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Dark fleet tactics evolve as 
tankers take on multiple 
interchangeable digital 
identities

GOVERNMENTS tracking dark fleet* activities and other vessels of 
interest will have to update their tactics to deal with a new playbook of 
deceptive practices utilising multiple fake digital identities.

For the second time this week, Lloyd’s List has uncovered a single tanker 
seamlessly moving between fake identities recycled from non-existent 
ships, masking the real trading pattern of the tanker via a complicated 
series of spoofed signals.

The latest example of the VLCC trading as King Plus, also known as Full 
Wood, Stellar Oracle and Young Yong, marks a complex evolution of known 
spoofing practices that has seen the ship jump through a combination of 
fake and real identities, and identities that can be both fake and real at the 
same time, to hide its real identity and trading patterns.

The case of King Plus comes only days after the vessel accused by Taiwan of 
damaging an undersea cable was revealed to have been a single ship 
deploying three separate digital identities to obfuscate its position and true 
identity.

While spoofing tactics are nothing new in the dark fleet*, the tactics being 
deployed by King Plus poses an immediate challenge to the Chinese 
authorities following the recent decision of Shangdong port group to block 
access to US sanctioned tankers.
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Vessel-tracking data shows King Plus is a very large 
crude carrier of about 332 metres in length that has 
been lingering in waters near Qingdao in Shandong 
since arriving there six days ago.

The industry is closely watching whether Shandong, 
a key oil importing hub in China, will enforce its new 
ban on US-blacklisted tankers and how effectively it 
will police deceptive shipping practices apparently 
designed to disguise the vessel’s trading history.

According to King Plus’ AIS signal, its destination 
is Dongjiakou, with an originally estimated time of 
arrival of January 4, just two days before the state-
owned Shandong Port Group issued the ban.

The name King Plus, however, does not exist on 
the IMO’s Global Integrated Shipping Information 
System. But its IMO number points to a 2000-built 
VLCC, EM Longevity IMO: 9212864, which was 
scrapped over three years ago.

The immortal EM Longevity

The name EM Longevity is no stranger to the 
industry. Its resurrection was already reported in 
September last year, revealing how shadow vessels 
use the identities of defunct tonnage to circumvent 
sanctions.

At that time, a tanker bearing its identity number 
was tracked arriving at Dalian port in northern 
China, then Yantai in Shandong. The ship’s 
movements in the previous month suggested it was 
likely carrying Iranian cargo.

The tanker was later tied to the US-sanctioned 
Stellar Oracle (IMO: 9194127). In 2022, when 
its name was Young Yong, Stellar Oracle was 
designated by the Office of Foreign Assets Control 
for transporting Iranian oil to support the Tehran-
backed militia Hezbollah and IRGC-QF.

Stellar Oracle was called out again by Ofac in April 
2024 for a ship-to-ship transfer in late March with 
another sanctioned vessel Hawk (IMO: 9362061), 
operated by the National Iranian Tanker Company.

Guyana-flagged Stellar Oracle was caught doing the 
STS with its original IMO number 9194127, which 
had not appeared in AIS signals for months.

In fact, it had been transmitting EM Longevity’s 
IMO number from late October 2023 to mid-
December 2023, although at the time it continued 
to use its existing and assigned Maritime Mobile 

Service Identity number. A MMSI is a unique nine-
digit number assigned to a vessel for identifying and 
communicating via radio and AIS systems but can 
be manipulated manually by those onboard the ship.

On December 13, 2023 Stellar Oracle transformed 
into Eswatini-flagged Full Wood, according to 
Lloyd’s List analysis of unfiltered AIS signals and 
satellite imagery. The vessel continued to use the 
IMO of EM Longevity, but began transmitting under 
the new name and a different MMSI.

About three and a half months later, Stellar Oracle’s 
official IMO and name suddenly reappeared in 
AIS messages during the STS with Hawk. The 
MMSI which was used though was not the one 
assigned to Stellar Oracle. Instead, it was using 
the MMSI transmitted by Full Wood, which 
was simultaneously sending data. Lloyd’s List 
Intelligence data indicates Full Wood was spoofing 
during this time.

The reason Stellar Oracle reverts to its official IMO 
yet borrows the MMSI of Full Wood is unclear, but 
it was likely to confuse and deceive anyone using 
vessel-tracking platforms.

When two vessels are using the same MMSI it can 
cause some platforms to erroneously create multiple 
profiles for one ship, and in other instances some 
data will be withheld or reassigned depending on 
which vessel is believed to be the correct user of that 
MMSI.

After the STS and in April 2024 Stellar Oracle 
returns to transmitting with its official MMSI and 
IMO while Full Wood is simultaneously seen sailing 
under the IMO linked to EM Longevity and the 
MMSI linked to Full Wood, effectively meaning one 
ship is using two separate identities.

After April 15, 2024 the positions associated with 
Full Wood are really Stellar Oracle, the yellow vessel 
in the image below. The AIS linked to Stellar Oracle 
is spoofed to show the ship at a demolition yard in 
Bangladesh and within months the IMO and MMSI 
of Stellar Oracle is officially retired.

The saga of Full Wood, however, continues. 

Data from Tokyo MOU shows the vessel carrying 
EM Longevity’s IMO number, was found with one 
deficiency in Yingkou port in late May, then seven 
deficiencies in Dalian in November. These voyages 
match with vessel-tracking data.
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During this period, Full Wood had returned to the 
Middle East, signalling its position near Basrah 
oil terminal offshore Iraq between August 13-16, a 
manipulation tactic often used by shadow tankers to 
conceal their movements in Iran.

The era of King Plus

On December 14, 2024 the IMO of EM Longevity is 
reassigned again, and Full Wood, aka Stellar Oracle, 
becomes King Plus. The latter started signalling 
with EM Longevity’s IMO number at 0600 hrs that 
morning, less than 15 minutes after the former 
stopped using that number.

The draught for King Plus was 21 m, the exact same 
as Full Wood. The vessel is moving at almost the 
exact same speed too.

