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An aria of evasion: leaked 
papers sing sanction-skirting 
song of Sea Opera

AN ELABORATE scheme to skirt US sanctions on Iranian shipments 
of energy products is laid bare in a haul of leaked documents, 
showcasing the process through which owners, shippers and other 
supply chain actors sidestep Washington’s prohibitions.

An analysis of dozens of leaked emails and documents uploaded by 
dissident website WikiIran shows the steps behind a shipment of 
Iran-origin liquified petroleum gas in spring 2023.

The emails, which include instructions on manipulating a vessel’s 
tracking signals and the use of forged shipping documents to obfuscate 
the cargo’s origin, also showcase the worrying substandard safety 
practices of shipowners involved in sanctions trades.

Emails sent to two of the primary individuals involved in the voyage 
were not deliverable, suggesting accounts exposed in the leaks have 
since been shut.

As such, Lloyd’s List has not been able to independently verify the 
source and authenticity of the emails and documents, although much 
of their contents can be corroborated with Automatic Identification 
System data and satellite imagery.

The leaked communications tell the story of the 1991-built, Cameroon-
flagged very large gas carrier Sea Opera (IMO: 9000883).
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The documents suggest the vessel was owned or 
operated at the time by US-sanctioned Triliance 
Petrochemical, which chartered it to the Persian 
Gulf Petrochemical Industries Commercial 
Company, also a US-sanctioned company, and 
the trading arm of the Iranian petrochemical 
conglomerate Persian Gulf Petrochemical Industries 
Company.

The VLGC was on its way back to the Middle East 
Gulf from China in early April 2023, and arrived 
at Khor Fakkan anchorage, where it was slated to 
bunker, around April 9.

According to the leaked emails, Sea Opera was 
slated to sail to Assaluyeh, Iran, to load an LPG 
cargo after it had finished bunkering. The cargo 
would then be offloaded via a ship-to-ship transfer 
to the Panama-flagged, 2000-built VLGC Pawan 
Putra (IMO: 9195494), codenamed in some of 
the leaked emails as “P67”, in Khalid port in the 
United Arab Emirates. Sea Opera’s master was 
to manipulate the vessel’s AIS and long-range 
identification and tracking (LRIT) signal to conceal 
the visit to Iran and the STS transfer.

“Kindly instruct master of Sea Opera after 
completion of bunkering and formalities 
accomplished to sail out the vessel from KFK [Khor 
Fakkan] anchorage as fast as possible and no need to 
stay at SHJ OPL [Sharjah outer-port limit] drifting, 
only switch off vessel’s AIS & LRIT to simulator and 
then proceed at max speed to ASL [Assaluyeh, Iran] 
and tender NOR [notice of readiness] for loading 
cargo as nominated,” A PGPICC employee wrote to 
Sea Opera’s owner Triliance on April 11.

Sea Opera arrived at Assaluyeh on April 13, 
according to the emails. The PGPICC employee 
wrote again to Triliance the following day, stating 
that he was waiting on its “final measures/action 
taken” on “vessel location adjustment and tracking 
through simulator” to show Sea Opera ostensibly 
loading in Iraq’s Khor Al Zubair port.

“Considering above and that, the simulator will be 
adjusted to show vessel tracking off KAZ [Khor Al 
Zubair], therefore, please instruct master of Sea 
Opera after completion of loading and all formalities 
accomplished to sail out the vessel from ASL and 
proceed to Sharjah OPL,” the email read.

Complications arose

However, some complications arose. Triliance 
responded on April 15, stating that the vessel was 

inspected on April 11 while bunkering at Khor 
Fakkan, before heading to Assaluyeh, and was 
instructed to rectify several defects before 
“any operation”.

“Therefore, we cannot show vessel’s changing place 
and show him [Sea Opera] in KAZ,” an account 
associated with Triliance wrote, citing risk of class 
cancellation.

The parties then decided to simulate the loading to 
appear in Sohar, Oman, potentially because of its 
proximity to Khor Fakkan.

“According to our top Manager instruction, please 
go ahead with arranging Sea Opera AIS simulator 
to show Sohar as load port and the agent as well as 
the Owners of daughter vessel P67 been informed 
& their approvals obtained on this operation 
condition,” the PGPICC official wrote.

“Kindly request Master of vessel to facilitate us with 
arrival/departure timings for purpose of Sohar PC 
according to adjustment of simulator at Sohar.”

Lloyd’s List Intelligence vessel-tracking data shows 
an extended period of AIS manipulations in April 
2023 by Sea Opera, consistent with the emails.

AIS data shows the VLGC sailing on April 11 to a 
spot about halfway between Khor Fakkan and Kuh 
Mobarak, Iran, where its AIS becomes impossibly 
still — an indication of AIS manipulation. The signal 
remains there until April 15, when it starts sailing 
south and again becomes extremely still off Sohar, 
before returning to the same midway spot as before 
on April 17. An AIS gap is then opened until April 
20 at about 1800 hrs UTC, several hours after the 
emails show Sea Opera left Sharjah following the 
conclusion of the STS transfer. Satellite imagery 
from April 14 and 16 further indicates Sea Opera 
was manipulating its AIS.

