
Lloyd’s List | Daily Briefing  Thursday 19 December, 2024 Page 1

Daily Briefing
Leading maritime commerce since 1734

Thursday 19 December, 2024

Ukraine ‘outraged’ at Yemen 
grain shipment from occupied 
Crimea

UKRAINE has said it is “outraged” after a Russian-f lagged vessel 
surreptitiously exported grain from a port under western 
sanctions in occupied Crimea to Houthi-controlled Yemen for the 
second time in a matter of months.

What Ukraine describes as “grain theft” via occupied ports and 
territories has become a common occurrence since the onset of 
Russia’s full invasion, with dozens of ships ferrying grain from 
occupied ports to the likes of Syria, Iran and other destinations.

Ukraine has long advocated for ports to reject such shipments 
should they be aware of their origin and says it has raised the 
issue with the International Maritime Organization.

In this instance, the ship, Zafar (IMO: 9720263), loaded grain at 
the Port of Sevastopol in early October and arrived at Saleef (also 
known as As-Salif) in Yemen in mid-November. It docked in 
Djibouti in the days before travelling to Saleef. 

All ships bringing goods into Houthi-controlled ports are 
mandated to stop in Djibouti for inspection by the United Nations 
Verification and Inspection Mechanism (UNVIM) for Yemen.
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UNVIM did not respond to requests for comment 
about whether Zafar had been inspected while in 
Djibouti. Nor did the United Nations Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA), 
which is the UN secretariat focal point for UNVIM.

However, satellite imagery and ship tracking data 
showed Zafar stationed at a dock in Djibouti in early 
November after waiting in anchorage for several 
days.

Even if Zafar had been cleared by UNVIM, it could 
not have acted just because the true port of origin 
was occupied Crimea. UNVIM’s role and mandate 
is to facilitate the movement of commercial items to 
Yemeni ports not under the government’s control, 
while also contributing to the upholding of the UN 
arms embargo. 

It is also possible that Zafar would not have been 
open to UNVIM about where it had sailed from.

The fact that it masked its presence in Sevastopol by 
switching off its Automated Identification System, 
and was only known to have been there because 
it was spotted in satellite imagery, suggests it may 
have not. It would have had to present a bill of 
lading and clearance from a load port, although it 
is not possible to know what was stated on those 
forms without access to the ship’s documentation. 
The ultimate owner of Zafar is not known but the 
manager of the ship did not respond to requests for 
comment.

Such a scenario would still raise questions for the 
UN and UNVIM. 

Zafar made an identical trip earlier this year, 
something that was reported by Bellingcat and 
Lloyd’s List at the time.

Experts told Lloyd’s List and Bellingcat back then 
that grain shipments from occupied Sevastopol 
being approved by UNVIM, even if full details 
were not clear and outside its mandate, created 
an awkward situation for the UN given a majority 
of member nations have repeatedly voted against 
Russia’s invasion of its neighbour.

The UN General Assembly has passed a number 
of resolutions against Russia’s invasion of Crimea 
and eastern Ukraine dating as far back as 2014. 
It also demanded Russia withdraw all military 
forces from Ukrainian territory following its 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. But unlike 
some resolutions from the Security Council, 

on which Russia sits and has a veto, General 
Assembly votes are not legally binding.

The Port of Sevastopol is currently under US and UK 
sanctions, while the terminal that Zafar docked at in 
Sevastopol is under EU sanctions. 

Importantly, however, there are no UN sanctions on 
the Port of Sevastopol or Russia.

A spokesperson for Ukraine’s Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs said that it was “outraged” that Zafar had 
sailed to Yemen from Crimea, although it did not 
comment on the role of UNVIM. The spokesperson 
added that Ukraine “continues to make every effort 
to expose Russia’s systematic and widespread theft 
of Ukrainian grain, as well as its illegal transfer 
through Ukraine’s temporarily occupied territories 
and unlawful activities in our closed sea ports.”

Neither the Russian government nor its foreign 
ministry responded to requests for comment. 

As with earlier shipments, it was also not clear 
exactly where the grain carried by Zafar to Yemen 
was harvested. However, some farmers in occupied 
eastern Ukraine have previously accused Russian 
forces of stealing grain that was subsequently 
exported.

Yemen is one of the world’s poorest countries. The 
decade-long civil war between the Saudi-backed 
internationally recognised government and Iranian-
backed Houthi forces has led to thousands of deaths 
and a humanitarian crisis. The UNHCR states 
millions have been displaced and there is a risk of 
widespread famine.

The November grain shipment carried by Zafar 
arrived in the days before international media 
reported mercenaries from Yemen were fighting on 
the frontline in Russia’s war in Ukraine.

The Financial Times detailed how hundreds of 
Yemenis were being forced to fight for Russia, with 
some saying they had been tricked into coming to 
Russia before being taken to the front lines against 
their will.

While there is no evidence of any connection 
between the shipments and the reports of Yemenis 
being deployed as fighters, the Financial Times 
reported US diplomats believed that Russia has 
been trying to explore contacts with the Houthis. 
However, Pentagon spokesperson Major General 
Pat Ryder told reporters in late November that 
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the US had not noticed any “significant” aid or 
contributions from the Houthis to influence the war 
in Ukraine. 

The US State Department did not address specific 
questions on Zafar when reached for comment 
by Bellingcat but it did express the importance 
of UNVIM’s role in facilitating the movement of 
goods while separately describing Russia’s theft of 
Ukrainian grain as “deplorable”.