Importantly, while the IMO of the scrapped ship is 
still being used, a new MMSI was introduced.

This is the MMSI of dark fleet tanker Marigold 
(IMO: 9242118), which was last seen on December 4, 
2024.

The adoption of an in-use MMSI is again a tactic to 
distort data on vessel-tracking systems and confuse 
the true identity of the ship.

King Plus arrived at Dongjiakou on December 17 
and discharged cargo.

It then sailed north rounding the Shandong 
Peninsula to waters near Dalian, where its AIS 
signal disappeared.

Three days later, King Plus reappeared northwest of 
Dalian, then started moving south, arriving south 
of Jeju Island, South Korea on December 30, where 
another AIS gap occurred.

A day later, the ship showed up northeast of the 
island and remained at anchorage. This area has 
seen multiple occasions of STS transfers involving 
sanctioned oil trades tracked before.

On January 2, King Plus reported its draft changed 
from 11 m to 20.2 m, indicating it had loaded 
cargo, while its destination was switched back to 
Dongjiakou again.

In its January 6 internal notice, Shandong Port 
Group categorised sanctioned ships banned 
from calling its ports into three groups: those 
on Ofac’s blacklist, those listed on other publicly 
available channels and those designated by Chinese 
authorities.

For now, King Plus is on none of them.

* 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 

Going out with a bang: US sanctions over 
180 vessels and dozens of entities in 
unprecedented Russia crackdown
IN ONE of its final acts, the Biden administration 
announced the most aggressive round of shipping 
sanctions in years on Friday, targeting more than 
180 vessels, and dozens of entities and individuals 
involved in Russian oil and gas trades and 
production.

The unprecedented move, which targeted a broad 
array of actors from oil giants such as Gazprom 

Neft and Surgutneftegas to insurers Ingosstrakh 
and Alfastrakhovanie, was accompanied by a 
determination expanding the US’ targeting scope 
by authorising sanctions against “any persons 
determined to operate or have operated” in Russia’s 
energy sector. A similar determination was made in 
October regarding Iran.

“This action builds on, and strengthens, our focus 
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since the beginning of the war on disrupting the 
Kremlin’s energy revenues, including through the 
G7+ price cap launched in 2022,” said Treasury 
secretary Janet Yellen.

“With today’s actions, we are ratcheting up the 
sanctions risk associated with Russia’s oil trade, 
including shipping and financial facilitation in 
support of Russia’s oil exports.”

The UK has also sanctioned Gazprom Neft 
and Surgutneftegas, the UK Treasury said. 
The UK sanctioned Ingosstrakh in June and 
Alfastrakhovanie in November.

The US sanctions targeted 183 vessels, 155 of which 
were “tankers that are part of the shadow fleet as 

well as oil tankers owned by Russia-based fleet 
operators”, the treasury said. Several also had a 
history of shipping Iranian oil.

Of the 155 tankers, 41 have already been sanctioned 
by the UK and/or the EU, and 68 are on Lloyd’s List 
dark fleet* list, which excludes tankers owned by 
government entities.

In addition, the US has issued a determination 
“prohibiting the provision of US petroleum services 
to persons located in the Russian Federation,” which 
will take effect February 27. The US Treasury has 
also issued a general licence authorising certain 
wind-down transactions related to energy through 
March 11.

US Russia shipping crackdown brings 35% of 
dark fleet under sanctions
THE far-reaching sanctions crackdown announced 
by the US on Russia’s oil and shipping industry 
presents the greatest regulatory and trading 
challenge to those supporting the dark fleet* since it 
first evolved five years ago.

Of the 155 tankers today listed by the Office of 
Foreign Assets Control, 68 are part of the so-called 
dark fleet of elderly, anonymously owned ships, and 
solely deployed in lifting sanctioned oil from Russia.

The remainder are owned by Russian entities, 
including government-controlled shipowner 
Sovcomflot. This immediately sidelines vessels 
currently transporting 15% of Russian oil.

Not only are individual ships sanctioned, but so too 
are their oil traders/charterers and marine insurers, 
piling pressure on the biggest buyers, refineries 
in China, India and Türkiye, and the banks that 
finance them.

With today’s action, 35% of the 669 dark fleet 
tankers shipping Russian, Venezuelan and Iranian 
oil are now sanctioned by the US, UK or EU.

That figure is even higher for those deployed in 
shipping Russian crude, where the number is now 
likely to be between 40%-50%.

The shadow fleet designations were because a tanker 
was tracked “making a port call in a Russian port where 
oil has consistently traded above the $60 price cap”, or 
a related tanker managed by the same shipmanager.

That placed the shipmanager, operator or registered 
owner as “operating or having operated in the 
energy sector of the Russian federation economy”, 
the Treasury department said.

Western regulators have stepped up a coordinated 
campaign on Russia’s oil exports to enforce the price 
cap, and target revenues used to fund the war on 
Ukraine, with today’s listing of 183 ships on top of 
90 announced last month by the EU and UK.

The G7 cap on Russian oil was imposed from 
December 2023, alongside import bans to Europe, 
the UK and US.

Under the cap, marine service providers including 
shipowners, oil traders, managers, insurers and 
banks can’t ship crude to third countries unless 
below the $60 per barrel price. A $100 per barrel 
cap for refined oil and $45 per barrel cap for fuel oil 
is also in place.

Most of the tankers loaded Russian oil from Arctic 
and eastern seaboard ports where grades have been 
priced well above the $60 per barrel cap in the past 
two years. Most of this crude is destined for China, 
the federation’s biggest buyer, or India.

Lower-priced Urals crude, which is shipped from 
Russia’s Baltic and Black Sea ports, trades at a 
discount to Brent crude, but infrequently dipped 
below $60 per barrel cap in past months.

Tankers engaged in shipping refined oil products 
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including diesel, where global prices are well below 
the $100 per barrel cap, were not targeted.

