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US port fee plan open to
legal challenge

AGGRIEVED shipowners or shippers of any nationality do have the 
right to mount a legal challenge to the proposed $1m-plus port fees 
on China-built ships calling at US ports, according to industry 
lawyers.

The idea is still at the formal consultation phase, with US trade 
representative Jamieson Greer due to hold a public hearing on 
Monday, at which shipping and importer interests will get the chance 
to set out any objections.

If the Trump administration does bring the stipulations into law, 
most likely by way of an executive order, it would be open to parties 
who can demonstrate they have standing and would suffer harm to 
seek a preliminary injunction.

If the bid were successful, the fees could not be imposed until a 
resolution were reached. If it were unsuccessful, opponents of the 
measure could still sue.

However, litigation would be hugely costly and likely to last several 
years, during which period the levy would still be payable.

Greer’s scheme could target not just shipowners of any nationality 
using China-built tonnage, but all Chinese operators and all owners 
with vessels on order at Chinese shipyards, and perhaps even owners 
with any Chinese vessels in their fleet.
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The fees are cumulative. London-based 
research consultancy Maritime Strategies 
International believes that vessels built in 
China and under the control of a Chinese 
operator with other Chinese vessels in its fleet 
could attract a total levy of $3.5m per call.

Such sweeping strictures would take 
in a substantial majority of shipowners 
involved in foreign trade with the US.

Industry reaction has been predictably adverse. 
MSC chief executive Soren Toft, in his capacity 
as chair of the World Shipping Council, argues 
that the measures would land the industry 
with an annual bill in excess of $20bn.

Daniel Pilarski, a partner in the New York office of 
Watson Farley & Williams, pointed out: “We have 
yet to see any sort of official text as to what the 
proposals would look like in terms of legal language.”

The usual way of going about such things 
is to publish firm proposals, ask those 
effected for comments and incorporate 
valid points in the final wording.

But the Trump administration could attempt 
to use executive orders to bypass this process, 
claiming that the matter at hand is urgent 
and needs to be dealt with immediately.

“The question of whether he can do that and 
how he can do that is subject to uncertainty and 
some challenge. It’s not at all cut and dry”.

“Any party can challenge any government 
action that causes them harm. They would 
typically have to have standing to challenge the 
action, and then they could bring a lawsuit.”

There is also the right to apply for a preliminary 
injunction in an attempt to prevent a harmful 
government action from going into effect.

Shipowners heavily involved in US trades and 
facing bills of tens or even hundreds of millions 
of dollars could plausibly meet that threshold.

But even small owners could make such 
an application, provided they have pockets 
deep enough to fund the suit.

Pilarski added that the proposals could be 
watered down before things reach the executive 
order stage or even be dropped altogether if 

the contention that they will be economically 
detrimental to the US prevails. There is simply no 
way to make a firm prediction on the outcome.

Washington’s intention is to incentivise owners 
to buy ships from countries other than China, 
especially the US, once plans to rejuvenate 
its shipbuilding sector reach fruition.

But it would obviously take years for 
American shipyards to retool and then 
build the requisite new tonnage.

William Cecil is managing partner at the London 
office of Haynes Boone, a US law firm known 
for its expertise in the law of shipbuilding.

While the US government may wish to challenge 
China’s dominance in shipbuilding, port fees 
for vessels that were build a decade ago are 
not the best way to go about it, he said.

“You might focus on ships that are on order, or not 
yet built in China. But to hit ships that have been 
built and delivered, and owned by non-Chinese 
entities for many years, does not make any sense. I 
don’t see how it relates to the perceived problem.”

A second limb of the plan, a requirement a 
certain percentage of imports to be carried on 
US-built tonnage, might simply not be feasible.

“If these proposals come in, I’m sure that 
will be good for the Japanese and South 
Korean shipbuilding industries. But they 
haven’t got much extra capacity.

“They might be able to put their prices 
up and build a few more ships. But it’s 
unlikely they will significantly dent the 
proportion of ships being built in China.”