How we Tracked Zafar

Zafar, a 37,300 dwt bulk carrier, was captured on 
satellite imagery loading grain at Sevastopol on 
October 6. It had its Automatic Identification System 
transponder turned off, masking its location from 
maritime observers and marine tracking data sites.

Deliberately switching off AIS is generally 
considered a deceptive shipping practice unless a 
vessel is in danger.

Zafar had turned off its AIS on September 28, with 
its last recorded position just south of the Kerch 
Strait between Crimea and Russia. It then visited 

Sevastopol, where it was pictured on satellite 
imagery loading grain before switching on AIS again 
on October 9.

The ship was pictured passing through the Bosporus 
Strait on October 14, before heading through 
the Suez Canal and onwards towards Djibouti, 
according to AIS.

After leaving Djibouti, it sailed to Saleef in western 
Yemen, where satellite imagery showed the ship 
being offloaded on November 13. AIS showed the 
ship in the port at the same time.

After leaving Saleef on November 18, Zafar sailed 
back through the Suez Canal, Bosporus Strait and 
once again into the Black Sea.

At the time of writing, Zafar had anchored in the 
Kerch Strait, a body of water between Russia and 
occupied Crimea, according to AIS data.

This was the same place it last disappeared from AIS 
before being captured in satellite imagery loading 
grain at the Port of Sevastopol.

WHAT TO WATCH 

Boxships hit by huge hike in International 
Group reinsurance levy
BOXSHIPS face a compulsory levy of as much as 
$200,000 per vessel to pay for the reinsurance 
arrangements under the International Group pool 
scheme, the 12-member association of P&I clubs has 
confirmed.

Other vessel types including clean tankers will 
also have to foot bigger bills, although in general 
the settlement is being seen as relatively mild by 
brokers.

Higher pricing for what remains one of the world’s 
largest reinsurance contracts has pretty much been 
baked in since last March, when a bridge spanning 
Baltimore harbour collapsed after it was struck by a 
container vessel.

In the event, reinsurance underwriters seem to 
have drawn the obvious conclusion from the Dali 
(IMO: 9697428) casualty, which could see payouts 
of several billion dollars if Maryland judge James 

Bredar rejects an application from the owners and 
managers to cap liability at $44m.

The development was confirmed in an 
announcement from the IG this morning, setting out 
the terms of its general excess of loss reinsurance 
contract — known as GXL in sector jargon — for the 
2025/2026 policy year.

It comes in contrast to the announcement this time 
last year, at which point the group was able to cut 
premiums in most cases.

Payment of the GXL levy, which ensures that vessels 
get liability cover in excess of $2bn, is effectively 
compulsory for any ship entered with any IG marine 
mutual.

It also provides cover for any excess on hull war 
insurance, which is a separate purchase from P&I. 
However, reinsurers have insisted on an exclusion 
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for Russia, Ukraine and Belarus, known in the 
jargon as the RUB exclusion.

It is assessed at a flat rate per gross tonne, which 
for vessels designated ‘FCCs’ (fully cellular 
containerships) has been set at 89.03 US cents. With 
24,000 teu units weighing in at about 235,000 gt, 
the bill would come in at $209,220.

Clean tankers are the other vessel type to see a big 
increase, which has been pitched at 8.9% or 43.37 
cents per gt. That would mean $28,190 for a 65,000 
gt aframax.

Otherwise, rates for ‘persistent oil tankers’ — more 
popularly, dirty tankers — are up 1.5% to 62.58 
cents. For a VLCC of about 160,000 gt, that works 
out at $101,128.

Dry ships are up 3.3% to 60.54 cents per gt, 

passengerships up 1.6% to $3.439 per gt, chartered 
tankers 3.8% to 32.46 cents per gt and chartered 
dries 3.3% to 15.77 cents per gt.

A statement from Britannia director Mike Hall, who 
chairs the IG’s reinsurance committee, said: “The 
renewal this year has been a challenging one given 
the Baltimore bridge loss.”

However, the engagement of lead reinsurer AXA XL 
and the other members of the reinsurance panel had 
“achieved a fair renewal outcome for all our parties”, 
he added.

As previously, each IG constituent club will hang 
on to a $10m retention, with the clubs thereafter 
pooling claims for $90m excess $10m, after which 
the reinsurance mechanisms kick in, starting with 
an annual aggregate deductible provided by IG 
captive Hydra.

What does a fake flag certificate look like? 
Lloyd’s List shows you
A FALSE certificate of registration for the St 
Maarten flag that is littered with spelling errors and 
ambiguities was issued four days ago to a 20-year-
old tanker.

Lloyd’s List obtained a copy of the certificate after it 
was provided by purported new owners as evidence 
the vessel should no longer be considered as part of 
the Lloyd’s List *dark fleet.

The certificate for the tanker, formerly known 
as Cimarron (IMO: 9255933), shows that it was 
renamed Ocean Koi. The certificate was issued by 
International Maritime Registries & Regulatory Inc, 
which goes by the acronym of MSTA Registry, on 
December 14.

The company’s website claims it is based in Beverley 
Hills, California, with the telephone number 
provided answered by a real estate agent.

The certificate states it is from “St Maarten Islands” 
even though St Maarten Island is just one island. 
It also says it is issued by the “St Maarten Islands 
Maritime Administration”, while the seal at the 
bottom of the document references “St Maarten 
Island Maritime Administration”.

