rates and asset 
demand for PCTCs, but not much will change for the 
rest of 2024 based on a favourable supply-demand 
imbalance. Only around 20% of vehicle carrier 
capacity is provided by tonnage providers, with the 
majority being carrier controlled.       

Vessel Value’s 1-Year Time-Charter Index for 6,500 
ceu and 5,000 ceu is currently $113,500 and 
$84,300 per day respectively, down from $123,500 
and $91,300 per day in the first quarter of 2024.

“Time charter rates have eased off from a lack 
of supporting transactions and weaker market 
sentiment, but they remain at historic highs so far,” 
said de Luca.

However, this imbalance is expected to shift 
unfavourably next year.

With an order-to-fleet ratio of 40% for PCTCs, net 
fleet supply is projected to grow by 12% in 2025 after 
accounting for scrapping candidates, according to de 
Luca.

By contrast, global demand growth is only half that 
rate, indicating a further correction in rates and 
asset values. “Overcapacity remains a risk, but we 
are not there yet,” he said.

According to Clarksons, global car shipping capacity 
is set to increase by 319,000 vehicle units in 2024 
and a further 510,000 units in 2025. These include 
orders from Chinese owners, such as more than 20 
large PCTCs by Cosco Shipping Car Carriers and its 
partners, as well as eight vessels placed by BYD.

MSI shares a similar market outlook.
“With the delivery of new car carriers accelerating in 
H2 2024 and 2025, we expect to see a correction to 
market balances,” said Carlén.

“The correction to time charter rates could become 
particularly severe if the ongoing Red Sea crisis is 
resolved and transits through the Suez Canal are 
restored to more normal levels,” he added.

IN OTHER NEWS  

Asiatic Lloyd containership struck by 
missile in Gulf of Aden
A CONTAINERSHIP has been 
struck by a missile in the Gulf of 
Aden, as attacks on shipping in 
the region continue.

Singapore-flagged, 2001-built, 
2,078 teu containership Lobivia 
(IMO: 9228564) was travelling 
from Djibouti to Colombo, Sri 
Lanka, when it has hit by a 
projectile at 0350 hrs, 83 nautical 
miles southeast of Aden, Yemen. 

The vessel is owned by the 
Singapore-based Asiatic Lloyd. 
Sister company Atlantic Lloyd 
said Lobivia was attacked again 
at 0506 hrs. The 23-year-old 
ship is understood to be on time 
charter to France’s CMA CGM.

AAL boss: No silver bullet to make 
shipping greener 
THE DIRECTOR of heavy lift 
specialist AAL Shipping has 
admitted there is no silver bullet 
to transform shipping into a green 
industry.

Reflecting on the company’s 
sustainability results in 2023, 
Felix Schoeller said “there is 
no technology that is readily 
available that enables shipping 
companies to be net zero” and so 
it was “important to proactively 
and transparently report 
emissions with the public and 
stakeholders”.

AAL hit all of its sustainability 
targets in 2023, including having 
zero environmental incidents 

(chemical spills/illegal ballast 
water disposal), 100% compliance 
with legislation in ECA zones and 
employing “proactive measures to 
reduce or maintain vessels’ fuel 
consumption”. 

Shipping rides cyber storm with 
minimal disruption
THE IT problems that have 
plagued industries around the 
world did not extend to shipping, 
with some ports and companies 
reporting minor disruption on 
Friday, July 19.

A defect in a software update 
launched by cybersecurity 
company Crowdstrike left flights 
cancelled, disrupted doctor’s 
surgeries and stopped some 
shops taking payment.
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Yet shipping escaped major 
disruption.

IMO Council to livestream meetings
THE International Maritime 
Organization Council will live-
stream its plenary meetings 
and make its documents public, 
in a bid to boost the outfit’s 
transparency.

It will make hybrid meeting 
capabilities permanent so 
delegates can attend online, 

and is looking to make more 
documents available in more 
languages.

The Council decided on the 
changes at its meeting in London 
last week.

MOL to invest in UK start-up for 
engine fuel-efficiency technology
MITSUI OSK Lines plans to invest 
in Carnot, a UK-based start-up 
that develops engines with heat-
resistant materials, aiming to 

achieve up to 40% fuel efficiency 
improvement.

The Japanese shipping giant 
said the engine being developed 
by Carnot has the potential to 
improve fuel efficiency by 20% to 
40% compared with conventional 
engines, leading them to consider 
its application for merchant 
vessels in the future.

The company did not disclose the 
scale of the investment plan.

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

 
Please contact: marketingservices@lloydslistintelligence.com

Classified notices follow
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