Nor is there much hope of new arrivals creating 
a shipbuilding industry from scratch, which 
would require government-led investment, low 
labour costs and an existing industrial base.

Developed countries can still build smaller or 
specialist vessel types, but are simply not cost-
effective for workhorse boxships, bulkers and tankers.

Meanwhile, China is this year building 2,600 
ships for overseas owners, with a medium-
range tanker to be had for about $43m. That 
compares to $50m in South Korea, while a US 
yard would likely have to price at about $200m.
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One possibility being canvassed is that shipowners 
who currently include three or four US ports in 
their rotations will drop one or two calls and serve 
the remainder with vessels not made in China.

In the event of any unavoidable exposure to 
fees, the costs could be passed on to shippers.

But congestion at Los Angeles, Long Beach 
and New York and New Jersey would be an 
almost certain consequence, while smaller 
ports would risk finding themselves idle.

Many owners will naturally be hesitant to order 
newbuildings until matters are clearer. But 
ultimately, the US represents roughly 10% of world 
trade and Trump’s demands could be met if the 
same proportion of the world fleet were US-built.

Mirror-image reciprocation would have little 
effect, as so few US-built vessels are ocean-going.

But it remains open to China — and perhaps 
beneficial ownership countries who face 
paying the fees — to devise equally painful 
reprisals that focus on some other sector.

“Ultimately it’s the market that will address 
this, and it will address it by increasing freight 
costs for goods coming in and out of the US, 
which is not in the US’s interests,” said Cecil.

London-based research consultancy 
Maritime Strategies International has 

produced a report on the potential impact 
of US port fees on dry bulk trades.

Less than 6% of dry bulk vessels calling at US ports 
in 2024 were operated by Chinese companies, with a 
significant share being operated by companies based 
in Greece (17%), US (14%) or Japan (13%), it found.

Breaking down US dry bulk port calls in 2024 
by origin of build, 38% of all calls were made by 
vessels built in China. However, this does not mean 
that the remaining vessels would escape fees.

Some 20% of 2024 calls were by operators that 
had vessels on order in China, and 70% of the 
calls in 2024 were by operators that had at 
least one China-built vessel in their fleet.

Even the basic $1m fee would put $35 a 
tonne on a 28,000-tonne stem of wood 
pellets. That would practically double the 
freight cost from the US to Europe.

“This does not signify a downside risk to dry bulk 
demand, but more likely a risk that US exports will 
become less competitive and/or the global fleet 
distribution will shift in response. In practice, both 
may be the case,” said MSI director Will Fray.

“One fallout could be a larger share of Japanese 
bulker owners undertaking US freight requirements. 
But since the Japanese fleet and orderbook are so 
heavily China-dominated, this policy may result 
in higher freight costs for US dry bulk trips.”

WHAT TO WATCH

E-fuel production subsidies could price out 
developing countries study finds
IMO SUBSIDIES for making green e-fuels could 
help rich countries more than poor ones without 
policy to fix the imbalance, researchers have warned.

A study by the UCL Shipping and Oceans 
Research Group and green consultancy Umas 
found it would be cheaper to make green 
ammonia in Australia than in India, Brazil or 
Africa, because of Australia’s cheaper funding.

This was despite those developing 
countries having comparable or better 
renewable resources than Australia.

UCL and Umas said the finding highlighted 
the need for the International Maritime 
Organization to consider the cost imbalance 
when deciding how to divvy up green fuel 
production subsidies among different countries.

“As long as IMO policy to incentivise energy 
transition solely or predominantly consists 
of an ‘equity blind’ reward mechanism (e.g. 
a passive allocation of revenues to subsidise 
e-fuel production), it is more likely to stimulate 
projects in developed economies,” UCL said.
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“This approach risks perpetuating existing 
under-investment in many locations that are 
better suited in terms of renewables resources, 
but are subject to capacity constraints, lack 
of capital and/or high cost of capital.”

The IMO is working on how to tax shipping 
emissions and spend the funds on green R&D, and 
on helping poor countries cope with climate change.