The ship is “registered under guidelines provided 
and acepted (sic)”, the certificate adds. The 
classification society is given as LUCDRA Class 

for which no recognised organisation can be 
determined.

The 72,735 dwt tanker is now at the Zhejiang 
Haizhou shipyard at Zhoushan port in China, and 
doesn’t appear to have left Chinese waters in at least 
12 months, vessel tracking shows.

In the past five years it has been flagged with 
Palau, Comoros, Panama, Tanzania and Cameroon. 
Cameroon was the most recent flag.

The new owners are provided as Xiang Hang 
Marine, incorporated in the Marshall Islands. 
There is a company by this name in that country’s 
registrar, showing it was incorporated in August 
2023.

The Dutch ministry of Infrastructure and Water 
Management and the government of St. Maarten 
were aware of the fraudulent certificates and were 
looking into ways to counteract them, a spokesman 
from the ministry told Lloyd’s List.

There are currently 12 ships now showing as 
falsely flagged with St Maarten in the International 
Maritime Organization database, Lloyd’s List 
research shows. All were flagged by the MSTA-
Registry between August and December, with most 
being sanctioned vessels.
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Cimarron is the latest ship detected.

“St Maarten does not have an international flag 
registry for freighters, only for smaller pleasure 
crafts,” the spokesman said. 

“St Maarten did not authorise, appoint or designate 
any organisation or country to issue any documents, 
certificates or credentials on its behalf.”

The Netherlands planned to contact the US 
government over the issue, as the company issuing 
the fake certificates claimed to be American, he said.

The ministry has also contacted the IMO and port 
state control to let them know the certificates were 
fraudulent.

Cimarron is one of the 670 tankers defined as 
being part of the dark fleet under Lloyd’s List 
methodology. Further documentation provided to 
Lloyd’s List which cannot be verified claims the 
vessel was sold on November 24 to the new Chinese 
owners.

* 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.

ANALYSIS 

Could Trump support for dockworkers spur 
longer US port strike?
THE next strike deadline at US east and Gulf coast 
ports is now less than a month away – and labour 
and management are still not back at the negotiating 
table. The December 12 decision of president-
elect Donald Trump to back the International 
Longshoremen’s Association raises the spectre of a 
lengthy work stoppage.

The initial three-day strike ended on October 3 
following a “tentative” agreement by the employers’ 
group, the United States Maritime Alliance (USMX), 
to increase ILA member wages by 61.5%.

But that raise offer is contingent on the two sides 
successfully negotiating port automation language 
by January 15, when the extension of the current 
contract ends.

If not, the tentative wage agreement expires at 
midnight on that day. The ILA would go on strike 
at 12:01 am on January 16, and the two sides would 
theoretically have to renegotiate the wage hike on 
top of settling the highly contentious automation 
issue, making a speedy resolution even more 
challenging.

Asked by Lloyd’s List to confirm that the 61.5% 
wage increase offer expires at midnight on January 
15, a spokesperson for USMX confirmed, “Your 
assessment is correct.”

Consequences of a lengthy strike

A strike would be on its fifth day, almost twice 
as long than the October strike, by Trump’s 
inauguration on January 20. Large ship queues 
would have already formed off the coastlines. US 
business groups would presumably be imploring the 
new administration to invoke the Taft-Hartley Act 
to force an 80-day “cooling off” period, as they did 
with the Biden administration.

But Trump’s support of the ILA and his stated 
view of ocean carriers as “foreign companies” with 
“record profits” that are “looking for every last 
penny” at the expense of “the great men and women 
at our docks” does not sound like a prelude to 
invoking Taft-Hartley.

The ILA said that its president, Harold Daggett, 
“enjoys a strong relationship with president-elect 
Donald Trump that goes back decades”, and noted 
that the recent meeting with Trump at Mar-a-Lago 
was their second in 13 months.

Maersk sent an advisory to customers on Tuesday 
stating, “The situation remains dynamic as we 
await further developments, with the possibility of a 
strike…increasing without a settled contract.”

Maersk said it has already “identified potentially 
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impacted vessels and is preparing contingency 
plans” that will “ensure operations are completed 
on time and that vessels are not docked during the 
work stoppage”.

During a Flexport webinar on Wednesday, Jannik 
Amstutz, a senior manager of ocean freight for 
Flexport, said, “There is still a potential chance 
that the strike is not going to happen, but with 
the meeting between Trump and the ILA, it is 
questionable that they can come to an agreement 
before a possible strike.”

Flexport estimates there will be roughly a week of 
disruptions for every day of a strike, with a week-
long work stoppage “most likely causing six to seven 
weeks of disruptions, which would go into the end of 
February”, said Amstutz.

The strike will already be near that one-week length 
if it occurs at the tail end of the lame-duck Biden 
administration and is not resolved until Trump 
takes office.

Amstutz said a strike of a week or longer “would 
be exactly one of those events that will heavily 
impact the available space and capacity in the fleet, 
[creating] congestion at the ports and worsening of 
schedule reliability, and as such, impacts on rates 
could be expected”.

Contingency planning for shippers

During a Port of Los Angeles press conference on 
Tuesday, strike contingency plans – and the limits 
to contingency options – were discussed by the 
port’s executive director, Gene Seroka, and Scott 
Kelly, vice president of Americas ocean services for 
Expeditors International.