Pawan Putra berthed at Port Khalid on April 18, 
and while Sea Opera’s AIS was off at the time, 
surveyor documents, and noon reports from the 
vessel’s master verify the STS took place in Port 
Khalid, beginning on April 18 and ending two days 
later.

A Triliance employee later bemoaned the risk the 
company took when undertaking the STS operation 
at the port, stating in an email to the PGPICC that 
their company, “accepted to discharge cargo via 
double banking which put on the huge risk”.
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Emails requesting comments from two Triliance-
associated addresses that appeared in the leaks were 
not deliverable, suggesting the accounts were shut 
after they were exposed. Lloyd’s List could not find 
contact details for the Hong Kong-based single-ship 
company that is listed on shipping databases as Sea 
Opera’s registered owner and shipmanager.

Pawan Putra is ultimately owned by Japan-
based Phoenix Company Limited. The company 
told Lloyd’s List in an email that the vessel “is 
on bareboat charter and accordingly the vessel’s 
operations are not conducted by our company”.

“We will refrain from making any comments on our 
customer due to confidentiality obligations.”

The ship’s manager at the time did not respond to an 
emailed request for comment.

Forged documents

Like most Iranian cargoes shipped on VLGCs, 
the LPG on Pawan Putra was delivered to China, 
arriving at the port of Dongshan in early May 2023. 
A draft of the cargo manifest showed the LPG 
originated in Sharjah.

The bills of lading for Sea Opera dated April 
17, 2023, show that it loaded 21,330 tonnes of 
propane 21,219 tonnes of butane in Sohar, Oman. 
Additionally, a sail certificate purportedly issued by 
Omani customs authorities likewise indicates that 
Sea Opera left the sultanate on April 17, with time of 
departure cited as 0300 hrs.

However, an ullage report bearing the National 
Iranian Oil Company letterhead dated April 15 
shows the propane and butane were loaded in 
Assaluyeh. Moreover, even the vessel’s “simulated” 
AIS signal does not show it calling at Sohar Port.

The certificate of origin for Sea Opera’s “Omani” 
LPG was issued by Oman-based Babylon Marine 
Services. Lloyd’s List could not find records of the 
company in the sultanate’s commercial registration 
database, or an email or phone number to contact 
the company.

Lloyd’s List has approached the Royal Oman 
Police and the Directorate General of Customs for 
verification of the sail certificate and certificate 
of origin.

WHAT TO WATCH 

Ukraine’s maritime trade forced offline by 
Russian aggression
UKRAINE’S seaborne trade has “gone dark” in 
response to a spate of Russian attacks on the 
country’s greater Odesa ports that saw at least four 
civilian ships damaged last month.

New guidance for ships sailing to Chornomorsk, 
Odesa and Yuzhnyy (Pivdennyi) was issued on 
October 15 with masters being instructed to turn off 
their Automatic Identification System signals while 
sailing through the Black Sea corridor and 
while berthed.

Only a couple of ships have had their AIS turned on 
while at port since this notice, and every call made 
to the deepsea ports in November was a dark port 
call (when a ship calls with AIS disabled), according 
to Lloyd’s List Intelligence vessel-tracking data.

The intensity of Russia’s strikes against Ukrainian 
ports increased for a period of about 10 days in 

October which resulted in several merchant ships 
being struck.

One ship, the Palau-flagged general cargoship 
Optima (IMO: 9528691) was struck twice in two 
separate incidents.

At the time, Ukraine’s deputy prime minister 
and minister of infrastructure and regional 
policy Oleksiy Kuleba described the attacks of a 
“purposeful practice of intimidation” designed to 
obstruct Ukraine’s maritime trade.

Kuleba has since said the country is working to 
strengthen defence measures in each port.

Vessels calling at Ukrainian ports have always been 
and continue to be at risk of becoming collateral 
damage during Russian strikes on the ports and 
surrounding areas.
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Download the Lloyd’s List App — the essential 
tool for staying ahead in the maritime industry, 

anytime, anywhere! Available now on the App Store 
and Google Play. More information here

ANALYSIS 

Are nuclear-powered ships closer than ever?
A RECENT concept design published by the ABS 
showed how an LNG carrier could be powered by 
two high-temperature gas-cooled reactors, small 
enough to be transported by rail or truck.

The design is indicative of shipping’s swing towards 
nuclear as a possible fuel source, arguably out of 
desperation for a viable zero-emissions fuel.

What’s changed is advanced nuclear technology, 
a broad term which encompasses small modular 
reactors (that can be mass-produced) and reactors 
using ambient cooling systems, rather than 
pressurised water.

SMRs could, feasibly, be installed on ships and used 
to generate power. This idea is not a new one, but the 
appetite from both regulators and indeed owners 
was lacking.

