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Caught between profits and
patriotism: Li Ka-shing family
port deal draws China’s glare

IR S5E AR R (A wise man adapts to circumstances or reads the
times). Hong Kong tycoon Li Ka-shing and his family now find
themselves entangled in this ancient Chinese proverb.

Failing to read the times would not have allowed the 96-year-old,
whose net worth exceeds $38bn, and the business empire he built to
achieve such success. This includes the handsome returns from
betting big on post-reform China 40 years ago.

Now, the Li family needs to decide whether to ignore Beijing’s implied
opposition and proceed with plans to sell port assets owned by their
flagship CK Hutchison to a consortium led by US-based BlackRock.

Commercially, the sale makes sense.

The $22.8bn price tag represents more than 12 times the earnings
before interest, tax, depreciation, and amortisation of the underlying
assets. And the preliminary deal comes as the operating context for
Chinese companies overseas appears to be worsening amid dramatic
shifts in the global order.

Countries wary of Beijing are becoming more sensitive, especially
when businesses involve strategic infrastructure such as ports.
Hong Kong’s autonomy also no longer confers privileges that shield
local firms from the same geopolitical harm their mainland
Chinese peers face.
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US President Trump is elevating the risk to new
heights by viewing CK Hutchison’s concessions
in two Panamanian ports as part of China’s
control over the Panama Canal, despite the
company being registered in the Cayman Islands
and headquartered in the Chinese Special
Administrative Region.

But Beijing seems unwilling to acknowledge
the transaction as a simple commercial
decision, although it is yet to openly object.
That view came across in two Ta Kung Pao
editorials recently reposted on the website of
the Hong Kong and Macao Affairs Office of
the State Council.

The articles implied selling these port assets
spanning Europe, the Middle East, Southeast Asia
and Latin America to an US firm betrays China’s
national interests. It enables Washington to
undermine China’s maritime industry and external
trade, they suggested.

“Great entrepreneurs are all ardent patriots,” one
piece alleged, adding many Chinese enterprises
targeted for US sanctions pride themselves for
making the “honour roll” in contrast to the Li

family’s “profiteering tendencies”.

The provocative criticism seems to take a page from
president Trump’s unconventional yet oddly popular
rhetorical arts. But it’s hard to believe Beijing’s key
agencies overseeing Hong Kong policy would verbatim
repost such sharp rebukes only to let off some steam.

With mainland China and Hong Kong ports
excluded from the proposed sale, it removes Beijing’s
grounds for outright rejection. But if authorities
view the overseas terminals as important logistics
nodes for Chinese supply chains, diplomatic or
policy interventions remain possible.

Given most of these facilities occupy strategic
locations within China’s Belt and Road investment
blueprint, it appears sufficient to prompt policy
makers to scrutinise if the deal jeopardises national
and corporate interests from a geostrategic lens.

That too has downsides. Blocking the transaction
could reinforce US rhetoric around sinister Chinese
objectives and raise barriers for future overseas
expansion by its companies — undermining longer-
term ambitions.

Of course, it would be most convenient for Beijing if
the seller changed their minds first, should they still
“read the times”.

WHAT TO WATCH

Suezmax and LR rates rise amid the
ongoing geopolitical ‘noise’

THE GEOPOLITICAL puzzle for tanker

trades is as puzzling as ever. Will US air strikes
in Yemen extend the Red Sea crisis or end it?
Will there be a ceasefire in the Russia-Ukraine
war? What’s next for US sanctions and port
taxes on Chinese ships?

But as Frontline chief executive Lars Barstad
emphasised earlier this month, tanker markets
keep chugging along, operating normally despite
all the geopolitical “noise”.

There have been some notable moves in spot
rates recently. Suezmaxes are gaining on the
crude side and long-range carriers are up on
the product tanker side. Stocks of both product
tanker owners and mid-sized crude tanker
owners were in the green on Monday.
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Crude tanker rates

The Baltic Exchange time charter equivalent index
for suezmaxes came in at $54,574 per day on
Monday, up 139% year to date and 23% year on year
(y/y). Friday’s suezmax index reading of $55,225
per day was the highest since January 2024.