Seroka said that concern over a renewed ILA strike 

has “increased cargo movements through Los 
Angeles” as importers divert cargo as a hedge.

Los Angeles imported 458,165 teu last month – it’s 
third-best November for imports on record (eclipsed 
by November 2017 and November 2020). That said, 
imports are showing a normal seasonal pattern of 
sequential declines. This November’s imports were 
down 1% from October, 8% from September and 
10% from August.

Seroka said Los Angeles is ready to handle more 
redirected cargo should a strike close US east and 
Gulf coast ports. Rail dwell time has fallen from 
nearly 8.5 days earlier this year to under 4.5 days 
currently. Dwell time for truck cargo is at around 
three days, better than pre-Covid. The port is at 
80% capacity, “so we have room to grow if more 
cargo comes our way”.

But Kelly pointed out that the majority of cargo 
handled by US east and Gulf coast ports cannot by 
practically diverted to the west coast. He said that 
most of the cargo coming to ILA ports involves trade 
with Europe, South America and India.

“There are not many options, but we’re providing 
our customers with options through Canada, Mexico 
and air freight.

“Some of our customers are making decisions about 
shifting cargo,” confirmed Kelly. “But you have 
limited capacity in Montreal, Halifax and Mexico, 
and there is also the transit from Mexico to the US, 
so it’s a difficult situation.”

Some Expeditors International customers do have 
business models allowing shifts to the west coast 
“and we’re already seeing some of that”, said Kelly. 
“But we’re not seeing a mass migration yet.”

MARKETS 

Red Sea crisis heavily redirects LNG flows but 
doesn’t rescue LNG rates
HOUTHI attacks have halted almost all transits 
of LNG carriers through the Bab el Mandeb strait, 
forcing ships around the Cape of Good Hope. But 
unlike in other shipping segments, the Houthi 
attacks and route diversions have not had a positive 
effect on LNG freight rates.

Two shipping segments had unusually large 
orderbooks when route diversions began: container 
shipping and LNG shipping. In the case of container 
shipping, Cape of Good Hope diversions coincided 
with a period of rising demand for containerised 
imports. The combination of strong transport 
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demand and longer voyages more than offset new 
containership supply, at least in 2024.

Voyage distances for LNG shipping likewise 
increased due to the Red Sea crisis, but this 
coincided with a period of lower transport demand 
for LNG carriers.

New liquefaction projects suffered startup 
delays, limiting seaborne LNG cargo growth and 
temporarily pushing newbuildings into the spot 
trade. Concurrently, there was no demand this year 
for winter floating storage in Europe.

Tonne-mile upside from Red Sea diversions was 
overwhelmed by these market negatives. LNG spot 
rates are at an all-time low and period rates have 
also collapsed. With freight so cheap, LNG shippers 
are happy to take the longer route around Africa.

Halt in transits via Bab el Mandeb

According to data from Lloyd’s List Intelligence, 
there were an average of 70 LNG transits per 
month through the Bab el Mandeb strait (including 
both northbound and southbound) in November 
2022-December 2023, prior to the Houthi attacks.

Transits collapsed to 17 in January then virtually 
stopped thereafter. Between February and 
November of this year, only three LNG carriers have 
passed through the strait: one in June, one in July 
and one in September.

The majority of LNG vessels passing through Bab el 
Mandeb before the Houthi attacks were loaded with 
Qatari LNG northbound to Europe.

Secondarily, flows comprised Russian and US LNG 
headed southbound to Asia. Although most US LNG 
shipments to Asia used the Panama Canal prior to 
the Red Sea crisis, the Suez route was advantageous 
for certain voyages, such as US exports to India.

Cape transits rise more than Bab el Mandeb 
transits fall

The closing of the strait pushed all of these LNG 
flows around the Cape of Good Hope, but there were 
countervailing market factors: Europe decreased its 
imports from Qatar and — counterintuitively given 
sanctions — increased its LNG imports from Russia.

According to data from Institute for Energy 
Economics and Financial Analysis, Europe’s overall 
LNG imports fell 20% in 1H24 versus 1H23. Imports 

fell 31% from Qatar and rose 11% from Russia. As 
a result, there were fewer LNG carriers carrying 
Qatari and Russian LNG forced to take the Cape of 
Good Hope route due to the Houthis attacks.

Lloyd’s List Intelligence data shows that LNG carrier 
transits around the Cape of Good Hope averaged 
34 per month prior to the Red Sea crisis (November 
2022-December 2023) and 142 per month since the 
Bab el Mandeb was effectively closed to transits in 
February.

Thus, the Cape of Good Hope transits increased by 
108 transits per month, while those through Bab el 
Mandeb decreased by 53.

How could the Houthi attacks lead to twice as many 
Cape of Good Hope diversions as lost Bab el Mandeb 
transits, particularly given lower Qatari exports to 
Europe and higher Russian exports to Europe?

The answer is: they didn’t. The Red Sea crisis was 
only part of the story. The other was the drought in 
the Panama Canal.

The Panama Canal effect

Starting in 4Q23, drought conditions in Panama 
severely restricted transits via the larger 
neopanamax locks used by vessels transporting US 
LNG to Asia.

According to data from the Panama Canal Authority, 
there were an average of 26 LNG carrier transits of 
the Panama Canal per month prior to the drought 
(November 2022-December 2023). This year, these 
transits have fallen to single digits. Last month, 
there were only two.