International Maritime Organization secretary-
general Arsenio Dominguez told the Global 
Maritime Forum in Tokyo this year that nuclear was 
“very much on the table”.

ABS’ design and announcements such as that of 
Samsung Heavy that it will develop nuclear powered 
vessels demonstrate the changing attitudes to 
nuclear power.

“I think we are closer than we have been for some 
time,” nuclear technology developer Core Power 
director of business development Tobi Menzies told 
Lloyd’s List.

He said it was right that the IMO had “nuclear on its 
mind” and that it was “high time” that the 1981 Code 
of Safety for Nuclear Merchant Ships was revised 
to bring it into line with “43 years of shipping safety 
and nuclear safety developments”.

Andreas Dracoulis, a partner at law firm Haynes and 
Boone, explained that the nuclear chapter in Solas 
is largely based on older, pressurised water reactors 
and would need to be updated before the adoption of 
nuclear-powered ships.

But Bureau Veritas offshore gas and power market 
leader Jose Esteve said the IMO alone would not be 
able to effectively regulate nuclear shipping.

Instead, he said, the International Atomic Energy 
Agency would need to be involved. The two 
regulators had worked together before in the 1960s.

But crucially the IAEA lacks the universal 
acceptance the IMO has. For example, a nuclear 
power plant designer that was licensed in France 
may have to gain further approval to build in the 
UK, Esteve said.

Setting aside the regulatory barriers, which given 
Dominguez’s comments appear surmountable, 
insurance remains a problem.

“I would say the biggest hurdle to nuclear propulsion 
right now is that there is no ratified liabilities 
convention that sets the ceiling of total damage the 
insurance companies will have to pay in case of 
incident,” Esteve said.

Such conventions do exist on land, Esteve added, 
and the 1962 Brussels convention did try to address 
this problem at sea, but it was never ratified.

Most of the issues surrounding liability come down 
to emergency planning zones: theoretical areas 
around nuclear facilities where public authorities 
and emergency services prepare for a nuclear 
accident.

EPZs for pressurised water reactors (which make 
up some 90% of all nuclear reactors in use) can be 
between 10 km and 25 km.

Such zones can be managed on land, Menzies 
explained, “and the terrestrial nuclear industry 
knows how to do it very well”.

But now think about a containership calling at Long 
Beach; the 16 km radius mandated by the US now 
encompasses more than 1m people. The same vessel 
calling at APM Terminals’ Newark terminal would 
have an EPZ covering the homes of 3m people.
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“It’s an insurmountable challenge really for a 
commercial operator to cover that kind of liability,” 
Menzies said.

But that is based on old reactors. Menzies said 
work was ongoing on advanced reactors that could 
potentially have an EPZ that could be reduced down 
to the beam of the vessel. He said that liability could 
then be covered by a hybrid of marine and nuclear 
insurance.

“What we’re trying to achieve is a situation where 
the entire power plant can be built in a factory, and 
there’s no better factory environment than that for a 
shipyard,” Menzies said.

“Some of these shipyards around the world are used 
to building hugely complex assets and churning 
them out with great regularity. We think that model 
can work very well for the nuclear sector,” he said.

Menzies imagined a vessel would be built in a 
conventional shipyard, moved to a nuclear specialist 
yard to have the reactor fitted, which would carry 
sufficient fuel for the vessel’s lifetime. It would then 
return to that yard for periodic maintenance and 

at the end of the vessel’s life, to have the reactor 
removed.

“In the case of a molten salt reactor, you can 
actually remove that liquid fuel from the reactor in a 
relatively straightforward way. That fuel can actually 
be reprocessed, topped up and used again in a new 
reactor, going into vessel two,” he said.

“The technology is not the issue,” Esteve said. 
“The issue first and foremost is the lack of liability 
convention.”

This is not to say that if a convention was signed 
tomorrow, we would have nuclear-powered boxships 
by Christmas. There is still a lot of work to be done, 
but Esteve is confident that it would be possible to 
deploy pilot vessels powered by the new generation 
of nuclear reactors soon.

“Assuming that goes well, then it means that by 
2040-2045, you could see the first fleet of nuclear-
propelled using one or several of these technologies 
awarded for construction in licensed shipyards,” 
he said.

Shipping energy transition hindered by 
missing links in green fuel supply chain
THE UK shipping industry has paid tribute to 
former deputy prime minister John Prescott, whose 
death at the age of 86 was announced on Thursday.

Mark Brownrigg, who was director general of the 
UK Chamber of Shipping at the time when Prescott 
was in office, said in a post on LinkedIn that it was 
important to recognise the “huge role” Prescott had 
played in support of British shipping in bringing the 
industry together and persuading Prime Minister 
Tony Blair and Chancellor Gordon Brown to back the 
industry’s call for the tonnage tax.

“That put the UK’s shipping sector on a competitive 
footing with shipping elsewhere in the world 
and was accompanied by measures to encourage 
employment of British seafarers,” Brownrigg said.

