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Geopolitical tensions at
Panama Canal still very high
despite sale of ports

US PRESSURE on Panama is not letting up in the wake of the
blockbuster sale agreement for Hutchison’s terminals, including Balboa
and Cristobal at either end of the canal.

“To further enhance our national security, my administration will be
reclaiming the Panama Canal. We're taking it back,” affirmed US
President Donald Trump in his speech to Congress on March 4 — after
the Hutchison deal was announced.

NBC News reported on Thursday that Trump has directed the US
military to increase its presence in Panama and draw up various
options, including greater military cooperation with Panama at one
end of the spectrum and a seizure of the canal by force at the other.

On Friday, the Federal Maritime Commission launched a new
investigation into the world’s shipping chokepoints, including the
Panama Canal, which could theoretically impact the future ability of
Panama-flagged ships to call at US ports.

FMC probe adds to pressure on Panama
The FMC said it is investigating “constraints that have affected
transits” through seven chokepoints: the English Channel, Malacca

Strait, Northern Sea Passage, Singapore Strait, Panama Canal, Strait of
Gibraltar and Suez Canal.
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“During periods of high demand, congestion leads
to delays, causing costly disruptions to global
supply chains,” said the FMC on the Panama Canal,
adding that this waterway is prone to droughts

that impact “functionality and efficiency”.

“The Panama Canal also holds substantial
geopolitical importance, crucial to the interests
of the United States. Political instability or
disruptions in its operations could have far-
reaching consequences,” it said, specifically
drawing a connection to Trump’s rhetoric.

The FMC said it has the statutory power “to
address conditions unfavourable to shipping in
US foreign trade” caused by “laws, regulations
or practices of foreign governments” and
remedies include “refusing entry to US ports
by vessels registered in countries responsible
for creating unfavourable conditions”.

It further noted that the Panama Shipping Register
“is one of the world’s largest ship registries, with
over 8,000 vessels reportedly registered”.

If the US barred Panama-flag ships from its

ports, it would spur a mass reflagging to other
registries such as the Marshall Islands and Liberia,
and deprive Panama’s government of a large
source of revenue. It would also disrupt trade

to the US if there was not enough lead time.

The mere suggestion of such a possibility could
be viewed as a geopolitical pressure tactic.

“The authority that the FMC has could be used
as another tool in the Panama discussion,”
said Lauren Beagan, a former FMC attorney
and founder of Squall Strategies, in an
interview with Lloyd’s List on Friday.

“This could be a leverage point. That’s kind
of what we'’re seeing — getting negotiating
leverage. So, it could be part of that.

“It’s not surprising that it is being brought into
the conversation,” she continued. “These are
authorities that the FMC has had, although
these are authorities that have only been

used with a light touch through the years.

“With the amount of attention that maritime
has gotten in this administration, it isn’t
surprising that they also found this authority
and are finding ways to utilise it. It just makes
sense. If you are kind of picking through your
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toolbox and this one hops up and you're like,
‘Wow, have we ever really used this? Well, not
really. All right. Well, let’s see how this works.’

“I think that the FMC is taking the first

step,” Beagan said of the shipping chokepoint
investigation. “This is a big step, but they’re just
taking the first step of information gathering. It’s
still just an investigation, not a determination.”

Concerns were raised during the recent TPM25
conference that the FMC, an independent bipartisan
agency, could lose its independence in light of
Trump’s February 18 executive order asserting
control over “so-called independent agencies”.

Beagan still believes the FMC maintains its
independence. “The way I read it is that is that they
[the Trump administration] just have final review
over final rule-making actions, so that independent
agencies aren’t making a determinations
completely on their own in a vacuum, without
some sort of executive branch review.”

More panamax transits, fewer
neopanamax transits in February

The FMC investigation points to earlier disruptions
at the Panama Canal due to drought. During

a Senate hearing on the Panama Canal in late
January, FMC commissioners confirmed they

had previously considered action against the
Panama flag in relation to multi-million-dollar

slot auctions during the 2023-2024 drought.

But canal operations have been running smoothly
for many months. High auction prices are a
thing of the past. There is no congestion.

According to transit statistics* released Thursday
by the Panama Canal Authority (ACP), there were
975 transits in February, down 4% from January.
However, last month had three fewer days than
the prior month, so transits per day increased

7% month on month in February, to 34.8.