The drought is over and Panama Canal operations 
have normalised, yet LNG operators have opted not 
to return. They’re sticking with the longer Cape of 
Good Hope route.

Meanwhile, more US LNG is headed to Asia as 
opposed to Europe, further increasing flows around 
Africa. European LNG imports from the US declined 
15% in 1H24 versus 1H23, according to the IEEFA.

“The market has been able to accommodate the 
longer routings,” said Richard Tyrell, chief executive 
of Cool Co, on the latest quarterly call, referring 
to the continued absence from the Panama Canal. 
“People are sailing a bit slower than they have in the 
past, saving on fuel consumption.”
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Oystein Kalleklev, chief executive of Flex LNG, said 
on his company’s latest call, “The Panama Canal 
is back up to normal operations today. The reason 
people are still avoiding it is the inflexible booking 
system and the cheap freight.”

More LNG ships returning to Suez Canal

Data from Lloyd’s List Intelligence also shows a 
curious divergence between Bab el Mandeb transits 
and Suez Canal transits for LNG carriers.

Between February and June, transits through both 
simultaneously nose-dived. But starting in July, 

Suez Canal transits partially rebounded. Between 
July and November, an average of 15 LNG carriers 
per month passed through the Suez Canal.

“It seems like the Suez Canal is coming back. 
However, these are basically cargoes going through 
the Suez Canal to Egypt, which has turned from 
being an exporter to an importer, as well as to 
Jordan,” Kalleklev said.

“These are not regular transits via the canal [that 
would continue down the Red Sea and pass the Bab 
el Mandeb]. They are just using the Suez to supply 
Jordan and Egypt with LNG.”

Norden seeks further expansion in project 
cargo to ‘future-proof’ company
DANISH shipowner Norden wants to expand 
its nascent project cargo division and move into 
logistics as part of efforts to future-proof the 
153-year-old company.

Chief executive Jan Rindbo told Lloyd’s List that 
Norden sought to carry more niche type cargoes 
such as windmills, forestry products, and steel 
cargoes and unitised project cargoes.

Norden, which shipped more than 136m tonnes 
of cargo in the past 12 months on more than 
540 owned and operated ships, bought Thorco 
Projects in 2023 and Norwegian dry bulk 
operator Norlat Shipping last July as part of the 
plans, Rindbo said.

“We are looking at ways of also becoming 
more relevant to our customers by adding 
more value,” he said.

“These are ways of expanding our business, 
but in adjacent or complementary businesses 
to our core business, so one day if we are 
seeing stagnating demand for fossil fuels, then 
we have other growing businesses.”

Projects and parcelling was one of the growth 
areas for Norden, which now operates around 40 
vessels in this area, or 10% of overall business, 
according to Rindbo.

“We have grown here from taking a merger-and-
acquisition approach, which is new to Norden,” 
he said.

“We have not done any M&As in our 153-year 

history until last year.

“Now we’ve done two and both in this space 
of project cargo and that is because we are 
determined that we want to grow this part of the 
business.”

Norden was open to further purchases to continue 
expanding, he added.

“I would say that we have two criteria that needs 
to be fulfilled to do an M&A.

“One is that it has to add something new to Norden, 
not something that we can grow organically. So 
something that adds something new, that’s the first 
one.

“Then the second point is that it has to be from a 
willing seller.

“There’s no point in us trying to persuade 
somebody to try and sell to Norden. It has to be 
someone who can see the benefit of becoming 
part of Norden and basically take the business to 
another level.”

The global project cargo market was estimated at 
$29.7bn in 2023 and projected to reach $42bn by 
2032, growing by 4% every year over that period, 
according to Business Research Insights.

Leading project cargo companies were China’s 
Cosco Shipping, Japan’s Yusen Logistics, XPO 
Logistics in the US and Sinotrans Limited, in China 
according to the research.
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Global coal imports to shrink to 2027 after 
hitting record this year, IEA says
INTERNATIONAL coal trade is forecast to shrink 
until 2027 after hitting a record 1.5bn tonnes this 
year buoyed by Chinese imports that surpassed 
500m tonnes for the first time.

The International Energy Agency’s annual 
coal analysis and forecast to 2027, released on 
Wednesday, concluded that flat coal demand in 
China, coupled with higher domestic production 
would lower imports over the next three years.

Any reversal of growth in coal trades would impact 
the global dry bulk fleet, in particular panamax and 
capesize vessels on which the energy commodity is 
mostly shipped.

The IEA forecast record coal consumption, coal 
power generation, coal production and coal trade 
volumes for a second consecutive year in 2024, and 
said levels would plateau through to 2027.

China accounted for more than half of global coal 
consumption in 2024, which was 30% higher than 
the rest of the world, said IEA director of energy 
markets and security Keisuke Sadamori.

Despite China’s slowing demand, increased 
production and abundant coal stocks, imports of 
500m tonnes seen this year were double those 
imported by any other country.

“Such dominance by a country (in) one fuel is 
unique,” he said.

“(It) means that the global trends are very much 
determined by what happens in China.

“India is also gaining influence on coal markets, 
and by 2025 we expect India to consume more than 
double the amount of coal used in the EU and the US 
combined.”

IEA models showed global demand for coal plateauing 
through 2027 even as electricity consumption rose, 
Sadamori said.