“There was a paradox that the man, who had had 
fractious relationships with the industry in his early 
career, was to be both at the heart of government 
with a true understanding of the sector’s importance 
and the facilitator of the major change which would 
reverse the 25-year contraction of the UK fleet.”

Prescott had a close association with shipping, 
starting his career as ship’s steward on Cunard Line, 
where he became a representative of the National 
Union of Seamen (later the RMT).

Writing in a history of the Chamber, Brownrigg 
noted that within weeks of the Labour 
Government’s election in 1997, Prescott established 
a Shipping Working Group to enable the maximum 
economic and environmental benefits of shipping; 
reverse the decline in the UK merchant fleet; and 
to encourage owners to commit more resources to 
seafarer training.

A closer co-operation with the industry would lead, 
in 2000, to the introduction of the UK tonnage tax 
regime.

The fact that Prescott, as a former seafarer, held the 
post he did and was at the heart of government with 
a “true understanding of the sector’s importance”, 
was critical to establishing the “new, more positive 
era”, Brownrigg wrote.
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“Difficult and blunt to deal with, yes. Mercurial and 
unpredictable, yes. But a man who had unexpected 
warmth and put aside his deep differences to help 
save the industry,” Brownrigg said.

“His involvement was crucial - and the reversal 
would not have happened without him.”

Prescott also served as patron to the Merchant Navy 
Welfare Board and was engaged with improving the 
lot of seafarers through his involvement.

“He cared deeply about seafarers and their lives,” 
said MNWB chief executive Stuart Rivers.

“He always showed a huge interest in the charity 
and the work we’ve been doing to help co-ordinate 
welfare efforts to support those on the ground.”

Prescott served as deputy prime minister from 1997-
2007, and retired as an MP in 2010, after which he 
entered the House of Lords.

Sanctions cast shadows on shipping but 
opportunities remain in Hong Kong
AMID forecasts of further disruptions to the supply 
chain as geopolitical tensions rise, Hong Kong 
still has opportunities to bolster its position as a 
shipping hub by leveraging its unique expertise and 
resources, experts told the Xinde Marine Forum 
during the Hong Kong Maritime Week.

The increased restrictions in global trade pose a 
threat to shipping clusters including Hong Kong, 
Maritime London chief executive Jos Standerwick 
said.

With the second Trump administration to take office 
in the US, unilateral sanctions were unlikely to end; 
in fact, the opposite was expected, he said.

“I think we’ll see a tightening of sanctions against 
Iran and Venezuela, and the administration has 
already said that they are in favour of the oil price 
cap as a mechanism to control the price of Russian 
crude,” Standerwick said, noting that the shipping 
industry would have to live with the situation.

Moreover, the Republican administration had been 
very clear about its support for tariffs, he pointed 
out, but “there is a bit of a silver lining”.

Further trade growth between Asia and the US 
could be expected, as seen during Trump’s first 
term when tariffs were imposed, alongside the US’ 
reliance on trade with China.

“Hong Kong and London have a unique role to play 
as advocates for globalisation and the liberal global 
trading regime, which both our clusters and indeed, 
the shipping industry have been beneficiaries of.”

Another challenge faced by Hong Kong was the 
competition from other parts of Asia.

“Some of the other Asian maritime hubs are also 
trying incredibly hard to position themselves as the 
place to go for maritime services,” International 
Group of P&I Clubs chief executive Nick Shaw 
said, referring to Shanghai, Singapore, Dubai, and 
the growing emergence of India as an important 
maritime trading nation.

Hong Kong must emphasise its key advantages, 
including being a free port and key gateway to 
China, as well as the valuable talent pool, according 
to Shaw.

The “one country, two systems”, which stands for 
the framework allowing Hong Kong to maintain its 
capitalistic systems separate from those of mainland 
China, is vital for inspiring international business 
confidence to come through Hong Kong, he noted.

Edward Liu, principal representative of the 
International Chamber of Shipping (China) Liaison 
Office, also stressed the value of professionals 
during the rising sanctions era.

As global trade has become increasingly complex 
due to growing unilateral sanctions, managing 
risk exposure required investment in due diligence 
and meeting know-your-customer regulations, Liu 
said, noting Hong Kong could provide the expertise 
needed to help stakeholders in the shipping industry 
understand counterparty risk, which was crucial in 
today’s trading environment.

The Hong Kong government has prioritised 
strengthening the shipping and port industry as a 
significant part of its 2024 policy address released in 
October. This includes introducing tax concessions, 
establishing a commodity trading ecosystem, and 
attracting more mainland and overseas maritime 
service enterprises.
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The policy address also announced that the existing 
Hong Kong Maritime and Port Board would be 
reconstituted as the Hong Kong Maritime and Port 

Development Board, a high-level advisory body that 
will assist the government in formulating policies 
and long-term development strategies.