Four beneficial owners or managers from what Ofac 
labelled the shadow fleet were named, including Hong 
Kong-based Prominent Shipmanagement Limited, 
Sunne Company Limited, Sino Ship Management 
Company Limited and Vietnam-based Sao Viet Petrol 
Transportation Company Limited.

One of Prominent Shipmanagement’s 10 tankers 
shipped oil above $60 per barrel so its entire fleet was 
designated, with Ofac noting that one ship, Samsun 
(IMO: 7725788), had also transported Iranian oil.

The same reason was given for the other shipmanagers, 
with the Treasury department noting four of the five 
tankers with Sao Viet Petrol Transportation previously 
shipped Iranian oil.

The success of this sweeping action will in part be 
determined by Chinese authorities, and whether they 
will continue to allow sanctioned tankers to enter their 
ports.

After short periods of inactivity most of the tankers 
designated by EU and UK regulators over 2024 
continued to trade uninterrupted calling at ports in 
China and India.

But earlier this week, Shandong’s port authority said 
it was banning services for US-sanctioned vessels, a 
move viewed as a gamechanger for the province, where 
its privately run refineries are main buyers of oil from 
Russia, Iran and Venezuela.

Today’s move also triggers a further regulatory 
recalibration of dark fleet marine services providers. 
Many small and opportunistic registries have 
been lobbied over the past six months by western 
governments to deflag ships they designate.

This has increased the number of ships flying 
false or unknown flags, in response to regulatory 
pressure.

Thirty-two of today’s tankers were flagged with 
the UK-based Barbados registry, which claims it 
is the world’s fastest-growing. Barbados entered 
the Russian market in 2024 taking on ships kicked 
out by other registries after they were sanctioned, 
or those owned by Russia-controlled shipowner 
Sovcomflot.

In November, Barbados told Lloyd’s List it would 
deflag UK-sanctioned ships, but the registry said 
that it had yet to commit to doing so for vessels 
under US sanction.

Panama, the world’s second-largest registry 
committed to not flagging sanctioned tonnage in the 
final months of 2024.

Sixty of the 155 tankers named today by Ofac were 
flagged with Panama and will likely leave that 
country’s registry within two weeks, under laws that 
changed in August to fast-track tonnage removal.

Alongside pressure on flags including Gabon, Cook 
Islands and Cameroon to discontinue providing 
services to listed tankers, the number of ships flying 
false flags by using fake registries or continuing to 
fraudulently broadcast under their prior registry 
gained.

This limits their trading to ship-to-ship transfers 
and floating storage in most cases.

Some 15% of the dark fleet are now flying false or 
unknown flags, more than all other registries except 
for Panama.

OPINION 

The IMO should adopt a carbon levy
LIBERIA and Panama, the two biggest flag states by 
registration, have joined a host of countries in favour 
of a flat tax on shipping’s greenhouse gas emissions.

This is no surprise; companies from Maersk to 
Trafigura have long advocated such a measure, as 
has shipowner group the International Chamber of 
Shipping. The two countries represent around 800m 
dwt of shipping capacity, or around a third of the 

global fleet.

At the International Maritime Organization, 
however, they represent two votes out of 176 
countries.

All the more significant, then, that the Pacific Island 
bloc of climate progressives have corralled so much 
support — 45 countries and growing, plus the 



Lloyd’s List | Daily Briefing  Monday 13 January, 2025 Page 6

European Commission — in favour of combining 
disparate levy plans into one legal text, that could 
then become a new chapter of Marpol.

Big questions remain, such as what such a levy 
should cost, and how its vast proceeds should be 
spent. China, Brazil, the US and other levy holdouts 
should put aside their objections and instead work 
together to answer these questions. They have 
precious little time left to do so.

At the end of the day it doesn’t matter what the 
number in dollars per tonne of CO2 equivalent is, as 
long as it applies equally to all. Shipping companies 
can simply pass on the cost and then concentrate on 
finding the cheapest way to go green.

An emissions trading scheme such as the EU’s would 
be subject to volatile carbon credit prices, political 
chicanery and fiddly calculations. It would also be 
more complex to implement.

Fudge factors, exceptions and loopholes would 
create perverse incentives and openings for the sort 
of shell games shipping is already adept at. This 
would be a waste of time and money.

It would also paint the industry in a bad light at 
a time when shipping badly needs new talent to 
replenish its ranks. Doing right by the planet is 
catnip to Gen Z. Financiers quite like the idea, too.

A global levy would give floundering green energy 
companies the certainty of demand they need to 
scale up production.

Shipping will also need hundreds of millions of 
tonnes of green fuels, starting from supply of 
roughly zero today. The implications for high-
tech industrial jobs — particularly in left-behind 
industrial cities and towns — should excite 
politicians. Dirtier ships will be scrapped sooner, 
helping shipping markets.

The IMO, led by the tenacious Pacific Islands, 
has a chance to show global leadership this 
year. Its carbon levy could act as a blueprint for 
decarbonising other heavy industries, and in doing 
so truly change the world for the better.

A levy is the simplest and lowest-cost way to 
decarbonise shipping. For the sake of the planet and 
our industry’s future, the IMO should adopt one 
without delay.

Why the maritime sector has a responsibility 
to decarbonise
THE global maritime industry stands at a pivotal 
moment of transformation.

In an increasingly competitive and unpredictable 
world, we face growing demands for accountability and 
governance — especially in our efforts to decarbonise.

Climate change is no longer a distant threat; its effects 
are already reshaping our environment and economies. 
Even if we manage to achieve net-zero emissions by 
2050 — a target we are currently off track to meet — the 
consequences of inaction will remain profound and 
far-reaching.

As the International Maritime Organization sets its 
sights on net-zero emissions by 2050, we face a clear but 
daunting reality: the solutions to our decarbonisation 
challenges already exist, however they are not yet 
scalable. Without a robust regulatory framework to 
guide and incentivise the necessary transitions, these 
solutions risk stagnating at the pilot stage. Nonetheless, 
we cannot afford to wait. We must continue innovating 
now, preparing the industry for the moment when 
regulation brings clarity and further momentum.