“However, weather factors — particularly in China, 
the world’s largest coal consumer — will have a 
major impact on short-term trends for coal demand. 
The speed at which electricity demand grows will 
also be very important over the medium term.”

Chinese thermal coal imports, which grew 10% in 
2024 to reach 408m tonnes were forecast to lead a 
fall in global imports through to 2027.

A similar import trend was seen for India, the report said.

Overall, the IEA estimated that global thermal coal 
imports would shrink by 153m tonnes to reach 1.03bn 
tonnes by 2027.

Indonesia was the biggest thermal coal exporter in 
2024, with volumes estimated 7% higher than the prior 
year, at 551m tonnes. Forty-two percent was forecast to 
be shipped to China.

Australian thermal coal exports were 2% higher, at 
208m tonnes. China bought 33% of the country’s coal, 
up from 24% the prior year as an unofficial ban on the 
country’s imports appeared to end.

“While all major exporters are expected to see 
lower exports in absolute terms, we forecast a more 
pronounced decline for Russia and especially for 
Indonesia,” the report said.

“In respect of Russia, Western sanctions and the 
implications of infrastructure bottlenecks as well as 
profitability are not likely to change soon.

“Indonesia is the primary supplier to China, which is 
about to see a significant reduction in imports.

“Conversely, Australia is estimated to experience a lower 
relative decline in coal exports, due to a smaller drop 
in demand from its main customers, such as Japan. 
The forecast on trade relations is subject to several 
uncertainties, including the increasing importance of 
geopolitical considerations.”

Metallurgical coal trades rose 13% in 2023 to 353m 
tonnes, the IEA said, providing no figure for 2024, with 
China and India accounting for half of all imports.

Global imports of this coal type, used in steelmaking, 
were forecast to fall by 40m tonnes to 329m tonnes by 
2027.

Australia accounted for 43% of imports in 2023, 
followed by Mongolia at 15%. Mongolia’s exports 
doubled to 54m tonnes, and are shipped by rail to 
China, displacing seaborne trades, and impacting the 
dry bulk sector.
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Australia downgrades mining exports by 
$63bn
AUSTRALIAN mining exports could fall by $63bn 
over the next four years, according to the country’s 
treasurer Jim Chalmers.

Speaking in advance of the mid-year economic and 
fiscal outlook published on Wednesday, Chalmers 
warned that his department would be downgrading 
mining export forecasts by A$100bn ($63bn) over 
the next four years.

Chalmers told the Australian Broadcast Corporation 
that the weakness of the Chinese economy had put 
pressure on this year’s budget.

The outlook said “developments in China continue to 
present downside risk to Australia’s export sector” 
and said the stimulus package recently announced 
by Beijing might support growth in the short-term, 
but was “unlikely to offer significant or ongoing 
support for bulk commodity prices”.

Company tax receipts, that is, the amount the 
government receives from large companies through 
corporation tax, have been revised down by A$6.6bn 
in 2024-2025 and A$8.5bn over the next four years 
to 2027-2028, which the outlook said reflected 
weaker mining sector profits.

Chalmers’ pessimism surrounding Australian 
mining exports are borne out by data published in 
the most recent energy and resources quarterly, 

released by the Department of Industry, Science and 
Resources.

The value of the three major bulk exports, iron ore, 
thermal coal and metallurgical coal have all been 
predicted to decrease by several billion Australian 
dollars, despite the increase in volumes.

Relatively slow world economic growth as well as 
fewer supply disruptions reduced commodity prices 
in the September quarter, the report said. Iron 
ore, Australia’s biggest export earner, will see its 
earnings fall by an estimated A$31bn to A$107bn 
in 2024-2025, before dropping to A$99bn in 2025-
2026. 

Things could get worse still for Australia when 
it comes to iron ore exports when West African 
projects come online, most notably the Simandou 
project in Guinea.

Shipbroker Howe Robinson’s head of dry bulk 
research, Bilal Muftuoglu, explained that some West 
African iron ore could start to displace Australian 
ore in 2025 and into 2026 because “there is only so 
much China could import”.

Ultimately, the erosion of value from mining exports 
has contributed to a A$26.9bn black hole in the 
Australian federal budget.

Container shipping forecast adrift for 2025 
with multiple variables in play
THE 2025 container shipping market outlook 
remains murky, with many variables at play 
and widely differing forecasts on vessel demand 
growth.

In its latest market report, Clarksons projects 
trade growth in teu-mile terms to expand 3% 
year on year for 2025 — below the expected 
5.4% f leet growth — under its base case scenario 
assuming continued Red Sea rerouting.

The term refers to the measurement of 
containerised shipping demand based on both 
volume of containers transported and distance 
travelled.

In contrast, this year saw teu-mile demand surge 

more than 17%, boosted by the longer distances 
from ships skirting the Cape of Good Hope, while 
f leet capacity grew 10.2%.

However, if the disruption “unwound” through 2026, 
teu-mile demand could plunge 4% for the full year, 
versus 3.2% capacity increase, according to Clarksons.

The brokerage said that although no resolution seems 
likely soon, a recovery in Red Sea transits would lead 
to “a much more challenging outcome for container 
shipping markets”, even if slowing vessel speeds could 
help offset excess capacity.

In its 2025 outlook report, Xeneta divides scenarios 
into no return of boxships to the Red Sea, partial 
return, and full return. This results in a range of 
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anywhere from 3% growth to an 11% contraction 
for next year’s teu-mile demand.