There were 237 transits via the larger ACP-built
neopanamax locks, down 17% month on month
due to 9% fewer containership transits during
the Chinese New Year holiday period and 31%
fewer transits by very large gas carriers.

There were 8.5 neopanamax locks transits
per day, down 9% month on month.
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The smaller, older panamax locks handled 738
transits last month, up 2% versus January. Transits
per day came in at 26.3, up 13% month on month.

Dry bulk cargoes from the US Gulf to Asia were
the big driver of monthly gains in the panamax
locks. There were 193 dry bulk carrier transits
via the panamax locks in February, up 16% from
the month before (up 29% when accounting

for the shorter month). This was the highest

number of monthly panamax dry bulk transits
since April 2023, prior to drought restrictions.

* The ACP does not release monthly transit
statistics by segment or statistics on total monthly
transits. It releases fiscal-year-to-date transits by
segment and fiscal-year-to-date total transits since
October, the beginning of its fiscal year. Lloyd’s
List calculates monthly transits by comparing each
month’s cumulative fiscal-year-to-date statistics.

WHAT TO WATCH

IMO green rules possible without Trump's

America

DONALD Trump can damage, but not
derail IMO policy efforts to decarbonise
shipping, policy commentators argue.

The International Maritime Organization’s

176 member states are trying to agree on mid-
term policies to decarbonise the industry. They
must approve the bones of a carbon price and
fuel standard by April's MEPC 83, for adoption
in October and entry into force from 2027.

Trump has spooked shipping bosses with threats
of exorbitant port fees for Chinese ships, and
promised to slash climate policies more broadly.

Vespucci Maritime founder Lars Jensen,
speaking at the TPM conference in Long Beach,
warned how Trump had pulled the US out of
other UN organisations and could also pull

it out of the IMO, especially if the regulator
wanted to impose a global carbon tax.

“That would have consequences for global
shipping, because what rules are we going
to be operating under?” Jensen said.

But this week, green shipping advocates
said the US’ power to stop the broader IMO
process, should it choose to, is limited.

Aparajit Pandey, shipping lead at the non-
profit Rocky Mountain Institute, said if
Trump were to pull out of the IMO, as he
has other UN organisations that would only
affect vessels going between US ports.

“It’s only when you start to have other
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countries also exiting it becomes an issue,”
Pandey said. “Shipping is global.”

Opportunity Green founder Aoife O’Leary said
the US had tended to object to green regulations
at the IMO well before Trump, and the lack

of such objections could help the cause.

“I don’t mean to be too down on the US, but
they’ve not exactly been a friend of climate action
in the IMO for quite a while,” O’'Leary said.

UCL Energy Institute shipping and energy
professor Tristan Smith said the US could
shout from the sidelines at the IMO. But it was
“pretty impotent” to change it because of the
way the IMO worked (where influence was
linked to the size of a state’s flag registry).

“They’re not a major player and they don’t have
this broad influence, because they don't flag
any ships and they don’t have the relationships
that some of the countries that they’ve

recently been annoying have,” Smith said.

These countries, such as Panama, Liberia,
and the Marshall Islands, would not follow
the US unless they were threatened with
tariffs, which Smith added was a risk.

“The scenario which I'm most concerned about is
if [Trump] shouts, and then he tariffs, and those in
combination create a diplomatic effect,” Smith said.

But if all Trump did was shout — like he
did in his first term — the US’ objections
would not matter, Smith said.
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The IMO noted objections from the US, Brazil and
Saudi Arabia in a footnote to its initial GHG strategy
in 2018, but went ahead with the strategy anyway.

A bigger risk to the green transition, Smith argued,
could come from Trump’s support for oil and gas.
If resulting oversupply pushed prices super-low,
and the IMO opted for credit trading instead of a
levy for its carbon policy, the advantage for fossil
LNG baked into that policy would be deepened.

“This makes the credit trading risk even
greater than it already was,” Smith said.

The most recent IMO negotiations on a carbon
price and fuel standard saw a group of more
than 50 countries and NGOs support rules
with a carbon levy as the main tool.

Levy supporters hope the group can stay united in
the coming weeks, as compromise proposals to the
talks threaten to split the group into different camps.

The next and final round of intersessional
talks on the mid-term measures starts on
March 31, the week before MEPC83.