“Suezmax rates have been stronger,” said
Jefferies analyst Omar Nokta. “Higher volumes
in the Mediterranean and West Africa have
been supportive.”

The Baltic TCE index for very large crude carriers
was at $40,653 per day on Monday. VLCC rates are
off the post-sanctions highs of earlier this year but
remain at healthy levels. The VLCC index is up 69%
YTD but down 28% y/y.

Page 2



According to Nokta, “VLCCs have been steady with
quieter volumes reported last week but are expected
to pick up this week as charterers begin booking
April-load cargoes in the Middle East. The gradual
unwind of Opec-plus voluntary cuts points to a
bump in cargo volumes, which, against tighter fleet
availability due to Ofac sanctions, suggests a firmer
setup for spot rates.”

Suezmax rates are at an unusually high premium to
VLCC rates. The Baltic suezmax index was $15,703
per day higher than the VLCC index on Friday. The
spread has not been that high since January 2024.

Aframaxes have been the laggards in 2025. The
Baltic Aframax TCE index was at $28,641 per day on
Monday, down 2% YTD although up 13% y/y.

Product tanker rates

In the product tanker sector, long-range tankers
are up substantially from the lows at the beginning
of the year. However, all segments are still down
considerably versus a year ago.

The Baltic Exchange LR2 TCE index for the Middle
East to Japan was at $39,356 per day on Monday, up
80% YTD and down 53% y/y.

According to Nokta, “LR2s have been much
busier, with several fixtures for Asia-bound and
Europe-bound cargoes out of the Middle East
region driving rates higher. We count 20 spot
bookings in the Middle East in each of the last
three weeks, higher than the year-to-date weekly
average of 13 bookings.”

The LR1 index was at $29,627 per day, up 112% YTD
and down 49% y/y.

Clarksons Securities analyst Frode Markedal said
on recent strength of LR1s and LR2s: “Rising
petrochemical feedstock demand has pushed

up Asian naphtha prices, drawing additional
supplies from the Middle East Gulf, where tonnage
availability has tightened.”

Smaller product tankers have been faring much
better in the Pacific basin than the Atlantic.

The Baltic Exchange Atlantic basket for TCE
rates of medium-range and handysize product
tankers came in at $21,088 per day on Monday,
down 14% YTD and down 50% y/y, whereas the
Pacific basket was at $23,291 per day, up 45%
YTD and down 44% y/y.
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More fireworks in Red Sea

The US began large-scale air strikes against Houthi
targets in recent days and the Houthis claimed they
retaliated against US warships.

“We suspect owners who were thinking about
testing the waters are now unlikely to do so,” said
Stifel analyst Ben Nolan.

Brokerage BRS commented, “Considering

that there has been a four-month lull without
attacks in the Bab el Mandeb, this turn of
events highlights why shipowners had remained
reluctant to return to the region and had instead
opted to stick to the relatively safer although
longer Cape of Good Hope Route.”

The end to the Red Sea crisis will affect tanker rates
— in some cases positively, in others negatively. To
the extent US attacks and Houthi retaliation prolong
reroutings around the cape, the status quo for rates
would continue.

BRS said that LR2s and aframaxes “have the most
to lose if Red Sea transits returned, given the
significant increase in distances and volumes they
have acquired”.

In contrast, MRs and suezmaxes could benefit from
resumed Red Sea transits. “It would allow [MR]
Pacific and Atlantic fleets to interact and increase
trade efficiency,” said BRS. In addition, Red Sea
transits would allow MRs to resume transport of
Middle East products to Europe and fuel oil in the
opposite direction.

BRS noted that suezmaxes crude cargoes from
the Middle East to Europe have fallen from 20
per month in early 2023 to an average of eight per
month currently as that trade has been taken over
by VLCCs on the Cape of Good Hope route.

“Suezmaxes loading of Basrah, the main Middle
East origin for Europe-bound crude, would see the
largest surge of activity,” it said.