“A large-scale return to the Red Sea seems 
inconceivable at present, but a partial return may 
be possible at some point in 2025,” said Xeneta 
senior analyst Emily Stausbøll.

This will present shippers with a choice between 
switching to faster trips via Suez Canal or 
sticking with the Cape of Good Hope service 
providers, creating new competition dynamics 
between carriers, she added.

Signs that Iran and some of its key proxies 
have been severely weakened in recent months, 
including the coup in Syria and Hezbollah-Israel 
ceasefire deal, have fuelled concerns the Tehran-
backed Houthi militias could prematurely end 
their harassment of shipping in the Red Sea.

The latest media reports indicate a Hamas-
Israel truce is also in final stages, with Israel’s 
defence minister, Israel Katz, recently saying an 
agreement is “closer than ever”.

The more optimistic freight market watchers 
say too much uncertainty remains in the Middle 
East, including the complex political motivations 
behind the Houthi attacks, to talk about a Red 
Sea comeback yet.

Tariffs and port strike

Another major market variable is the tariff 
policies of newly elected US president Donald 
Trump, who has threatened taxing goods from 
around the world, particularly China.

Clarksons noted US-China box trade represents 
about 5% of global volumes and 9% of teu-miles. 
“Policy impacts from the US election are unclear 
but point towards potentially increased trade 
‘friction’ ahead,” it said.

This change is expected to spur further supply 
chain diversification, which will arguably boost 
teu-mile demand, at least in the short term. 
Longer term prospects face pressure if the trade 
war causes slowdowns in the US and other major 
consumer nations.

Xeneta chief analyst Peter Sand said: “Tariff 
retaliation would then be expected from China 
should Trump get his way. We are already 
seeing China diversify its exports to other 
nations, including some which will be used as 
a stop to avoid tariffs when eventually moved 
into the US.”

A prolonged strike at US east and Gulf coast 
ports, if it materialised, would also greatly 
alter the outlook for container capacity 
demand, with severe congestion and delays 
expected.

For now, it is still possible the US Maritime 
Alliance, representing ocean carriers, could 
cave on port automation before the next strike 
deadline. But if the carriers hold firm, and 
Trump continues to side with the dockworkers 
union, there could be an extended strike 
causing major supply chain havoc.

Linerlytica co-founder Johnson Leung said his 
research firm has stopped predicting teu-mile 
prospects “because of too many variables.”

“For example, we are not expert in geopolitical 
situation to call when Red Sea crisis will 
f inish.”

According to Linerlytica’s data, the Red Sea 
rerouting has absorbed about 7% of global 
containership capacity. It expects teu demand 
to grow 2.6% next year versus 5% f leet growth 
— still indicating an oversupplied market 
without accounting for sailing distances.

Maersk, the world’s second largest container 
carrier, appears more upbeat than most 
analysts.

Charles van der Steene, Maersk’s regional 
president for North America, earlier this 
week told media that global trade volumes are 
expected to increase 5%-7% in 2025.

He said the group saw nothing in the current 
situation that would point to growth below 
this, as the Red Sea crisis and resilient 
American demand boosted consumption. 
Maersk raised its 2024 container market 
volume growth forecast to 6% in October.
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Boxship charter market loses some steam but 
strong demand to continue
CONTAINERSHIP chartering activity has 
experienced something of a slowdown as container 
line operators take a cautious approach to new 
fixtures, but there is no sign that charter rates are 
going to fall any time soon. 

“Charter activity is slowing down as the end of 2024 
approaches with no signs of charter rates abating 
after their strong run up over the past 12 months,” 
said analyst Linerlytica.

It noted that recent activity has been focused solely 
on vessels of below 5,000 teu with no new deals for 
larger tonnage, due to an acute shortage of open 
tonnage.

Meanwhile, charter rates for ships of between 1,700 
teu and 4,200 teu have registered minor gains with 
demand “well spread” across all the main trades in 
Asia-Pacific, Europe and Atlantic regions.

“The freight rate rebound in December will provide 
carriers with further reasons to secure charter 
tonnage, with the charter market expected to 
retain a bullish bias into the first half of 2025,” said 
Linerlytica.

Recently reported fixtures by brokers included the 
3,091 teu Port Gdynia (IMO: 9334387). This 2011-
built, B-178-class, vessel has been extended by its 
current charterer, CMA CGM, for 19 months at a 
daily rate of $31,000.

Istanbul-headquartered Akkon Lines is said to have 
fixed the 2,684 teu newbuilding Sheng Da Heng 

Qiang following delivery from its builder in January 
2025 for $42,000 per day.

In the small feeder segment, Cosco is reported to 
have secured the 954 teu Hecan (IMO: 9383546) for 
an eight month charter at a daily rate of $12,500.

The Hamburg and Bremen Shipbrokers’ Association 
(VHBS) noted that charter rates have exhibited 
minimal fluctuations in recent weeks, highlighting a 
balanced supply and demand situation.

“Such stability is particularly remarkable 
considering the backdrop of volatile global trade 
patterns and geopolitical uncertainties that often 
weigh on the shipping industry,” said VHBS.

Average one year time charter rates have increased 
by between 80% and almost 250% in the past year 
with vessels of above 5,000 teu recording the largest 
gains as container line operators have required 
additional tonnage to cater for Red Sea diversions 
and strong growth in container volumes.

Shipbroker Braemar noted that with the holiday 
season just around the corner, the boxship time 
charter market “lost steam” compared to previous 
weeks.