Beijing casts shadow over CK Hutchison'’s
blockbuster port sale as national interest

concerns raised

BEIJING’S top representative body in Hong

Kong has reposted a scathing critique of CK
Hutchison’s sale of its port assets to a BlackRock-led
consortium, putting the $22.8bn deal in jeopardy.

The commentary article, which implied the sale
betrayed China’s national interests, was originally
published in the pro-Communist Party Hong
Kong newspaper Ta Kung Pao but was shared
today on the website of the Liaison Office of the
Central People’s Government in Hong Kong.

This has led to speculation that Beijing is
indirectly pressuring CK Hutchison’s owner,
Hong Kong tycoon Li Ka-shing, to reconsider
the transaction, despite the absence of
public disapproval from Beijing thus far.

The deal, covering all of the Hong Kong-
headquartered conglomerate’s non-China
port assets including two ports in Panama, is
still at the preliminary agreement stage and
subject to legal and regulatory approvals.

US President Donald Trump hailed the
acquisition by the US investment firm in a
congressional speech after it was announced,
citing it as one of the achievements in America
regaining control over the Panama Canal.

His remarks were also cited in the article

as evidence that the deal was not a “normal
commercial transaction”, but rather “a hegemonic
act of the US wielding its national power, using
despicable means like coercion, pressure and
enticement to infringe upon the legitimate

rights and interests of other countries”.
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The article said that: “After the Panama Canal

is ‘Americanised’ and ‘politicised, the US

will inevitably use it for political purposes to
advance its own agenda, placing China’s shipping
and trade in the region under US control.

“If the US imposes measures such as selective traffic
restrictions or additional ‘political surcharges,
Chinese companies will face significant risks in
terms of logistics costs and supply chain stability.

“At the same time, this transaction has also
created a major gap in the port network that
Chinese enterprises have spent years building,
allowing the US to erode China’s overseas
development interests,” it continued.

The article also linked Washington’s recent proposal
to charge special port fees on China-built ships with
the deal, implying such measures could expand
from US ports to overseas ports operated by US
firms, further undermining China’s maritime sector,
even though such conspiracy-laden allegations

seem to clearly ignore basic commercial logic.

[Sidebar#L1L1152781]

CK Hutchison’s ports and terminals, if acquired,
are expected to be operated by Mediterranean
Shipping Co through its port arm Terminal
Investment Ltd (TIL), part of the consortium,
which has significant interests in China.

“If the US calculations succeed, they will
inevitably impact China’s shipbuilding,
shipping, foreign trade, and even the joint
development of the Belt and Road Initiative.
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“This will also directly affect Hong Kong’s
efforts to enhance its status as an international
shipping and trade centre, while threatening
and disrupting the normal global shipping

and trade order and security,” it wrote.

The article also cited critics from social
media, which described CK Hutchison as
“profit-driven” and accused it of “betraying
and selling out all Chinese people”.

“Faced with such a significant matter of principle,
the relevant companies should think carefully. They
should seriously consider the nature and key issues
at hand, as well as reflect on where they stand and
which side they choose to take,” it concluded.

The Liaison Office and CK Hutchison
have been approached for comment.

The Art of the Deal is striving for win-win.
Extortionate port fees would be lose-lose

AMERICA’S new president cites Trump: The Art
of the Deal as his second-favourite book after
the Bible. Presumably the prevalence of religious
sentiment in the US forced him to concede the
number one slot to the Almighty, just this once.

There are differing accounts of just what
proportion of the words were penned by
Donald Trump himself. All of them, Trump
insists; none, according to his ghost writer.

Unkind reviewers felt that even by the unctuous
standards prevailing in the celebrity autobiography
genre, this one was unduly self-aggrandising.

Some even suggested that large chunks of

the proffered account were fabricated.

As a soi-disant master negotiator, Trump is
obviously aware of the concept of a win-win
situation. Indeed, he has been known to bandy
around terms such as a “win-win-win situation”
or even a “win-win-win-win situation” when

in rhetorical flight on the campaign trail.

This brings us to the proposals emanating from
Trump’s US Trade Representative Jamieson
Greer to charge punitive port fees to Chinese
operators, shipowners of any nationality using
China-built tonnage or with vessels on order at
Chinese shipyards, and perhaps even owners
with any Chinese vessels in their fleet.

That means basically everybody. All substantial
shipping companies stand to be charged up to
$1m and perhaps more for the privilege of their
vessels being allowed to call at a US port.