Sanctions on Iranian and Russian exports

Meanwhile, the Trump administration continues to
sanction more tankers serving the Iranian export
trade and Biden administration sanctions on tankers
serving Russian exports remain in place. As talk

of a possible Russia-Ukraine ceasefire heats up,
questions are being raised about the future of US
sanctions on Russia.
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Yet another variable in the sanctions equation: The
price of Brent has fallen since the beginning of this
year, dragging the price of Russian Urals crude
loaded in the Baltic and Black Sea below the $60 per
barrel price cap.

According to data from price-reporting agency Argus,
Urals loaded in Primorsk has been as much as $5.75
per barrel below the price cap this month, and Urals
loaded in Novorossiysk has been as much as $4.90
per barrel below the cap. These are some of the lowest
price levels for Urals since the price cap began.

Asked whether this is incentivising more mainstream
tanker players to re-enter the Russian trade, Argus told
Lloyd’s List, “More Greek vessels are ready to transport
Russian volumes, but the dark fleet still operates in
greater numbers in the Black and Baltic seas.”

According to Gibson Shipbrokers, “Imports of
Russian crude into India have rebounded in March
to above average post-Ukraine war levels, possibly
supported by prices recently falling below the price-
cap threshold.”

It added that Chinese crude imports from Iran,
Venezuela and Russia combined “are back to
above 2024 levels” in March to date, after steep
drops in January and February.

The Biden sanctions against tankers carrying
Russian exports were heavily weighted towards
vessels loading Russian ESPO crude at the Pacific
port of Kozmino.

The sanctions caused aframax freight rates on
this route to quadruple from an average of $2.02
per barrel in 2024 to $8.12 per barrel in late
January, according to Argus data.

The freight rate on this route has moderated to
$5.75 per barrel in the latest week.

Argus told Lloyd’s List, “There is higher vessel
availability in the region after some shipowners
decided to reposition their fleet from west to east
for higher revenues.”

ANALYSIS

Trade wars and ceasefires can both boost
dry bulk, in eyes of United Maritime

BOTH the threat of trade tariffs and potential moves
towards peace in ongoing geopolitical conflicts such
as the war in Ukraine are “potential positives” for
dry bulk shipping, according to United Maritime
chief executive Stamatis Tsantanis.

Nasdag-listed United posted a slightly larger fourth-
quarter loss than the previous year, saying that

the results were negatively affected by a seasonal
slowdown in coal and iron ore trade.

“We view [this] as part of typical seasonality
following robust export volumes in the first three
quarters of the year,” Tsantanis said in a statement.

“Despite this, the long-term fundamentals of the dry
bulk market remain strong, supported by structural
shifts in global trade and fleet supply constraints.

“Ongoing discussions on trade tariffs could lead
to material shifts in global trade flows, potentially
creating alternative shipping routes that would
increase ton-mile demand,” he said.
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On top of that, “the potential resolution of
geopolitical conflicts may lead to the reopening of
key trading corridors, facilitating the reconstruction
and economic revival of regions previously affected
by war.”

That could generate “substantial demand for raw
materials”, further benefiting the dry bulk sector, he
said.

United was also optimistic about an investment

it made in the offshore sector last June when it
acquired an equity stake in a newbuilding energy
construction vessel designed to support oil and gas
as well as renewable energy projects.

“The market for such technologically advanced
vessels is expected to see strong demand,
particularly amid a supply shortage of specialised
offshore assets,” said Tsantanis.

After completion of a deal to sell its oldest vessel,
the 2004-built Gloriuship (IMO: 9266944), United
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will have a fleet of seven bulkers comprising
two capesizes, two kamsarmaxes, including the
company’s most recent addition, the 2016-built
Nisea (IMO: 9609615), and two panamaxes.

The Nisea is under an 18-month bareboat charter
with a purchase option.

The Greece-based owner posted a fourth-quarter net
loss of $1.8m and an adjusted loss of $0.7m, versus
$0.7m and $0.6m respectively in 2023.

Net revenues for the quarter fell to $10.8m, down
from $11.6m in the fourth quarter of the previous

year.

For the full year, United made a $3.4m net loss that
was reduced to $1.2m on an adjusted basis.

The previous year had resulted in net income of
$0.2m and an adjusted net profit of $2.8m.

Revenues in 2024 reached $45.4m, compared with

$36.1m during the previous 12 months.