“The slowdown is mainly the result of too many 
liner companies wrapping up their fiscal year and 
reviewing budgets for 2025,” noted Braemar which 
added “the year has been a ride for the container 
sector.”

San Pedro Bay still handling record volumes
THE PORTS of Los Angeles and Long Beach 
continued to handle record amounts of cargo in 
November despite a typical slowdown from October, 
as strong import demand and shippers’ fear of 
labour disruptions on the east and Gulf coasts keep 
driving volumes west.

The San Pedro Bay ports handled a combined 1.8m 
teu in total throughput and 890,988 teu of imports 
in November, according to cargo figures released by 
the ports and aggregated by Lloyd’s List.

That constituted their highest-ever levels for the 
month of November, and an increase of 5.1% and 
5.7% on total throughput and imports, respectively, 

from next-best November in 2020.

Combined total throughput fell about 6.5% from 
October, which was the ports’ second strongest-ever 
month. Volumes tend to decline from October to 
November, as has been the case in five of the last six 
years.

“Imports are being driven by strong consumer 
demand while retailers continue to move cargo here 
out of concern for labour negotiations at ports on 
the East and Gulf coasts,” Port of Long Beach chief 
executive Mario Cordero said in a statement on 
Tuesday.
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Echoing that sentiment during a Port of Los Angeles 
press conference on Tuesday, the port’s executive 
director, Gene Seroka, said renewed concern over 
a labour strike in January has “increased cargo 
movements through Los Angeles” as importers 
divert cargo as a hedge.

The increased flows are putting the San Pedro Bay 
port complex on pace for its second-best year on 
record, falling short only of pandemic-era 2021.

Through November, the two ports have handled 
18.2m teu, up by almost 3m teu from the same 
period last year, and about 350,000 teu short of 
2021.

Individually, the port of Long Beach is set to have its 
busiest year on record, while Los Angeles will likely 
have its second-busiest year.

ONE partners with Ocean Alliance members 
on transpacific services
SINGAPORE-based Ocean Network Express has 
signed a vessel sharing agreement with competitor 
carriers from the Ocean Alliance on three new 
transatlantic routes.

The collaboration with CMA CGM, Cosco Shipping 
and Evergreen will start in February 2025, after the 
dissolution of The Alliance, where ONE is currently 
a member.

With the departure of Hapag-Lloyd, ONE and other 
former members have rebranded the grouping as 
Premier Alliance and managed to partner with 
Mediterranean Shipping Co via slot-sharing on Asia-
Europe trade.

“The Geneva-based carrier however prefers to 
operate a standalone network between Europe 
and North America, forcing former The Alliance 

members to find alternative setups for that trade,” 
said Alphaliner.

The three new jointly operated services, namely AT1, 
AT2 and AT3,  will connect 14 direct ports in the 
UK, Continental Europe, North America east coast 
and the Gulf of Mexico.

Key ports of call include Southampton, Rotterdam, 
Antwerp, Le Havre, New York, Norfolk, Baltimore, 
Charleston, Savannah, Veracruz, Altamira, Houston, 
and New Orleans.

Separately, ONE also added a new rotation to its AL5 
transatlantic service connecting Southampton to 
Los Angeles and Caucedo via a new stop in Miami. 
That enhanced service will begin operation in 
February 2025 as well.

IN OTHER NEWS  

International Chamber of Shipping 
names Thomas Kazakos as new 
secretary-general
THOMAS Kazakos, the 
current director-general of 
the Cyprus Shipping Chamber, 
will take over at the helm of 
the International Chamber of 
Shipping in June next year.

Kazakos was unanimously 
approved by the ICS board on 
Wednesday, confirming him as 
the appointed replacement for 
Guy Platten, who will formally 
step down as secretary-general 
of the ICS in June 2025 after 
seven years in the position. 

The change at the top of the 
global trade association for 
shipowners and operators 
comes at a pivotal point for 
the industry, which will need to 
navigate anticipated changes 
to global carbon emissions 
regulation next year.

Baltic Exchange appoints Howe 
Robinson’s Guy Hindley as new 
chairman
THE Baltic Exchange has 
appointed Howe Robinson’s 
managing partner Guy Hindley 
as its new chairman.

Hindley, who has been a 
member of the Baltic Exchange 
Council since 2019, will assume 
the role on January 1, 2025. He 
will be replacing Lord Jeffrey 
Mountevans, who has served as 
chairman for two years.

Hindley “has a long and 
distinguished career in the 
maritime sector, including his 
role as managing partner of 
[the] dry cargo division at Howe 
Robinson, where he has been 
a key figure for nearly four 
decades,” the Baltic Exchange 
said in a statement. 
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Bunker supplier Monjasa to 
inaugurate LNG provision at Dubai
DANISH bunker supplier 
Monjasa will deploy the first 
LNG bunkering vessel in the 
Middle East to meet growing 
demand for alternative fuel 
from the liner shipping and 
cruise sectors at the port of 
Dubai.

Monjasa said it plans to 
provide LNG bunkering services 
from January following the 
introduction of the NYK LNG-
owned Green Zeebrugge (IMO: 
9750024) at Dubai.

The 5,000 cu m capacity ship 
has been time chartered by 
Monjasa for an undisclosed 
period and is currently being 
repositioned from northern 
Europe to Dubai via South 
Africa.
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