The big idea is to incentivise owners to buy
ships from countries other than China, and
hopefully the US once plans to rejuvenate
its shipbuilding sector reach fruition.
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At this point, concerned interjections
from the reality-based community need
to be taken on board urgently.

Mediterranean Shipping Co chief executive Soren
Toft, in his capacity as chair of the World Shipping
Council, believes such charges would land the
industry with an annual bill in excess of $20bn.

Many owners will reluctantly accept the commercial
imperative to bow to Jamieson’s edict. CMA

CGM, for instance, has promised to order around
20 vessels from US yards for its American

President Lines subsidiary, which was US-owned
prior to passing into French control in 2016.

But even in the best-case scenario, it will
take years for US shipyards to retool and
then build the requisite new tonnage.

How might this pan out for shipping?

One theory is that shipowners who include three
or four US ports in their rotations will drop one
or two calls while passing the cost of unavoidable
exposure onto shippers, ending up in pocket.

But that is only half the story. Congestion at
Los Angeles, Long Beach and New York/New
Jersey would be off the scale, while smaller
ports risk finding themselves all but idle.

Moreover, shippers — especially those faced

with 100% tariffs on their commodities — can
reasonably be expected to kick back. In many
cases, a $1m impost represents more than cost of
transporting dry bulk and more than the value
of goods themselves. Some will almost certainly
be forced to quit the US market altogether.

Nor will China take this lying down. As the
Chinese embassy in the US belligerently expressed
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its government’s stance on X: “If war is what
the US wants, be it a tariff war, a trade war or
any other type of war, we’re ready to fight till
the end.” The prospect of reciprocal port fees
by way of retaliation can hardly be excluded.

Even if trade flows are somehow magically
maintained, the impact on pricing for end users
and consumers will be hugely inflationary,
heavily to the detriment of the US economy.

To be clear, for most shipping companies,
using vessels untainted by any connection
with China is not an option.

China has been the dominant nation in shipbuilding
for more than two decades now. On one estimate
last year, some 81% of the world boxship fleet was
built in that country. The corresponding figure

is 75% for bulkers and 48% for LPG carriers.

There is a reasoned case that such ascendancy
was achieved through underhand means. Biden-
era USTR Katherine Tai initiated an unfair trade
investigation against Chinese shipbuilding.

The subsequent report concluded that a combination
of state support, barriers for foreign competitive,
intellectual property theft, restrictive procurement
policies and forced technology transfers provided
Chinese yards with an unfair advantage.

Other factors include attractive financing terms
from Chinese banks and leasing institutions,
much improved quality and competitive pricing
compared to such rivals as South Korea.

Yet we are where we are. China-built
ships are the industry’s workhorses and
aren’t going anywhere any time soon.

Most economists deprecate Trumpian economic
nationalism. Even the smallish minority prepared
to offer qualified defence for ideological reasons
accept that it will entail considerable pain, with
predictions of an impending major recession that
is already being dubbed “the Trump slump”.

The second Trump administration is not yet two
months old and has so far shown a propensity to
table outrageous demands and then backtrack
as soon as the victims make concessions.

The port fee policy could be just the latest
iteration of this Friday night, poker dad, card
school mentality. If go ahead it must, phasing
it in over a decade or more would still be a bad
move, but at least an attainable real-world goal.

The Art of the Deal, remember, is striving for
win-win. As things stand right now, instant gun-
to-head port fees look rather like lose-lose.

ANALYSIS

IMO risks falling into same trap as EU on
green policy, Vitol exec says

THE International Maritime Organization’s
green policies must avoid falling into the same
trap as Europe, according to the head of green
shipping at commodity trading giant Vitol.

Ian Butler told a green hydrogen roundtable
this week that shipowners were investing

in LNG fuel because of perks baked into

the Fuel EU Maritime standard.

That regulation was designed to lower the
carbon intensity of fuels over time by requiring

ships to switch to greener alternatives.

But Butler said it gave shipowners “a huge
amount of flexibility” in how to comply.
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“They can pool their overcompliance, which will
have a significant value, and they can bank that
overcompliance for future years,” he said.

“So, the regulation is super supportive

to that investment cycle, and that is

what the industry’s looking at.

“And this is the trap the IMO needs to not fall in.”