MARKETS 

LA/LB cargo volumes near record levels ahead 
of upcoming tariff ‘headache’
COMBINED cargo volumes at the ports of Los 
Angeles and Long Beach neared record levels in 
October, owing to a strong US economy, and a pull-
forward of cargo because of expected tariffs and 
labour uncertainty at the US east and Gulf coast 
ports.

The two ports handled 1.89m teu between them, 
slightly below the all-time record of 1.92m teu 
reached during the pandemic-era supply chain crisis 
in May 2021.

The port of Long Beach accounted for 987,191 teu, 
its strongest-ever month on record. Los Angeles 
handled 905,026 teu, its best October on record. It 
also marked the first time the port of Los Angeles 
surpassed 900,000 teu for four consecutive months.

Imports at the San Pedro Bay ports reached a 
combined 950,303 teu, the third-strongest level 
on record.

“These robust, sustained volumes will likely 
continue in the coming months with strong 
consumer spending, an early Lunar New Year, 
importer concerns about unresolved east coast 
labour issues and the possibility of new tariffs next 
year that could drive up shipping costs,” port of Los 
Angeles executive director Gene Seroka said during 
a press briefing on Wednesday.

Los Angeles’ November volumes are expected to 
reach about 850,000 teu, putting the port on course 
to surpass 10m teu for the full year for the second 
time in its history.

“That would make for an extraordinary year,” said 
Seroka.

However, with an incoming president who’s 
promising unprecedented tariffs, the road ahead is 
bumpy.

“I suspect we’ll encounter some new headwinds that 
our industry would have to navigate,” Seroka added.

A ‘headache’ for shippers

The Port of Los Angeles’ press briefing featured 
Mary Lovely, a senior fellow at the Peterson Institute 
for International Economics and a professor emerita 
of economics in Syracuse University.

Seroka asked Lovely how she expects US trade 
policy to evolve under the Trump administration 
and when she expects changes to take effect.

 “I think we should start with the three most 
important words today, which are: uncertainty, 
uncertainty, uncertainty. If I were to add one more, 
it would be disruption,” she answered.

“So, we’re looking ahead to a period that we think will 
be very active for trade policy and that’s going to cause 
a lot of headaches and rearrangements for shippers, as 
well as for managers of global supply chains.

“We expect that the new administration will get to 
work right away, particularly [with] tariffs on China. 
We think the president-elect will use the authority 
that has already been established under section 
301… to at least begin to raise tariffs on China,” 
Lovely said.

After that, Trump will likely turn to other US 
trading partners, including those that have free 
trade agreements with the US, she said.

These protectionist policies will likely adversely 
impact trade flows and reduce the amount of 
containerised cargo coming in and out of the US — 
and carried by ocean carriers.

Importers of finished goods will incur higher costs that 
will be passed down to consumers, which could put 
downward pressure on import demand. In addition, 
manufacturers that import inputs for products that 
are ultimately exported will also have to contend with 
higher costs that will reduce their competitiveness. 
Meanwhile, retaliatory tariffs will also potentially 
reduce the competitiveness of US exports.
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“We’ll definitely see an effect on trade flows, both 
imports and exports. The flows will decrease despite 
having what I think will be a fairly robust economy 
next year,” said Lovely.

“Our imports will be taxed, consumers will turn 
towards domestic goods or services, [and] our 
exports will be hurt because we’re going to see 
higher prices on the things that producers use to 
produce things in the United States.

“… A lot of what comes through the port of Los 
Angeles are in fact intermediary inputs used by 
American manufacturers to create goods here in the 
US. They’ll be hurt [by these price increases] and 
they will find in the global marketplace that their 
competitors are not hamstrung in the same way.

“So, I think we’re going to see an impact on both 
import flows and export flows.”

Lovely noted that while the US is the second-largest 
exporter globally of manufactured goods, neither the 
Trump nor Harris paid much attention to exports in 
their campaigns.

“That’s unfortunate, because our exporters are 
our biggest, most productive, most innovative 
companies. That’s not just me saying it — that’s fact,” 
she said.

“All of these policies really do handicap our 
exporters.”

Euroseas orders 4,200 teu pair amid 
market confidence
EUROSEAS has ordered two intermediate-sized 
containerships, as cash piles up from a stronger than 
expected boxship market.

At 4,200 teu, the modern fuel-efficient vessels to be 
constructed by Jiangsu Yangzi Xinfu Shipbuilding 
are the largest ordered new by Euroseas.

The Nasdaq-listed owner said the vessels are 
scheduled for delivery in the fourth quarter of 2027 
and will cost about $60m each, to be funded with a 
combination of debt and equity.

Euroseas has six vessels of around this size, all more 
than 15 years old, in its fleet of 23 ships on the water 
— a majority of which are feeders.

It has a newbuilding programme that has seen it 
take delivery of three new vessels of 1,800 teu and 
another four of 2,800 teu, with a final 2,800 teu pair 
expected in 2025.

Company chief executive Aristides Pittas said a 
large orderbook presented “the main challenge” for 
the containership sector, but this did not apply in 
Euroseas’ segment of the market.