The fleet earned an estimated average time charter
equivalent rate of $10,480 per vessel per day in the
fourth quarter of last year, said United.

As guidance, it said that the estimated average daily
rate for the first quarter of 2025 is about $10,299 per
vessel.

The board has recommended a reduced dividend
of $0.01 per share for the last quarter, in view of
“the performance of the panamax market in recent
months.”

For 2024, the company declared total dividends of
$0.235 per share and it repurchased about $0.5m
worth of its own shares.

“Given our shares’ current undervalued market
price, we extended our share repurchase programme
by 12 months, with $1.9m remaining from an initial
$3m authorisation,” said Tsantanis.

MARKETS

Norwegian Hull Club rakes in record
profits after ‘uneventful’ 2024

NORWEGIAN Hull Club is proposing a 10%
premium return after what it described as an
“uneventful” 2024.

The issue will go to a vote of the membership at the
marine mutual’s annual general meeting next June.

The development comes after the Bergen-based
entity published its annual report, in which it
unveiled an operating surplus of $103.1m and a
combined ratio of just 75%. Gross earned premiums
came in at $360.1m.

NHC hailed the performance as its strongest yet, with
significant profits from insurance and investments
and a favourable claims picture, given the absence of
major claims and exceptionally low claims cost.

The club ranks as one of the world’s biggest marine
and offshore energy underwriters, insuring 9,762

unique vessels, of which 5,829 are on claims lead.

That gives a 24% share of the Nordic hull market
and a 3% share of the global hull market.
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Its seafarer medical insurance affiliate Marine
Benefits provides health cover for 170,000 seafarers
and family members.

Chief executive Hans Christian Seim described last

year as uneventful, a term unlikely to be employed by
his counterparts at P&I clubs, who are facing a record
deficit on the pool scheme that is projected to hit $750m.

He also pointed out that NHC Group now has more
than 300 employees across its four companies, the
highest number ever.

Seim noted the challenges posed by international
politics and the shared responsibility marine
insurance has to ensure safe industry decarbonisation.

He also warned that hull insurance seems to
be entering a softer market cycle, which will
have major implications for a mutual such as
NHC, which writes hull business with a view
to breakeven rather than profit maximisation.
Norwegian Hull Club is rated A stable by
Standard & Poor’s.
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TEN says new Petrobras shuttle tankers

should gross $2bn

TSAKOS Energy Navigation (TEN) has said it
projects gross revenues of “around $2bn” from
chartering nine brand-new shuttle tankers to
Brazilian oil and gas giant Petrobras.

In its first formal confirmation of the project,
reported earlier this week by Lloyd’s List,

TEN said that it had 15-year employment
contracts with Petrobras Transporte (Transpetro)
for nine DP2 tankers it has ordered from
Samsung Heavy Industries.

Deliveries of the suezmax shuttle tankers, which will
cost more than $1.3bn in total, are scheduled for
2027 and 2028.

According to TEN, the charter will be in the
form of a bareboat and the charterer will assume
all operating and technical costs associated

with the running of the vessels during the
employment period.

The nine vessels announced this week, on top

of three TEN has under construction at present
and four that are already in operation, make the
Greece-based owner one of the largest operators of
suezmax DP2 shuttle tankers globally, according
to company president and chief operating officer
George Saroglou.

“As we progress with the construction of the nine
vessels, we look forward to taking delivery of the
three shuttle tankers currently being built in South
Korea while positioning TEN as the company of

choice for the long-term needs of the world’s major
oil concerns,” Saroglou said in a statement.

“The company’s industrial approach when it
comes to fleet employment has served us well
over the years as it provides cash flow stability,
visibility, flexibility and the firepower to move on
opportunities fast,” he said.

Saaroglou also emphasised the model was geared to
“maintaining our ability to reward shareholders with
healthy dividends irrespective of market conditions.”

Over the years, the New York Stock Exchange-listed
owner had “targeted milestone opportunities to
build modern vessels that added an edge, making
TEN one of the largest, diversified and versatile
energy transporters in the world,” he added.

Previous large-scale deals included the 2007
acquisition of the Western Petroleum fleet of nine
ice-class tankers and a deal in 2014 to build nine
new aframax tankers for long-term charter to
Norway’s Equinor.