Butler said one of the rule proposals before the IMO
was “more or less a carbon copy of the Fuel EU”.

He cited concerns raised by UCL professor Tristan

Smith, that letting shipowners trade carbon credits
to comply will not raise enough money to meet
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the IMO’s goal of a “just and equitable transition”
for poor countries and vulnerable island states.

“To me, it’s very clear to me that that money
will only incentivise the zero and near-zero
fuels if it is administered by the IMO, and not
to be allowed on a commercial basis”, he said.

Butler said the regulation had to be
successful, simple and investible.

Last week, Maersk’s head of energy transition
told Lloyd’s List that a rule reliant on carbon
trading would lock in fossil LNG and delay
investment in zero-carbon fuels.

Butler added that shipowners who chose LNG
could choose the bio version (which Vitol could
supply to ships “right now”) and later e-LNG.

He said a ship delivered in 2026 or 2027 could
be retrofitted at its second drydock in 10
years’ time, if e-fuels were available by then.
But the commercial decision would depend

on hard-to-predict shipping markets.

Butler said containerships would adopt green fuels
sooner because their routes and bunkering stops
were predictable, and because their customers
were more willing to pay a green premium.

But for bulk commodities, Butler said: “There’s
been zero interest. We don’t get any of our
customers saying they’d like us to transport
their products — whether that’s dry or wet

— on a lower-carbon-intensity vessel.”

Tramp tankers and bulkers would probably rely
on drop-in biofuels. Butler said he was confident
the industry would find new, niche biofuels
amid competition from cars and aircraft.

MARKETS

Transatlantic rates have been resilient but

trade war fallout looms

SPOT container rates in east-west trades have been
falling sharply since January, but one lane is bucking
the trend: the transatlantic headhaul from Europe to
the US. Spot rates on this trade have held on to much
of their recent gains and are still up year on year.

But the rate environment is about to change. The
transatlantic market is poised to feel the brunt
of US President Donald Trump’s trade war.

The US imposed 25% tariffs on imports of
European steel and aluminium on Wednesday.
The EU responded with a plan for 50% tariffs on a
variety of imports from the US — everything from
liquor, food, boats and motorbikes to blue jeans,
bras and garter belts — to begin April 1, with an
additional phase of tariffs beginning in mid-April.

Trump responded on Thursday with a threat
to impose 200% tariffs on all wine, champagne
and alcohol products imported from the EU.

Transatlantic volumes affected by currently
proposed tariffs far exceed volumes tariffed in
Trump’s first term, and this is even before the
US reciprocal tariff plan is launched on April
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2, which promises to impose tariffs on the EU
that include retaliation for value added taxes.

Global index sinks below transatlantic index

The Drewry World Container Index rate assessment
for the Rotterdam-New York lane was $2,373

per feu for the week ending Thursday. The WCI
global composite — which is being pressured

by steeper rate declines in Asia-US and Asia-
Europe lanes — came in at $2,368 per feu.

This is the first week that the Rotterdam-New York
index has exceeded the global composite since early
December 2023, just before container lines began
rerouting en masse around the Cape of Good Hope
in response to Houthi attacks in the Red Sea.

Red Sea diversions caused rates from Asia to
Europe and the US to surge last year, but much
less so in the transatlantic westbound trade. In
August 2024, the global composite was triple
the level of the Rotterdam-New York index.

Rotterdam-New York spot rates began rising sharply
in late October, at a time when the market was
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fearing a renewed port strike at US east and Gulf
coast ports in January, implying frontloading.

Transatlantic rates have pulled back this year.
However, they have fallen much more gradually
than in other east-west trades. The Europe-

US headhaul index is still up 6% year on year,
whereas the global composite is down 25%.

Building supplies, F&B dominate volumes

If the US and EU descend into a large-scale trade
war, which containerised cargoes are at risk?

According to US government data compiled by
Jason Miller, a freight economist and professor
at Michigan State University, containerised

imports from Europe totalled 38.8m tonnes in
2024, representing 18.5% of total US imports.

US containerised imports from Europe
increased 6% in 2024 versus 2023.

America’s imports from Europe are heavily
weighted towards building supplies, food and
beverages. The top 10 import categories in 2024
were gypsum for drywall and plaster, ceramic
tiles, beer, wine, mineral water, marble, cement,
non-alcoholic beverages, Champagne and pasta.