“On the contrary, the orderbook for the feeder and 
intermediate segments... is very modest against a 
fleet age profile that includes a high percentage of 
vessels older than 20 years,” he said.

This was projected to result in minimal fleet growth 
or even fleet shrinkage, Pittas added.

Given the healthy dynamics of these sectors and that 
cash reserves were “over and above our dividend 
distribution and share repurchase programme 
needs”, Euroseas had decided to extend its 
newbuilding investments to strength its position in 
the intermediate vessel segment.

“Within a market that continues to be strong and 
has a significant charter backlog, we expect our 
earnings to continue to be strong and our cash 
reserves to continue increasing as indicated by our 
results for the third quarter of 2024,” Pittas said.

Third-quarter net revenues increased by 5.6% to 
$54.1m and Euroseas posted adjusted net income of 
$27.4m versus $28.2m in the same quarter last year.

Total daily operating expenses, excluding 
drydocking costs, averaged $7,249 per vessel, 
compared with an average of $7,692 in the third 
quarter of 2023.

The company attributed the decrease to the 
“significantly” lower operating costs of the seven 
newbuildings that have joined the fleet in the past 17 
months.

Net profits for the first nine months of the year came 
to $88.4m, close to matching last year’s results at 
the same stage.

“During the third quarter of 2024, the containership 
markets remained around the levels reached during 
the first half of the year, although chartering activity 
slowed down,” said Pittas.
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“However, in October and through mid-November 
2024, the market has strengthened and charterers’ 
interest in concluding charters, many of them with 
forward fixings, increased.”

In recent weeks, the Greece-based owner has not 

only managed to fix three of its newbuildings at high 
rates, but also clinch healthily paid 14- to 18-month 
charter extensions for two 23-year-old ships.

The company has declared a dividend of $0.60 per 
share for the third quarter.

HSBC raises estimates for Maersk on hopes of 
more cargo front-loading
HSBC has raised its outlook for Maersk, saying 
it expects higher rates driven by front-loading to 
outpace container shipping supply growth.

The bank increased its target share price for the 
Danish container giant to DKK15,000 ($1,358) from 
DKK12,300 and maintained its ‘buy’ rating.

HSBC said looming US east coast port strikes and 
an earlier Lunar New Year would drive cargo front-
loading — when freight buyers bring orders forward 
to beat expected shipping disruptions — into the end 
of the year, as would fears about potential Trump 
tariffs.

“This should bode well for shipping lines, which will 
be renewing Asia-Europe contracts towards year-
end,” HSBC said in a research note.

“We expect to see a significant step-up in contract 
rates in 2025 compared to 2024, which should 
provide meaningful uplift to 2025 earnings.”

Effective freight rates should be in the range of 
$2,000-$3000 per feu compared with $1,200-
$1,500 per feu in 2024, according to Linerlytica.

Meanwhile, shipbroker Clarksons expects fleet 
capacity growth to slow from over 10% to 5%, driven 

by continued Red Sea diversions, while teu-mile 
demand would grow 18% this year and 3% in 2025.

HSBC said: “While supply growth still exceeds 
demand and we continue to assume freight rates to 
trend lower in 2025 as our base case, we think the 
pace of supply delivery and demand front-loading 
indicates that near-term freight rates may not 
capitulate as the market feared.”

The bank predicted Maersk’s ocean earnings before 
interest and tax margin to normalise to 7.4% in 2025 
from 12.7% in 2024, still above the 6.6% of 2023, 
and to break even in 2026.

“This leads to 46% uplift in our 2025 ebit estimate to 
significantly above consensus,” HSBC said.

HSBC said this should push Maersk toward share 
buybacks or even special dividends.

It expected free cashflow in 2025 to reach $1.7bn, 
compared with consensus estimates of -$1.1bn.

Ebit from Maersk’s ocean division surged to $5.9bn 
from $2.9bn in the third quarter of 2024, amid 
high demand and Red Sea diversions soaking up 
container shipping capacity.

Star Bulk sees mixed news for shipping in 
second coming of Trump
STAR Bulk Carriers, the leading US-listed dry bulk 
owner, sees both pluses and minuses from a looming 
Donald Trump presidency.

“Overall, there are positives and negatives,” said 
chief executive Petros Pappas this week when an 
analyst asked his view of how the incoming Trump 
administration is likely to affect shipping.

“We actually see more positives in it, except if it 
leads to an opening up of the Red Sea. That could 
actually balance towards a negative,” Pappas told an 

earnings call audience.

The scenario that linked the change in US 
administration to a potential reduction in risks for 
vessels transiting the Red Sea was if Iran stopped 
supporting the Houthi rebels in Yemen as “a side-
effect” of a change in Iranian’s overall defence 
thinking, triggered by Trump’s second term as 
president.