Meeting IMO emissions targets would require 
shipping 200m-300m tonnes of oil equivalent in 
zero or near-zero emission fuels by the 2040s. 
This would need about $1.6trn invested on land, 
with about $400bn needed by 2030 alone.

Channelling that investment to developing countries 
with lots of sun and wind power potential has 
been touted as a way to help make the green 
transition just and equitable to those countries. 
(Their votes will also be crucial to passing a carbon 
levy and fuel standard at the IMO this year.)

Umas senior consultant Deniz Aymer said access 
to funding had a huge impact on e-fuel projects’ 
relative competitiveness, since they needed 
large upfront investment over many years.

“As the cost of capital increases, the relative 
disadvantage compounds and so very quickly 
you get to [the] point where projects with 
better quality renewable resources cannot out-
compete projects with low costs of capital.”

UCL estimated a weighted average cost of 
capital of 5% for Australian e-ammonia projects, 
against 8%-10% for Brazilian and Indian 
projects, and 8%-20% for African projects.

Australia’s projects were more highly leveraged 
and benefited from cheaper debt and lower 
target equity return, the study said.

“The cost of capital differences more 
than compensate for any differential 
in renewables energy quality, and thus 
favour the Australian project,” it said.

The wrong subsidy policy could reinforce existing 
disadvantages for these countries and “leave 
countries behind” rather than helping meet the 
IMO’s goal of a “just and equitable transition”.

UCL and Umas proposed using a portion of 
the IMO funds for grants and concessional 
finance (such as below-market-rate loans from 

a multilateral development bank or UN fund), 
calling these key to closing the cost gap.

UCL energy and transport professor Tristan Smith 
said about $50bn of such grants could “create 
a basic equality of opportunity — at least for 
unlocking the first $400bn of capital investment 
in ZNZ needed to reach FID around 2030”.

Such grants or low-cost finance to e-fuel-producing 
countries would obviously not ensure a just 
and equitable transition in all countries. Small, 
vulnerable islands and African countries in 
particular faced multiple risks that would need 
addressing or compensating for under the rules.

But Smith added: “Low-income countries risk being 
hurt in multiple ways if the IMO mid-term measures 
don’t deliver a just and equitable transition.”

E-fuels are made from renewable power to split 
hydrogen from water in an electrolyser, which 
can be combined with nitrogen or carbon to 
make e-ammonia, methanol or methane.

They are seen as the holy grail for decarbonising 
shipping, but their eye-watering cost means 
scaling up is impossible without vast 
amounts of new, cheap renewable power, 
and a global price on shipping emissions.

Developers have sought out projects in sunny 
developing countries, as well as Australia and 
America (though these have been put in doubt by 
high power prices and Donald Trump, respectively).

The IMO is due to decide on the shape of 
its mid-term climate policies, including a 
global carbon price and green fuel standard, 
for shipping at MEPC83 from April 7.
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Maximum pressure ramps up as Ofac 
sanctions Chinese teapot refinery
WASHINGTON escalated its efforts to curb Iran’s 
oil trade and punish its enablers on Thursday, 
as it sanctioned a Chinese “teapot” refinery, and 
21 entities and tankers it said were responsible 
for shipping millions of barrels of Iranian oil.

The move marked the fourth round of sanctions 
since US President Donald Trump announced 
the return of its “maximum pressure” 
campaign against Iran, and a ramp up of the 
administration’s efforts to deter third-party 
actors from touching Iranian barrels.

According to US advocacy group United 
Against Nuclear Iran, the refinery, Shandong 
Shouguang Luqing Petrochemical, imported 
at least 7.6m barrels of Iranian oil since 2023. 
The oil was labelled as Malaysian blend, the 
group said, which is common practice when 
Iranian barrels change hands in ship-to-
ship transfers in the Riau Archipelago.

“For years, UANI has called for sanctions on teapot 
refineries like Luqing Petrochemical, which serve as 
key enablers of Iran’s sanctions evasion and illicit oil 
trade,” said UANI’s chief of staff Claire Jungman.

“Today’s designation is long overdue and 
underscores the vast, sophisticated network 
Iran relies on to fund terrorism, nuclear 
expansion and military aggression.”