Alcoholic beverages, which now face the
threat of a 200% tariff, accounted for 9%
of total US containerised imports from
Europe last year, measured by weight.

Chinese iron ore demand to prop up

bulk market in 2025

IRON ore demand will be key to the dry
bulk sector’s performance in 2025.

That’s hardly the prediction of the century, but with
other commodities set for weak years, the largest
commodity of all is even more important than usual.

Coal is expected to continue its downward
trend, with Howe Robinson expecting seaborne
coal trade to decline 0.5% and the grain

trade at the mercy of tariffs and conflict.

The dry market has recovered from a very poor start
to 2025, led by a resurgent capesize sector, which
has seen gains of more than $15,000 per day on the
Baltic Exchange’s C5 time charter average index.

Nowhere is that recovery more visible than on
the Tubarao-Qingdao C3 route, which breached
the $24 per tonne mark on March 12, up from
the low of $16 seen in December 2024.

But Signal analyst Maria Bertzeletou
urged caution, suggesting that recent gains
were more down to temporary release of
oversupply than increased demand.

Ballasters in the South Atlantic region are down 30%
compared to this time last month, coinciding with
the rally of the capesize segment in recent weeks.

Chinese demand looks less promising though.
Iron ore cargoes discharging at Chinese ports
have been down every month in 2025, with
February down 10% on 2024’s figure.
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But iron ore production looks strong. Vale
predicts 2025 production to be 325m-335m
tonnes, up from the 328m tonnes achieved in
2024 (which itself was the highest since 2018).

Howe Robinson head of dry bulk research
Bilal Muftuoglu said efficiency gains could see
Brazil’s iron ore output reach the levels seen
before the Brumadinho dam disaster in 2019.

Brazil’s recovery is complemented by West
Africa’s emergence as a major player in iron ore
exports. Rio Tinto’s Simandou project is expected
to ship its first cargoes later this year and will
ramp up to an annual capacity of 60m tonnes.

But as Muftuoglu told the audience at Howe
Robinson’s London seminar, Mauritania,
Liberia and Sierra Leone will have a

part to play in this region’s rise too.

Increased production is only good news
for shipping if there is a market to buy it,
and that’s where the doubt emerges.

Global steel production finished 2024 0.9%
down on 2023, according to World Steel
Association data, despite a late rally in the last
few months of the year to close the gap.

Of more concern is China’s steel production,
which was down 1.7% year on year in

2024, and again barring a late rally that
figure could have been worse.
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China’s start to 2025 hasn’t been much
better either, with an estimated 5.6% drop
in January’s production figure on 2024.

The biggest steel producer in the world (by quite
some distance) has been plagued by a sluggish
economy and a weak real estate market.

Howe Robinson senior consultant economist Daniel
Jessel said property prices in China had declined
17% in 2024 and investment in construction 14%.

There are signs that the housing market might
be finding a bottom though, Muftuoglu said,
as the rate of price decline has slowed.

China’s annual Two Sessions meetings, which see
economic targets set and budgets announced,
were hoped to offer some support for the steel
market, and therefore iron ore imports.

But as shipbroker BRS noted, the GDP growth target
remained at 5% and local government debt pressure
made any largescale infrastructure investments
unlikely in 2025. Not good news for steel.

Nevertheless, the impact on Chinese iron

ore demand is expected to be “relatively
limited” BRS said, with the world’s biggest
consumer expected to import 1.2bn tonnes of
ore compared to 1.24bn tonnes in 2024.

But production cuts have been suggested
as likely by some analysts, and neither
BRS nor Howe Robinson ruled out Beijing
adopting that tactic later in the year.

“Even if strict production cut targets are not
ultimately enforced, the market still anticipates
a 1%-2% decline in steel demand,” BRS said.

There is some cause for optimism though. While
construction projects stall amid debt pressure, other
sectors, such as shipbuilding, are booming and

will increase their consumption, Muftuoglu said.

In the longer term, he highlighted the possibility
than anti-Chinese political sentiment might drive
domestic steel manufacturing in other countries.
The Trump administration slapped a 25% tariff on
all steel and aluminium imports into the US just
yesterday in a bid to support US manufacturing. The
US is the fourth-biggest producer of steel globally
and suffered a 2.3% decline in production in 2024.

India continues to grow its steel production
capability and was a big winner in 2024,
registering 6.3% growth, while Southeast Asia
continues to emerge as a steel market.