This dynamic requires courage: stepping out of comfort 
zones, embracing risk, and acting despite uncertainty. 
Courage means challenging the status quo, fostering 
a culture of experimentation, and sharing lessons 
learned — whether successes or setback. It is also 
about initiating difficult, sometimes uncomfortable 
conversations to address the barriers holding the 
industry back.

We know regulation is the missing piece of the puzzle, 
but I believe a regulatory framework is coming.  We 
cannot allow the lack of regulation today to delay our 
progress. The maritime industry must push forward 
with groundbreaking innovation to ensure we are ready 
when the framework is in place. 

Innovation at the Helm: Lessons from Wind-
Assisted Propulsion

Innovation remains critical in tackling the 
decarbonisation challenge, and Cargill has taken 
bold steps to lead this transformation. We are 
trialling new technologies and scaling biofuels, 
collaborating with customers and partners to 
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pioneer new ways forward. These efforts align 
with the IMO’s ambitious target to have 5%-10% of 
maritime energy sourced from renewables by 2030. 

Wind propulsion, one of the oldest maritime 
technologies, is also being reimagined to reduce 
emissions. Technologies such as rigid sails, suction 
sails, and rotor sails are already demonstrating 
measurable fuel savings and emissions reductions. 
The potential of these systems is vast, but they 
remain experimental tools that provide critical 
insights for scaling up and there challenges that 
need to be overcome. 

High costs, operational issues, and limited 
acceptance in certain ports have slowed wider 
adoption. These experiments are essential stepping 
stones, offering lessons that will inform and 
shape the next phase of development. We need 
to collectively step out of our comfort zone and 
embrace risk for wide-scape adoption to take place.

Alternative fuels will also play a critical role in 
maritime decarbonisation. Methanol-powered 
vessels will not be expected to become commercially 
viable within the next two years, while biofuels offer 
a near-term solution to lower emissions. However, 
scaling these solutions requires investment in 
infrastructure, supply chains, and production 
capacity.

A global regulatory framework will help bridge 
the gap between experimentation and large-scale 
deployment, making it economically viable for the 
industry to adopt these technologies.

Scaling solutions: the need for regulatory 
support

The maritime industry is making progress, but until 
regulation becomes fully clear and within reach 
these advances risk stalling. Clear guidance from 
the IMO in 2023 marked an important milestone, 
offering a realistic pathway to net-zero by 2050. 
This framework provides a shared vision that 
stakeholders can rally around. However, it must 
evolve into actionable, global standards to drive 
the standardisation and commercialisation of 
decarbonisation solutions. 

Currently, we face significant barriers:  the high cost 
of green fuels, fragmented regulatory frameworks, 
and a lack of cohesive incentives for early adopters. 
The industry has already invested billions in 
projects ranging from zero-carbon fuel supply 
to wind propulsion and digital technologies. Yet 

without strong regulatory support, these efforts are 
unlikely to transition beyond proof of concept.

Cargill has embraced its role as a catalyst, backing 
high-profile wind propulsion initiatives and dual-
fuel green methanol projects. However, voluntary 
action alone cannot drive the change required. 
Regulatory measures such as a global carbon 
pricing mechanism and universal fuel standards 
are essential to create predictability and incentivise 
investment. Without these frameworks, we risk a 
patchwork of regional rules that will stifle scalability 
and leave loopholes unchecked.

The IMO’s leadership is crucial, but its negotiations 
must result in meaningful, enforceable standards. 
Without a global regulatory framework, the risk of 
fragmented regional rules could stifle scalability and 
introduce loopholes. The industry cannot passively 
wait for these frameworks to emerge; we must 
actively engage in shaping them. 

In the meantime, innovation must not falter. 
Progress today will position the maritime sector for 
rapid deployment when regulation catches up. This 
is not the time for incremental change or hesitation 
— it is the time to act boldly, embrace risk, and 
ensure the industry is ready when the regulatory 
framework aligns with our ambitions.

A call to bold action

The journey to net zero will not be linear, nor is it 
easy. It demands unprecedented levels of innovation, 
collaboration, and investment, coupled with leadership 
willing to navigate uncertain waters. The industry is 
already witnessing change through small, but significant 
steps. Wind-assisted propulsion technologies, early-
stage biofuel scaling, and the development of zero-
emission-ready ships demonstrate what is possible.

The time for incremental change has passed. The 
maritime industry must scale up its efforts, act with 
urgency, and lead the transition to a sustainable future. 
For centuries, shipping has been the lifeblood of global 
trade, connecting people and economies. Now, it must 
also be a driver of climate solutions. 

Our legacy will not only be measured by the profits we 
make today, but by the industry we leave behind for 
future generations.

This is our moment to ensure that maritime shipping 
thrives responsibly, innovatively, and sustainably. The 
seas ahead may be uncertain, but the destination is 
clear: a zero-emission future.
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ANALYSIS 

Slot charterers count as ‘shipowners’ for 
liability limitation, Admiralty Court rules
SLOT charterers count as “shipowners” within the 
meaning of the Convention on Limitation of Liability 
for Maritime Claims 1976 and can limit liability 
accordingly, the Admiralty Court has ruled.

The outcome follows a ruling handed down by Mr 
Justice Andrew Baker and analysed in an article 
written by three Quadrant Chambers barristers who 
worked on the case.

Sea Consortium v Bengal Tiger Line arose after a 
fire on feedership X-Press Pearl (IMO: 9875343), 
which resulted in the total loss of the ship and its 
cargo off Colombo, Sri Lanka, in June 2021.

The claimants — who include the vessel’s registered 
owners, bareboat charterers, and disponent owners 
— applied for and obtained a decree limiting 
liability, in line with A.6 of the Convention on 
Limitation of Liability for Maritime Claims 1976. 
The parties also constituted a limitation fund.

X-Press Pearl was carrying containers under a 
variety of contractual arrangements on behalf of 
Maersk, Bengal Tiger Line and Mediterranean 
Shipping Co.