“If the Red Sea opens, that is not going to be a 
positive for shipping,” said Pappas.
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“We all know that a big percentage of vessels 
actually go via the Cape of Good Hope and therefore 
tonne-miles increase.”

When it came to Ukraine, though, speculation by Star 
Bulk management leaned towards the positive side.

“Another effect of the Trump policies could be that 
the Ukraine war stops,” Pappas noted.

“That has created inefficiencies up to now, but 
we think here that Europe will not give up their 
sanctions right away. So that will probably continue.

“And, hopefully, there is going to be reconstruction 
in Ukraine, which would be a very positive thing.”

Another dividend of peace would be a likely increase 
in exports from the Black Sea by both Russia and 
Ukraine, he added.

Aside from unpredictable developments in the 
conflicts in Ukraine and the Middle East, Pappas 
saw some potential positive results from Trump’s 
threatened tariffs on imports.

The direct effect on dry bulk trades might be 
“relatively small” as the US share of dry bulk trade 
was “not huge”.

However if the US slapped large tariffs on Beijing, 
China would likely import less from the US and 
more from South America.

“That is going to create longer distances and more 
importantly will probably create more congestion 
because the South American ports are perhaps less 
efficient than the US ports,” he said.

“So I think that I would consider that that would be 
a positive effect.”

Among the possible positive consequences of Trump 
increases in tariffs, Pappas speculated that they 
could stimulate China into boosting its economy as a 
counter-measure.

However, overall it was “probable” that tariffs would 
have a negative effect on the world economy.

“We cannot evaluate that right now,” he said. “But 
we believe there’s going to be less trade overall at the 
end of the day.”

Tariffs would influence containerships more than 
other sectors, because there is more container trade 
from China to the US. 

However, reduced container trade could also have a 
knock-on effect on supramaxes.

When containerships are doing very well, there is 
cannibalisation of commodities from containerships 
to supramax vessels,” he commented.

Star Bulk, the Nasdaq-listed owner of 156 bulkers, 
has just reported increased third-quarter earnings 
in the wake of its merger with Eagle Bulk that added 
a large fleet of supramaxes and ultramaxes to its 
operation.

Since the merger was completed back in April, the 
company had achieved synergies from integration 
of more than $9m, with “significant potential” 
for further savings in operating expenses and 
drydocking costs.

Star Bulk’s third-quarter net income increased by 
86% compared with last year, to $81.3m, and voyage 
revenues jumped by 54% to $344.3m.

During the earnings call, Pappas conceded that 
there had been some divergence in how the various 
segments of the dry bulk market had developed 
recently.

Rather than the capesizes or smaller geared bulkers, 
“the problem is actually with the panamaxes.”

This was surprising in view of widely touted data 
showing volumes of panamax cargoes increasing 
significantly in 2024.

Part of the explanation was that the supply of 
tonnage had been “relatively high” at 3.4% and 
“most of the reduction in [port] congestion has been 
on those vessels.”

A third problem was that 42% of the additional 
tons of cargo this year had been in Indonesian coal 
shipments to China, a relatively short haul.

Meanwhile, Brazil corn exports to China, a long 
distance trade served “mostly” by panamaxes, fell 
this year by 7m tons.

Other factors weighing on panama rates were the 
opening of the Panama Canal, a decrease in Russian 
grain exports from the Black Sea, and a reduction in 
Chinese coastal trade that released further panama 
tonnage on to the market, Pappas said.

“All that conspired in reducing actual demand in 
tonne miles for the panamax sector,” he underlined.
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BDI down 10% despite November rally
THE Baltic Dry Index is still 10% down on the same 
period last year, despite a significant rally since the 
beginning of November.

BIMCO shipping analyst Filipe Gouveia said the BDI 
“has recovered since the start of November due to 
stronger capesize freight rates, but the index is still 
down 10% year on year”.

“The capesize market has benefited from a 1% 
increase in shipments so far in November compared 
to October 2024 and November 2023. However, the 
increase has not been enough to recover to the highs 
seen during the first three quarters of 2024.”

Cape rates have weakened since the start of October, 
with one year time charter rates down 7%, Gouveia 
said, though the market remains stronger than 
November 2023.

Demand for capesizes is rising though, driven by 
seemingly limitless Chinese appetite for Brazilian 
iron ore.

The third quarter of 2024 saw iron ore shipments 
to China surpass 40m tonnes for the first time since 
2021, Signal market analyst Maria Bertzeletou said.

“If the current momentum in iron ore exports 
from Brazil persists, it could lead to higher levels 
of capesize vessel congestion at Brazilian ports, 
particularly for those loading iron ore. This increase 
in port congestion, already on the rise since early 
October, may soon translate into upward pressure 
on C3 (Tubarao to Qingdao) market rates,” she said.

More welcome news for ore carrier owners came 
from Vale earlier last month, which announced its 
best production figures in the third quarter of 2023 
since 2018 (91m tonnes). Competitor Rio Tinto also 
announced healthy production figures in 3Q24, up 
5% on the second quarter of the year.