They are, perhaps, trends for the future, but

right now China is still the market that matters,
outstripping the nearest competitor in terms of steel
production (India) by some 850m tonnes last year.

Iron ore supply is promising. There will be
no shortage of cargoes for capesizes, but
only if there is somewhere for it to go.

The story was the same last year. Analysts predicted
the weak macroeconomic environment and lack of
big infrastructure investment would surely catch up
with sky-high iron ore imports. But the inventories
kept filling up and the tonne miles mounted.

VLGC earnings rise double digits

SPOT earnings for very large gas carriers have
jumped by nearly a third so far this week,
reaching their highest levels since January.

The Baltic Exchange BLPG Index, an average
of assessed time charter equivalent earnings
on the three main VLGC trade routes divided
by 10, rose to 4,218 on Thursday, up 29.5%
since Monday yet down 35% year on year.

VLGC rates are highly sensitive to the US-Asia
propane price arbitrage. When winter arrives
in the US and temperatures fall, domestic
demand for propane increases, which reduces
demand for US exports and VLGC freight.

According to Jefferies shipping analyst Omar
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Nokta, higher activity in the US Gulf and
Middle East Gulf drove the rise in VLGC
earnings, and warmer temperatures in the
US should provide more tailwinds.

“VLGCs have jumped on higher activity in both
key export markets of the US Gulf and Middle
East,” Nokta said in a note on Thursday.

“As we noted earlier this week, warmer
temperatures in the US should start to pause
the draw on propane stockpiles and shift
higher volumes to the export markets.”

Clarksons shipping analyst Frode Moarkedal said
this week’s rate increase was not induced by a jump
in the US-Asia arbitrage, although “the arbitrage
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is more than enough to cover current rates”.

“This potentially means that owners’ hopes of
additional March cargoes clearing out some of
the available vessels could have materialised,”
Morkedal said in a note on Thursday.

“Sluggish earnings over the past one and

a half months have given owners a choice
between ballasting through Panama and
going around the Cape [of Good Hope] — an
option that shortens the position list.”

‘Maximum pressure’ upside

According to energy consultants Facts Global
Energy, Iran exported approximately 11.5m
tonnes of LPG in 2024, a slight increase from
the 11.4m it exported in 2023 (the data include
a small percentage of land-based exports).

If the US is able to effectively crack down on
Iran’s LPG exports, mainstream VLGCs could
see a substantial upside, assuming global
LPG demand remains largely unchanged.

“The rule of thumb is that it takes about four
to five VLGCs to ship 1m tonnes of LPG in a
year,” a shipping executive told Lloyd’s List.

Even if Iran’s trade was reduced by just 25%,
replacing those volumes with LPG from non-
sanctioned producers would create demand
for an additional 12-15 VLGCs as LPG was
sourced from elsewhere, he added.

According to Merkedal, “With Iran exporting
around 7% of total seaborne LPG, there

are hopes that a maximum pressure policy
against Iran could lead to more US-Far East
exports, increasing average distances.”

Boxship orderbook keeps growing but US-
China trade tensions provide cancellations risk

NEWBUILDING contracts for containerships
signed in the past month have pushed the orderbook
comfortably past the gm teu mark, while further
orders are expected to be signed in the near future.

Orders confirmed in the past month included
11 24,000 teu ships contracted by Taiwanese
container line operator Evergreen. Six vessels
will be constructed in South Korea by Hanwha
Ocean, with the remaining five to be built in
China by Guangzhou Shipyard International.

France’s CMA CGM was confirmed in the past
week to have ordered up to 12 18,000 teu vessels
from China’s Jiangnan Shipyard, while the world’s
largest container line operator Mediterranean
Shipping Co contracted up to eight 21,700

teu vessels from Zhoushan Changhong.

All of these latest orders have been
specified for LNG dual-fuel operations.

Other boxship newbuilding contracts confirmed in
the past month included two 1,900 teu feedermaxes
for Germany’s Elbdeich Reederei, two 9,200 teu
ships for Greek non-operating owner Danaos

and up to 10 11,400 teu vessels for Greece’s TMS.
All of these ships have been ordered in China.

According to analyst Alphaliner the global
containership orderbook grew to a record 9.1m teu
of capacity in March, with close to 800 newbuildings
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now in the pipeline. The orderbook represents
some 30% of existing fleet capacity in service.