The court had to decide whether these slot 
charterers were also entitled to limit liability. 
This turned on whether the parties qualified 
as “shipowners” within the meaning of the 
convention.

The term “shipowner” is defined, in A.1(2), as 
“the owner, charterer, manager or operator of a 
sea-going ship”.

Ruling on the 2009 MSC Napoli (IMO: 9964209) 
casualty, Teare J set the precedent that the slot 
charterers in that case fell within the A.1(2) 
definition and were therefore entitled to limit 
their liability.

Those slot charterers had contracts with the 
shipowner as slot provider or vessel provider and 
were allocated a number of teu container slots 
per voyage on a defined container service route.

The relevant slot charters provided for the boxes 
to be covered by bills of lading issued by the 

slot charterers. The consideration payable to 
the shipowner was described as “slot charter 
hire” and was payable for slot allocation, used or 
unused.

The issue in this case was whether the same 
reasoning applied. Andrew Baker J found that 
Maersk, MSC and Bengal Tiger Line qualified as 
“charterers” within the meaning of A.1(2)

It was not essential that the charter slot hire in 
MSC Napoli was given that title or that it was 
payable for the allocated slots.

However, the particular contractual 
arrangements will always need to be examined 
before a determination can be reached.

It will normally be sufficient that a contract 
obliges an owner, or disponent owner, to make 
part of the carrying capacity of a ship available 
to the other contracting party for the carriage of 
goods.

As the judge noted, similar logic could potentially 
be extended to non-vessel operating common 
carriers, although no final view needed to be 
reached to determine the application.

“This decision provides welcome clarification on 
the scope of Article 1(2) and the proper approach 
for determining whether or not a party falls 
within the definition,”

“It is apparent that the court will look to the 
substance of the contractual arrangements 
(rather than the labels that the parties have 
ascribed to them) in seeking to give effect to the 
language and purpose of the convention.”

Simon Rainey KC, Natalie Moore, Andrew Leung, 
and Joseph Gourgey, instructed by Campbell 
Johnston Clark, acted for the claimants.

Benjamin Coffer, instructed by Mays Brown 
Solicitors, acted for Bengal Tiger Line. Tom Bird, 
instructed by Stephenson Harwood, acted for 
Maersk.
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Norway and Iceland see temporary 
exemptions from FuelEU
NORWAY and Iceland have been given indefinite 
temporary exemptions from FuelEU regulations that 
kicked in on January 1, after delays in rolling out the 
measures at the European Economic Area level.

Landlocked Liechtenstein, the other member of 
the EEA that is not in the EU, is not affected by the 
dispensation.

In practice, the dispensation means that Norwegian 
and Icelandic ports will be regarded as third-
country ports for the time being.

Accordingly, only half of the energy consumed 
between a port of call in Norway or Iceland and 
a port call in the EU will fall within the scope of 
FuelEU.

Energy consumed on voyages within Norway or 
between Norway and non-EU countries during this 
period will remain exempt.

FuelEU provides for a sliding scale for bringing 
down well-to-wake emissions for vessels of 5,000 gt 
or above, starting at just 2% from a 2020 baseline 
but ramping up to 6% by 2030 and 80% by 2050.

As originally envisaged, this would have applied 
when berthing anywhere in the EEA and for voyages 
between EEA ports, and to half of the consumption 
for voyages connecting EEA and non-EEA ports.

Penalties for exceeding stipulated emissions are 
formulae-based, making it impossible to give 

examples. But they could potentially run to millions 
of dollars.

A statement from the Norwegian Maritime 
Authority attributed the hold up to “delays in the 
process of incorporating the FuelEU Maritime 
Regulation into the EEA Agreement”.

As this had not been achieved by January 1, 
Norwegian domestic stipulations implemented were 
also not introduced on that date, as had hitherto 
been intended.

“The Norwegian legislation is ready to be adopted 
but can only take effect following a decision by 
the EEA joint committee,” said Alf Tore Sørheim, 
Norway’s interim director general of shipping and 
navigation.

According to a notice on the website of P&I club 
NorthStandard, there is currently no set date 
for FuelEU’s application to the full range of EEA 
countries.

The FuelEU regulations also offer exemptions for 
passengerships (excluding cruiseships) traveling 
between ports on islands with fewer than 200,000 
inhabitants; ships traveling to EU territories outside 
Europe; and passenger ships performing public 
service contracts for states without land borders.

These exemptions will be valid until the end of 2029, 
but some areas may choose to start implementing 
the measures before that date.

MARKETS 

VLCC outlook: Sanctions, ‘pond full of black 
swans’ and China downside risk
VERY large crude carriers begin 2025 where 
they left off in the second half of last year, with 
unexciting spot rates that are weaker than 
expected. But the new year brings new catalysts 
and fresh hopes for a rebound.

“VLCCs haven’t had their moment in the past 
three years. In 2022, 2023 and 2024, they’ve 
been underperformers,” said Lois Zabrocky, chief 

executive of International Seaways, during a 
Capital Link online forum on Thursday. “We should 
look for the big ships to do better” in 2025, she 
said.

New drivers are emerging on the geopolitical 
front. “The whole pond is full of black swans,” said 
Zabrocky.
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Upside potential from sanctions in 2025

China’s Shandong Port Group announced Tuesday 
that it will cease handling US-sanctioned tankers. 
According to data from Vortexa and Lloyd’s List 
Intelligence, at least eight sanctioned VLCCs have 
called at ports in Shangdong since December.

Also on Tuesday, the US Defense Department put 
Cosco, an important VLCC operator, on its list of 
companies with Chinese military ties.

VLCC owners and investors are also expecting 
further sanctions from the Office of Foreign 
Assets Control in the waning days of the Biden 
administration, adding to the flurry of tanker 
designations last year. Reuters reported on Monday 
that Ofac will shortly sanction “over 100 tankers” 
that carry Russian crude.