China’s Shandong province is home to many 
semi-independent refineries dubbed “teapots” 
that are smaller and operate more opaquely than 
the state-owned companies. While Shandong 
Port Group recently announced it will stop 
accepting US-sanctioned tankers, Iranian oil is 
still arriving on board non-sanctioned tankers 
and sanctioned vessels continue to unload in 
terminals outside of SPG’s jurisdiction.

According to the US Office of Foreign Assets 
Control, Luqing imported oil from vessels linked 
to the Houthis and the Iranian Ministry of Defence 
of Armed Forces Logistics (MODAFL). The US also 
sanctioned Luqing’s chief executive, Wang Xueqing.

“Teapot refinery purchases of Iranian oil provide 
the primary economic lifeline for the Iranian 
regime, the world’s leading state sponsor of 
terror,” said Treasury secretary Scott Bessent.

“The United States is committed to cutting 
off the revenue streams that enable Tehran’s 
continued financing of terrorism and 
development of its nuclear programme.”

Separately but relatedly, the US State Department 
designated Huaying Huizhou Daya Bay 
Petrochemical Storage, a storage terminal in 
the port of Huizhou in Guangdong province.

The agency said Huaying Petrochemical 
“knowingly engaged in a significant transaction 
for the acquisition of crude oil from Iran in late 
January 2025”, when the US-sanctioned tanker 
Nichola (IMO: 9224271) offloaded about 1m 
barrels of Iranian crude oil at its terminal.

Shadow fleet tankers

Ofac also targeted eight “shadow fleet” vessels 
it accused of regularly engaging in “deceptive 
shipping practices, including automatic 
identification system manipulation”.

The vessels include five very large crude carriers, 
Natalina 7 (IMO: 9310147), Aurora Riley (IMO: 
9181649), Catalina 7 (IMO: 9310159), Montrose 
(IMO: 9281695) and Titan (IMO: 9293741) and 
three aframaxes, Vernon (IMO: 9232876), Viola 
(IMO: 9254915) and Volans (IMO: 9422988). All 
eight appear on Lloyd’s List dark fleet* list.

The remaining 11 companies sanctioned on 
Thursday were shipmanagers and registered 
owners linked with the tankers.

* 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.
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Red Sea war risk rates still firm 
despite ceasefire
RED Sea war risk rates have stayed firm or even 
softened slightly in the wake of the ceasefire 
between Israel and Hamas, but brokers expect 
them to rebound instantly if the Houthi faction 
in Yemen resumes attacks on shipping.

Many leaders have not responded to political 
developments at all and are keeping rates 
at 0.75% of hull value, roughly where 
they stood towards the end of 2024.

Ships with even tenuous ownership or management 
links to the US or UK can expect to pay even 
more — perhaps as much as 2% — given the 
perception that they are more likely to be targeted.

On the other hand, one leading broker said that 
quotes in the order of 0.3% including 50% no-
claims bonuses are still available for some owners.

Demand for cover is said to be relatively 
thin, with most owners opting to give 
the Suez Canal a miss and reroute round 
the Cape of Good Hope instead.

But for operators committed to making the 
trip, the additional bill now runs to hundreds 
of thousands of dollars, perhaps offset by 
fleet discounts and no claims bonuses.

“With Trump attacking the Houthis and 
simultaneously warning Iran to stop supporting 
them, it can be expected the threat to the 
maritime domain will increase both in the Red 
Sea and the [Middle East ] Gulf,” said Anders 
Hovelsrud, insurance director at Norwegian war 
risk mutual Den Norske Krigsforsikring for Skib.

“This is not very helpful for stabilisation or for 
lowering insurance rates at all. DNK remains in 
the position of not offering our members cover 
for Red Sea transits until further notice.”

Although the Red Sea has long been a listed 
area, given the ever-present political uncertainty 
prevailing in the Middle East, breach premiums 
have typically been nominal in periods of 
relative stability, or even waived altogether.