However, it notes that while the boxship
newbuilding orderbook has expanded to an
unprecedented level, at least one third of ships
won’t be delivered until 2028 or after.

“While the orderbook is the largest that it has ever
been in terms of capacity;, it also stretches out far
further than ever before, with some vessels only
due to be delivered in 2030 — five years from now,”
said Alphaliner, which noted that most top-tier
yards are now sold out until the end of the decade.

“With very few exceptions, the market has not
seen such long lead times since the ordering
boom of 2005-2007, that preceded the
market crash of 2008,” said Alphaliner.

Meanwhile, there are several further newbuilding
contracts in the pipeline, which could be
signed within the first half of this year.

Several non-operating owners are reported by
shipbrokers to be discussing vessels of below 4,000
teu. Ordering activity in the past three years has
been biased towards larger tonnage. As such there
is expected to be a looming shortage of smaller
vessels in the medium term, and some tonnage
providers appear to be looking to fill the gap.
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Taiwan container line operator Yang Ming,
which has the smallest orderbook amongst the
major carriers, has disclosed that it will order
up to six conventional-fuel 8,000 teu vessels
and seven LNG dual-fuel 15,000 teu ships.

The potential orders have been under discussion
since at least December. Yang Ming is expected
to favour South Korean shipyards and
compatriot shipbuilder CSBC for the orders,
with which the line has favoured in the past.

But whether all of the current orderbook
actually gets delivered remains to be seen.

“It has to be acknowledged that many of the ships
ordered from 2005 to 2007 were not delivered

as planned. After the crash of 2008, owners
renegotiated and deferred deliveries, which led

to some ships being handed over with delays

of one or even two years,” noted Alphaliner.

It added; “Zooming in on more recent newbuilding
orders, we see that finding delivery slots three
years out is already very challenging, and that
lead times of four years are becoming the norm.

For longer series of ships, the later units will be
delivered five years after contract signing.”

Adding risk to the orderbook, of which 70%

is held by Chinese shipyards, are geopolitical
uncertainties. These include plans by the US
government to introduce a levy of up to $1.5m
for any China-built vessel calling at a US port.

While the move has yet to be implemented,
shipowners that have ordered tonnage in
China specifically for servicing US markets,
in particular neo-panamax 14,000 teu
vessels and ultra-large (16,000 teu) units,
will be closely monitoring the situation.

So far there have been no signs that
container lines are considering cancelling
existing orders at Chinese shipyards.

China’s shipbuilding group Yangzijiang warned
in late February that while demand for new
ships remains high, measures resulting from
US-China trade tensions and extended delivery
lead times may impact shipowners’ willingness
to place new orders in the near term.

IN OTHER NEWS

Australian competition watchdog
raises concerns over DP World
Silk Logistics’ takeover

DP WORLD'’S deal to acquire
Australian company Silk
Logistics has come under
increased scrutiny from the
Australian Competition and
Consumer Commission.

The Australian subsidiary of the
Dubai-based company announced
the deal in November 2024, as

it seeks to expand its presence

in the Asia-Pacific region.

ACCC noted that DP World
Australia already operates
container stevedores at
Sydney'’s Port Botany,
Melbourne and Fremantle.
The logistics giant services
about a third of containers
processed at these ports.

Salvors board stricken vessels

involved in UK collision
SALVORS have managed to
board two vessels four days
after they were involved in a
collision off the UK coast.

Madeira-flagged containership
Solong (IM0O: 9322554)
collided with US-flagged
tanker Stena Immaculate

(IMO: 9693018) while it was
anchor off Hull on March 10.

The tanker was carrying jet
fuel for the US military, while
Solong was carrying empty
containers that had been used
to transport sodium cyanide.

Kikilias takes over Greek
shipping brief

GREECE has appointed a
new minister of shipping and
island policy in a reshuffle

of prime minister Kyriakos
Mitsotakis’ cabinet.
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Vassilis Kikilias, 50, replaces
Cyprus-born Christos Stylianides,
a former European Commissioner
who has also played a role in
Cypriot politics in the past.

Kikilias was serving as climate
change minister but has

also served as minister for
health under Mitsotakis.
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Classified notices follow
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Looking to publish a judicial sale, public notice,
court orders and recruitment?

Please contact: marketingservices@lloydslistintelligence.com
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