That may be just a taste of things to come when 
Donald Trump assumes the US presidency on 
January 20, with expectations that he will tighten 
the screws on Iranian crude exports.

Zabrocky said of the Shandong ban, “Our guys in the 
Tankers International pool say there are already a 
few VLCCs diverting to Singapore. The United States 
can decide what it wants for sanctions, and now it 
seems like China is paying attention.”

Regarding the Cosco designation, she said, “Cosco is 
huge, with over 1,000 vessels. They are running 55 
VLCCs in combination with some western owners in 
a pool and they have western ships on time charters. 
We’re watching closely to see how this develops and 
evolves.

“There is no prohibition against doing business with 
Cosco, and yet, some American oil companies are 
going to take a very close look and say, ‘Well, what 
does this mean? When I want to export my barrels 
out of the US Gulf, what vessels am I going to use?’”

Expectations for further sanctions on Russian 
crude transport in the final days of the Biden 
administration come at a time when Russian crude 
exports have already been falling. Russian crude is 
transported on aframaxes and suezmaxes; the lower 
the volumes on those vessels to India and China, the 
better for VLCC demand.

“At the moment, what we see is a tightening on 
Russia flows,” said Zabrocky. “Russia exported less 
oil in the fourth quarter than it had previously. We’re 
seeing fewer Russian barrels on the water.” She 
speculated that this could be due to infrastructure 

damage from Ukrainian attacks or Russia’s lack of 
reinvestment in oil fields and infrastructure.

This year offers Western governments an 
opportunity to tighten sanctions on Russia and Iran 
with less of concern that oil prices will spike, due to 
the expected rise in non-Opec production as well as 
the ability of Saudi Arabia to ramp up output.

According to Zabrocky, “It seems to me, politically, 
that the world likes to keep oil flowing to keep oil 
prices in a certain range where it doesn’t create 
economic distress. In 2025, we will have more oil 
supply. We should have over 1m barrels per day in 
demand growth but we’ve got more than enough 
[supply]. Non-Opec supply should grow by over 1.5m 
bpd this year, and Opec may want to come back on 
the market [with higher exports].”

This newly available supply from non-sanctioned 
countries could be particularly important — and 
advantageous to mainstream VLCC owners — with 
the arrival of Trump and the expected heightened 
pressure on Iran.

“The Ofac list continues to go up and we don’t even 
have Trump in office yet,” said Zabrocky.

Robert Bugbee, president of product carrier owner 
Scorpio Tankers, said during a Capital Link online 
forum on Tuesday, “Biden has opened the door 
for Trump to storm through when he becomes 
president. I think there’s a pretty good chance that 
Trump will reduce Iran’s exports to where he had 
them before, especially after the Iranians tried to 
assassinate him.

“The last time Trump was president, Iran’s exports 
were 10%-15% of what they’re doing now. And when 
you see the announcement on Cosco, I think that’s 
the tip of the iceberg of what’s coming,” said Bugbee.

Ship brokerage BRS said of expected Trump 
pressure on Iran, “If Iranian crude exports plunge, 
this will “organically” create space for other Opec-
plus barrels, most of which should come from the 
Middle East. This will not lead to a rise in oil on the 
water, but it will see “grey tanker” demand replaced 
with mainstream tanker demand, something which 
should support hire rates, especially for VLCCs in 
the Middle East.”

Concerns persist on Chinese demand

All of these geopolitical catalysts sound promising 
for VLCCs, particularly given low supply growth. 
According to Clarksons, there are only five VLCC 
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newbuildings scheduled for delivery this year versus 
an on-the-water fleet of 906, including around 20% 
currently under sanctions.

The big caveat, however, is Chinese demand, which 
has an outsized impact on VLCC rates.

China’s Unipec is by far the world’s largest spot 
charterer of crude cargoes. According to Poten & 
Partners, Unipec handled 15% of dirty spot cargo 
volumes reported in 2024. No other charterer 
accounted for more than 4%.

Unipec’s 2H24 spot volumes fell to 93.4m tonnes, 
the lowest in at least six years. That was down 6% 
sequentially from 1H24 and down 21% from 2H19, 
prior to the pandemic.

The decline versus 2019 is likely to be in part 
due to the shift of Chinese sourcing toward dark 
fleet* tankers in sanctioned trades. However, data 
from Vortexa, which does include movements of 
sanctioned tankers, also showed a decline.

Vortexa data, derived from ship movements, showed 
that Chinese imports of crude and condensate from 
all sources fell 4% in 2024 versus 2023.

VLCC spot rates have moved up recently, but remain 
below where they were in both January 2023 and 
January 2024.

The Baltic Exchange put Middle East-to-China 
VLCC spot rates at Worldscale 47 on Thursday, up 
7% from the day before and up 20% from the recent 
low reached in mid-December. However, current 
rates remain at the lower end of the range seen over 
the past two years, despite all the talk of sanctions 
upside.

The big question for VLCC rates in 2025 is: Will a 
sanctions-driven shift in cargoes to mainstream 
VLCCs — assuming it happens — be enough to 
offset a decline in demand, should China continue to 
disappoint?

Container spot rates fall across the board, led 
by Asia-Europe declines
THE Shanghai Containerised Freight Index fell 8.6% 
in the week ending Friday, its largest drop since late 
November. It was the second-worst week for the 
SCFI in the past year.

All major trade lanes suffered losses, with larger 
pullbacks in the Asia-Europe lanes than in the 
transpacific.

The SCFI Shanghai-North Europe index came in at 
$4,880 per feu, down 14% week on week. The Shanghai-
Mediterranean index fell 7% to $6,954 per feu.

The SCFI Shanghai-US west coast index dropped 6% 
to $4,682 per feu, while the Shanghai-US east coast 
assessment declined 3% to $6,229 per feu.

Xeneta senior shipping analyst Emily Stausbøll pointed 
to the agreement reached between the International 
Longshoremen’s Association, representing dockworkers 
at US east and Gulf coast ports, and the United States 
Maritime Alliance (USMX), representing terminal 
operators.