About a year ago, TEN acquired a five-vessel fleet
from Norway’s Viken Crude that made the Greek
owner one of the biggest operators of dual-fuel LNG
vessels in the water.

Aside from its pro forma fleet of 16 DP2 suezmax
shuttle tankers, TEN’s fleet of more than 80 vessels
also includes crude tankers, product tankers and
liquefied natural gas carriers.

Hanwha invests in Aussie shipbuilder Austal

SOUTH Korean conglomerate Hanwha Group has
acquired a 9.91% stake in Australian shipbuilder
Austal by investing Won168.7bn ($116m) to
purchase 41.2m shares.

In addition to its 9.9% shareholding, Hanwha has a
9.9% economic interest in Austal via a cash-settled
total return swap arrangement.

Hanwha has also applied to the Australian Foreign
Investment Review Board for approval to increase

its stake in Austal to 19.9%.

If the FIRB approves Hanwha'’s transaction, Hanwha
will take over as the company’s largest shareholder
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from Tattarang, which retains a 19.6% stake.

The investment was made through its Australian
subsidiary HAA No.1 PTY, in which the group’s
Hanwha Systems and Hanwha Aerospace hold 60%
and 40% respectively.

To raise money for the acquisition of shares in
Austal, Hanwha Systems and Hanwha Aerospace
injected Won227bn and Won64.2bn respectively
into Hanwha’s Australian subsidiary through a
paid-in capital increase.

Including the funds, HAA No.1 PTY had
accumulated capital of about Won337bn.
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In a KRX filing, the companies stated the
purpose of the capital increase was to enter
the global market, including Australia, and
that the funds would be used to acquire shares
in another company.

Hanwha said the share acquisition is aimed at
becoming a long-term strategic partner with
the Austal in developing Australia’s defence
industrial capability.

“As a strategic shareholder there will be a great
opportunity for us to add significant value to
Austal’s business, including in global defence
and shipbuilding, supporting investment in
Australia’s local manufacturing industry and
capacity,” said Hanwha Defence global chief
executive Michael Coulter.

Coulter added that Hanwha would engage with
Austal about board representation shortly.

According to Hanwha, Austal is one of the four
key suppliers to the US Navy with an order
backlog of A$1.42bn. The Australian company
has the largest market share of 40%-60% in the
US for small combatants and logistics support
vessels, and operates shipyards in Australia, the
US, the Philippines and Vietnam.

“Since the beginning of Donald Trump’s second
administration, the US is expected to prepare
policies such as the Ships for America Act and

the Ensuring Naval Readiness Act to expand the
foundation of the shipbuilding industry with allies
including South Korea,” said Hanwha.

“When Hanwha’s proven commercial and naval
shipbuilding capabilities as well as strong networks
with the US Department of Defense and US Navy
are added to Austal’s synergies, Austal’s orderbook is
expected to grow.”

Hanwha had previously tried to takeover the
Australian shipbuilder in April 2024. At the
time, Hanwha offered to buy Austal for A$1.02bn,
but the offer was rejected as it was unlikely to
receive regulatory approval from Australian

and US authorities.

iM Securities analyst Byun Yong-jin said in his
report, “For Hanwha Group, acquiring shares in
Austal means investing in the US. This is a good
investment that proves Hanwha’s sincerity in
doing business with US Navy ships.”

In 2024, Hanwha Ocean and Hanwha
Systems completed the acquisition of Philly
Shipyard in Philadelphia.

Asian container lines team up to launch

new Mexican route

SEVEN Asian container liners have teamed up to
launch a new route between Asia-Mexico as trade
between China and Mexico continues to grow.

The new route will be operated by China’s Sinotrans
Container Lines (Sinolines), Taiwan’s TS Lines,
Singapore-based SeaLead Shipping and Emirates
Shipping Line, Thailand’s Regional Container Lines,
and South Korean carriers KMTC Line and Sinokor
Merchant Marine together, TS Lines confirmed with
Lloyd’s List.

The service will commence from April 30.