Gouveia said forward freight agreements on the 
Baltic’s capesize 5TC (which calculates an average of 
five time charter routes in the segment) indicate that 
the market expects rates to remain around current 
levels in December, though FFAs indicate a drop in 
rates in the first quarter of 2025.

“Capesize freight rates could still reach the highs of 
this year in 2025 as the market will likely remain 
strong,” he said.

“We currently expect the supply/demand balance in 
the capesize market to remain balanced with both 
demand and supply growing by 0.5%-1.5%.”

IN OTHER NEWS  

Fake origin certificates disguising 
Russian oil, OFSI warns
THE UK sanctions watchdog 
has warned customers to watch 
out for fake certificates of origin 
disguising Russian oil shipments 
to flout the G7 price cap.

HM Treasury’s Office of Financial 
Sanctions Implementation 
advised UK entities on how to 
spot red flags to avoid breaching 
sanctions rules.

“Entities involved in the trade 
of Russian oil and oil products 
can use fabricated or falsified 
[COs] that claim Russian oil and 
oil products are of non-Russian 
origin,” OFSI said.

HD Hyundai Heavy finally ends wage 
and bargaining negotiations
SOUTH Korea’s HD Hyundai 
Heavy Industries and its 
union have ended their wage 
negotiations after the vote on the 
second tentative agreement was 
passed by a majority, following 
the earlier conclusion of talks by 
its competitors Samsung Heavy 
Industries and Hanwha Ocean.

HD HHI announced that out of 
6,656 voters, 3,664 (59.2%) voted 
in favour of the deal, while 2,484 
(40.1%) voted against.

The first agreement was defeated 
in a union ballot on November 8, 
when 3,658 (59.7%) voted against 
it. At the time, the union said 

the proposal did not reflect the 
wishes of members.

Gautam Adani indicted on $250m 
fraud charges in US
FOUNDER and chairman of 
Indian ports giant Adani Group, 
Gautam Adani, has been charged 
with fraud in US court, after an 
indictment was unsealed on 
Wednesday, November 20.

The US Attorney’s Office for the 
Eastern District of New York 
said Adani and several other 
defendants (including Sagar 
Adani, executive director of Adani 
Green Energy) have been charged 
with conspiracies to commit 
securities and wire fraud.
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The indictment alleges the 
defendants agreed to pay more 
than $250m in bribes to Indian 
government officials to obtain 
government solar energy supply 
contracts, which were projected 
to yield more than $2bn in profits 
after tax over a 20-year period.

Seafarers’ mental health: a call for 
awareness and action
SEAFARERS’ mental health, 
long debated yet persistently 
challenging to address, needs 
heightened awareness, targeted 
training and manageable 
workloads, experts said during 
Hong Kong Maritime Week.

The maritime industry is 
undergoing profound changes, 
marked by the continuous 
development of regulations, 
technological advancements 
and innovations such as fuel 
transitions. These developments 
demand increased training and 
workloads for seafarers, placing 
them under significant pressure, 
Girish Munjal, creative director of 
Maritime Knowledge, said at 
the event.

Nowadays, seafarers “wear too 
many hats” he said, referring 
to their multitude of job 
responsibilities, “leaving very little 
time for the rest and recovery 
necessary for mental wellness”.

Shipping pays tribute to industry ally 
John Prescott
THE UK shipping industry has 
paid tribute to former deputy 
prime minister John Prescott, 
whose death at the age of 86 was 
announced on Thursday..

Mark Brownrigg, who was director 
general of the UK Chamber 
of Shipping at the time when 
Prescott was in office, said in 
a post on LinkedIn that it was 
important to recognise the 
“huge role” Prescott had played 
in support of British shipping in 
bringing the industry together 

and persuading Prime Minister 
Tony Blair and Chancellor Gordon 
Brown to back the industry’s call 
for the tonnage tax.

“That put the UK’s shipping 
sector on a competitive footing 
with shipping elsewhere in the 
world and was accompanied 
by measures to encourage 
employment of British seafarers,” 
Brownrigg said.

Tech leaders partner with HD 
Hyundai to create production 
platform 
SOUTH Korea’s HD Hyundai’s 
shipbuilding subsidiaries — HD 
Hyundai Heavy Industries, HD 
Hyundai Samho and HD Hyundai 
Mipo — have entered into joint 
development agreements with 
technology providers such as 
Siemens, Dassault Systems, 
Aviva, Napa and Cadmatic to 
develop an integrated design-
production consolidation 
platform.

The integrated platform aims to 
consolidate the existing disparate 
systems used by the companies 
into one. These systems include 
computer-aided design to create 
detailed 3D models of ships 
before construction begins, 
product lifecycle management 
to monitor the entire life of the 
ship, and digital manufacturing 
to optimise the shipbuilding 
process.

HD Hyundai plans to be the first 
in the South Korean shipbuilding 
industry to build a digital 
automated production system 
that manages all data from ship 
design to production on a single 
platform.
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