A strike would have caused supply chain disruptions 
starting in mid-January, a positive for rates. The two 
sides announced late Tuesday that a deal has been 
reached on a new six-year contract, averting the 
disruption.

“Looking ahead, it is likely that spot rate growth 
will now soften on trades into the US from the Far 
East, suggesting a brighter outlook for shippers 
negotiating new long-term contracts,” said Stausbøll.

“Signs of a weakening underlying global market in 
2025 are also seen in falling average spot rates from 
the Far East to North Europe,” she added.

Jefferies analyst Omar Nokta noted that rates 
“are still exceptionally strong, though there could 
be a further softness following the Lunar New 
Year holidays later this month, which normally 
brings a seasonal lull through March”.

The Drewry World Container Index (WCI) 
assessed Shanghai-Rotterdam spot rates at 
$4,375 per feu for the week ending Thursday, 
down 8% from the prior week. The WCI 
Shanghai-Genoa index dropped 4% to $5,210  per 
feu.

Directional swings in the WCI indexes generally 
lag the SFCI indexes by a week. The WCI 
transpacific indexes were still rising in the week 
ending Thursday. The WCI Shanghai-Los Angeles 
assessment rose 13% week on week to $5,476 per 
feu, and the Shanghai-New York assessment rose 
10% to $7,085 per feu.
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Container liner stocks are falling, weighed 
by the news of the ILA-USXM deal and the 
weaker SCFI reading.

Shares of Maersk are down 6% since 

Wednesday, with shares of Hapag-Lloyd 
down 8%. US stock markets were closed on 
Thursday. Shares of Zim were down 8% in 
early trading on Friday.

Ship recycling volumes in 2024 drop to lowest 
levels since 2005
AN ANTICIPATED surge in ship recycling in 
2024 failed to happen as the diversion of ships 
from the Red Sea created a cargo capacity crunch 
across most vessel sectors throughout the year.

Lloyd’s List Intelligence data shows that a total 
of 324 merchant ships were recycled during 2024 
with a combined gross tonnage of 4.6m.

This was the lowest level of ship recycling since 
2005, and more than 30% down on the gross 
tonnage recycled in 2023, itself a stunted year for 
ship demolition.

Rising vessel f leet age profiles, due to relatively 
low levels of investment in new ships during 
the 2010s, and increasingly stringent emissions 
regulations was expected to provide a big rise in 
ship demolition activity during 2024, following 
two years of very low levels of recycling.

But strong freight rates across most sectors, 
because of Red Sea diversions, and strong 
growth in cargo volumes particularly in the liner 
shipping segments, meant vintage tonnage has 
been much in demand and has remained in the 
trading f leet.

While the sale of old tankers for shadow f leet 
trading dropped considerably in 2024, compared 
with 2022 and 2023, demand for old crude 
oil tankers to operate in sanctioned oil trades 
continued.

This has given aframax, suezmax and very large 
crude carriers that have passed 20 years or 25 
years of age, and would normally have been 
recycled, a new lease of life.

Just 17 crude oil tankers and product tankers 
were recycled during 2024.

Low levels of investment in new ships during 
2010s has seen secondhand values on the rise 
since 2021, with values of vintage vessels usually 
in excess of scrap sale prices.

The first very large crude carrier recycling sale 
since 2022 was reported in December 2024, 
while bulk carrier and containership scrap sales 
have been focused on smaller or very old units.

In 2024, the general cargo segment provided 30% 
of recycling volumes in terms of ship numbers.

Containerships and bulk carriers provided 16% 
and 15%, respectively, in ship number terms, 
accounting for 54 vessels and 50 ships.

Relatively high prices, compared to average 
historic levels, are being offered by ship 
recyclers, partially due to a shortage of 
candidates coming on the market.

Meanwhile. the strong US dollar and political 
instability has been affecting most ship recycling 
nations with government-controlled banks 
having limited the issuance of letters of credit, 
reducing the ability for ship recyclers to buy 
larger ships.

Cheap imports from China have reduced the 
demand for recycled metals from ships in the 
Indian subcontinent with governments now 
raising import tariffs on imported Chinese steel.

With some 1,300 tankers and 1,250 bulk carriers 
of above 20 years of age and 680 containerships 
still in service which were built before 2005 ship 
recycling is expected to pick up from this year. 
More stringent emissions regulations entering 
in to force in 2025 will favour modern ships and 
make some of the oldest ships obsolete.
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Record number of LNG-fuelled vessels 
delivered in 2024
SHIPOWNERS are still opting for LNG as their 
preferred alternative fuel, with a record 169 vessels 
delivered in 2024, according to classification society 
DNV’s Alternative Fuel Insights annual update.

A further 264 LNG-fuelled vessels were ordered in 
2024, more than double the 130 ordered in 2023.

That means there were 641 LNG-fuelled vessels 
in operation at the end of 2024, and DNV said it 
expected this number to double by the end of the 
decade, based on the AFI orderbook.

Containerships are by far the most represented in 
the LNG orderbook, with 142 in operation and a 
further 310 on order (excluding LNG carriers).

But 2024 was a good year for alternative fuels as a 
whole, with 515 vessels ordered (a 38% increase on 
2023’s figure).

Aside from LNG, there were notable increases in the 
number of orders for ammonia-fuelled vessels, with 
27 ordered in 2024 (a 238% increase on 2023, albeit 
from a low base). The first non-gas carrier ammonia-
fuelled vessels were placed in 2024 (10), including 
five bulk carriers.

Methanol drove alternative fuel orders at the start 
of the year (finishing the year on 166 orders, a 4% 
increase) DNV said, but it was clear that by the 
conclusion of 2024 LNG was the top choice for 
shipowners.

A large reason for LNG’s success is the availability of 
the fuel, which cannot be said for the other options 
on the table.

DNV global decarbonisation director Jason 
Stefanatos said the “shifting trends in LNG and 
methanol orders this year might be due to the slow 
development of green methanol production.