The seven lines will provide weekly service with

a port rotation covering Shanghai and Qingdao in
China, Busan in South Korea, Manzanillo in Mexico,
before returning to Shanghai, according to TS Lines.
The voyage will take 24 days from Shanghai to
Mexico, and will be the only Mexico service calling
at Busan old port.
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This new route comes at a time of rapid expansion
in China-Mexico trade. China’s exports to Mexico
reached $90.23bn in 2024, an increase of $8.76bn
from the previous year, marking a 10.8% year-on-
year growth, which is nearly five times the value of
Mexico’s exports to China, according to data from
China’s customs authorities. Meanwhile, China’s
imports from Mexico totalled $19.2bn last year, up
2.5% on $441m in 2023.

“The Asia-Mexico trade route is key to global
supply chains, as Mexico serves as an assembly
and manufacturing base for products for the North
America region,” stated Bernd Meyer, Global
Director of SeaLead.

Behind the booming China-Mexico trade,
geopolitical undercurrents are at play. The US
government has ramped up pressure on Mexico,
urging it to block Chinese goods from entering the
country as a backdoor to circumvent US tariffs.
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Recently, the National Customs Agency of Mexico
seized over MXN 300m ($15.05m) worth of Chinese
goods in 33 containers. The move is seen as an olive

branch to the US government, and it also appears to
be probing Beijing’s response, an industry insider
told Lloyd’s List.

OTHER NEWS

Russian master of Solong appears in
British court

THE master of the containership
that collided with a tanker off the
UK coast appeared in court on
Saturday, March 15, charged with
gross negligence manslaughter
following the presumed death of
a member of the boxship’s crew.

Vladimir Motin, aged 59 from
Primorsk, St Petersburg, spoke
only to confirm his name and date
of birth at Hull Magistrates Court.

Motin's appearance in court was
followed by reports that plastic
nurdles had been spotted by the
Royal National Lifeboat Institution
in the waters near to location of
last week’s incident.

Pirates board asphalt tanker in

Gulf of Guinea

AN ASPHALT tanker was boarded
by three armed pirates yesterday
evening off the coast of Sao
Tome and Principe in the Gulf of
Guinea.

Maritime Domain Awareness for
Trade Gulf of Guinea, run by the
UK and French navies, said shots
had been fired in the incident that
took place at around 2000 hrs on
March 17.

Panama-flagged, 2022-built,
16,542 dwt Bitu River (IMO:
9918133) was headed for Douala,
Cameroon, according to its
Automatic Identification System,
when it was boarded 40 nautical
miles southeast of Santo Antonio,
Sao Tome and Principe.

AET appoints Shell veteran as new
chief

SINGAPORE-based tanker
operator AET has named Nick
Potter as its new president and
chief executive.

Potter will also serve as vice
president of petroleum and
products at AET's parent
company MISC Berhad, joining its
executive leadership team.

The appointment comes as
former AET chief Zahid Osman
transitions into an expanded role
as president and group chief
executive at MISC.

MOL secures charters for two more
newbuild VLECs with SCG Chemicals
MITSUI OSK Lines announced
today that its subsidiary, MOL
Energia, has signed long-term
charter contracts with Thailand’s
SCG Chemicals for two additional
very large ethane carrier
newbuildings.

This latest deal brings MOL's
number of VLECs for SCGC up to
five, which will transport ethane
to the company’s manufacturing
facilities in Vietnam.

The two new ships will be built
by Samsung Heavy Industries in
South Korea for delivery in early
2028.
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DP World and Maersk sign long-term
Brazilian expansion agreement

DP WORLD and Maersk have
signed a long-term strategic
agreement to expand maritime
services at DP World’s terminal at
Santos, Brazil.

Maersk will launch six new
services with eight weekly calls
in the first year of the deal,
increasing to seven services and
10 weekly calls in 2026 following
DP World'’s capacity expansion.

The terminal handles around 1.4m
teu annually, but to accommodate
growing demand DP World said

it is investing R$450m ($79m) to
expand capacity to 1.7m teu by
the end of 2026, plus a further
R$1.6bn to increase capacity to
2.1m teu by the end of 2027.
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Classified notices follow

Lloyd’s List'>

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

Please contact: marketingservices@lloydslistintelligence.com
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