“In the long run, green methanol has potential to 
be part of the energy mix along with ammonia. 
In parallel, LNG offers a vital bridging fuel option 
benefiting from existing infrastructure and short-
term emissions reductions while being capable of 
acting as a long-term solution as well, assuming 
Renewable Natural Gas will be available and 
provided at a competitive price,” he said.

LNG bunkering vessels increased from 52 to 64 
over the course of 2024. But the gap between LNG 
demand and supply is still expected to widen as 
orders begin to be delivered over the next few years.

DNV said it expects the EU Fit for 55 regulatory 
package to increase the availability of LNG in ports.

The thorny issue of alternative fuel supply was 
reiterated by DNV chief executive Knut Ørbeck-
Nilssen.

“The technological transition is underway, but 
supply of alternative fuel is still low. As an industry 
we need to work with fuel suppliers and other 
stakeholders to ensure that shipping has access to its 
share of alternative fuels in the future.

“It is also important that the safety of seafarers is 
ensured as we make this transition. This will require 
investment in upskilling and training.”

Cosco Shipping Energy expects robust profit 
growth for 2024
COSCO Shipping Energy, a subsidiary of Cosco 
Shipping, forecasts a 17.2% year-on-year increase 
in its 2024 net profit to Yuan4bn ($545.5m).

The company credited this growth primarily to 
the continued strength of the international oil 
shipping market in 2024, with seasonal trends 
weakening.

Baltic Exchange data shows that the average 
daily round-trip TCE for a 270,000 tonne 

Middle East Gulf to China (TD3C) voyage is 
approximately $34,896, a slight 3% decline from 
last year, the company said.

Rates for small and medium tankers saw a 
temporary rise due to detours caused by the Red 
Sea crisis, while product tanker rates decreased, 
continuing their downward trend in the second 
half, as some crude oil tankers shifted to product 
oil shipping.
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Cosco Shipping Energy attributes its strong 
performance to its keen market insights and 
strategic fleet management. Its international crude 
oil transit business from domestic clients remained 
robust. Moreover, it enhanced the integration of 
domestic and international trade, crude oil and 
refined oil transportation. Additionally, the company 
further expanded its global reach and diversified 
revenue by focusing on key routes, regional capacity 
planning, and pipeline-supported transportation 
projects.

Non-recurring income, including gains from ship 
disposals and government subsidies, is expected to 
result in a net gain of Yuan10m, recovering from a 
net loss of Yuan750m last year.

Following the inclusion of Cosco, its parent 
company, in the US Department of Defense’s 
sanctions list, along with over 130 other Chinese 

companies, Cosco Shipping Energy saw a positive 
market reaction. The company’s share prices in 
both Shanghai and Hong Kong rose, a potential 
echo of the effects seen after US sanctions on Cosco 
subsidiaries in 2019.

Cosco Shipping Energy operates the world’s largest 
oil shipping fleet with the leading VLCC capacity, 
while the US sanctions on Cosco Shipping’s 
subsidiaries triggered a significant surge in VLCC 
demand and shipping rates.

Kpler’s vessel tracking shows that last year, 
Shandong imported about 1.7m barrels of oil per 
day from Iran, Russia, and Venezuela, representing 
17% of China’s total imports. Should China halt the 
docking of sanctioned ships, compliant VLCCs will 
be needed to replace them, leading to an increase in 
VLCC demand.

IN OTHER NEWS  

West of England set to take full 
control of Nordic Marine Insurance
WEST of England is set to take 
full ownership of fixed premium 
provider Nordic Marine Insurance, 
in which it has an unspecified 
substantial stake for the past five 
years.

The Stockholm- and Piraeus-
based outfit offers cover for 
delay, primary loss of earnings, 
hull & machinery, loss of hire, 
maritime lien solutions and other 
specialist products.

If the deal — which is still subject 
to regulatory approval — goes 
ahead, Nordic will continue to 
operate independently with its 
existing brand and workforce, 
and will get the benefits of West’s 
capital strength. Nordic will also 
continue to manage the West’s 
hull book.

South Korea courts US shipbuilding 
partnership in preparation for Trump 
second term
SOUTH Korea is stepping up 
efforts to enhance co-operation 
with the US in the shipbuilding 

sector, with the Ministry of Trade, 
Industry, and Energy announcing 
key policies for 2025.

The initiative comes as the 
country positions itself to benefit 
from potential opportunities 
under a second Donald Trump 
presidency.

The ministry revealed that an 
inter-agency task force will be 
established to develop win-win 
strategies for South Korea-US 
shipbuilding collaboration.

Former Guangzhou port chairman 
removed following corruption 
investigation
LI YIBO, the former party 
secretary and chairman of 
the state-owned Guangzhou 
Port Group, has been expelled 
from the Chinese Communist 
Party and dismissed from his 
position following a disciplinary 
investigation.

According to the Guangzhou 
Municipal Commission for 
Discipline, between 2015 and 
2024, Li accepted more than 

Yuan1.3m ($177,300) in cash gifts 
from subordinates and individuals 
under his management. He also 
received luxury items, including 
premium liquors and branded 
watches. Additionally, in August 
2020, a private business funded a 
family trip Li took to Yunnan.

Josephides elected to succeed 
Kazakos at Cyprus chamber
THE Cyprus Shipping Chamber 
has appointed chamber veteran 
Alexandros Josephides to 
succeed Thomas Kazakos as 
director general.

The choice of Josephides, who 
is Kazakos’ deputy as well as the 
body’s marine manager, was said 
to be unanimous.

Josephides, this year celebrating 
30 years on the chamber’s staff, 
said he was more committed 
than ever “to build upon the solid 
foundation already in place and 
advance the interests of Cyprus 
shipping, while upholding our 
industry’s vital role on the global 
stage”.
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Looking to publish a judicial sale, public notice,  
court orders and recruitment? 

 
Please contact: marketingservices@lloydslistintelligence.com

Classified notices follow
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