But that changed when the Houthi faction in 
Yemen started to attack merchant tonnage 
in November 2023, ostensibly in solidarity 

with the Palestinian cause after the outbreak 
of fighting between Hamas and Israel.

Since then, there have been more than 100 incidents, 
and at least four total losses, with payouts on a 
scale likely to have tipped the normally dependably 
profitable war risk niche into the red last year.

Total losses have included hijacked car carrier 
Galaxy Leader (IMO: 9237307), Rubymar 
(IMO: 9138898), Tutor (IMO: 9942627) 
and True Confidence (IMO: 9460784).

Average rates are thought to have peaked at 
about 1% around a year ago, and subsequently 
fluctuated in line with actual events.

But there have been no major casualties since 
the missile strike on Delta Tankers-operated 
capesize Sounion (IMO: 9312145) last August.

Underwriters responded positively after the ceasefire 
between the two sides in January led the Houthis 
to announce they were pausing their campaign.

Then the group announced last week that it was 
resuming a blockade on vessels with Israel links.

Most analysts believe the declaration has 
made little concrete difference, as the 
threat had never formally been lifted.

But on Monday, the Trump administration 
launched retaliatory air strikes against Yemen, 
a move that will keep matters fraught.

Israel has also killed 400 people in renewed 
bombing raids in Gaza, although the 
ceasefire remains officially in place.

Marcus Baker, global head of marine and cargo 
for broker Marsh, said: “The market consensus is 
that rating is generally cheaper than it was pre-
ceasefire, particularly for war tolerant markets.

“But the entire market on anticipating 
a jump in price if Houthis re-engage in 
attacks on commercial shipping.”

Frédéric Denèfle, managing director of 
continental European war risk insurer Garex, 
said that the situation remained tense and that 
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the EU naval deployment Operation Aspides 
is still constrained by limited resources.

“Containership owners will avoid Red Sea transits 
as the Houthis are attacking again,” he said.

“Cargo bound for Red Sea countries will switch 
to alternative routes via transshipment using 
inland means, whenever possible, specially for 

containers. Djibouti is very active to that end.”

A finalised peace deal between Israel and Hamas 
would likely lower regional rates within the eastern 
Mediterranean in the short-to-medium term.

Tangible reductions for the Red Sea and 
Gulf of Aden would probably need a Houthi 
declaration of peace, underwriters suggested.

ANALYSIS

European shipping community calls on EU for 
urgent green transition strategy
EARLIER this week, European shipowners 
released in tandem two reports that highlighted 
the EU’s shipping competitiveness on the 
global stage and economic value to the bloc.

The first, a study by Deloitte, emphasised how 
European shipping represents a geopolitical 
asset for Europe facilitating the export and 
import of goods, food and energy, while the 
environmental consultancy CE Delft study 
noted how the EU boasts a fleet that represents 
more than a third of global tonnage.

The Deloitte study concluded it is the current EU 
regulatory and taxation framework that facilitates a 
competitive EU shipping sector. Crucially, however, 
it highlighted significant areas for improvement 
such as closing the investment gap for the uptake 
of clean tech and fuels, reducing administrative 
burden and aligning with international regulations.

The conclusions of both have set the scene and 
tone at this week’s European Shipping Summit 
in Brussels, where industry stakeholders 
have been lobbying the bloc’s legislatures for 
a long-term maritime strategy that balances 
sustainability and global competitiveness.

Get it right and the consensus in Belgium 
is that Europe can be at the forefront of the 
green transition. But a failure to act could 
see Europe quickly fall behind its regional 
competitors, most notably in Asia and the US.

The blunt message is that Europe’s shipping 
industry is ready and willing, but is missing the 
political support, clarity and guidance that could 
see it miss a unique window of opportunity.

The industry sees opportunity in the European 
Industrial Maritime Strategy, a plan that promises 
to set out the competitiveness, sustainability and 
resilience of Europe’s maritime manufacturing 
sector. Similarly, there is an opportunity to promote 
maritime under the Sustainable Transport Investment 
Plan, which is aimed at stimulating investment 
in sustainable low-carbon transport fuels.

“Both initiatives should ensure the international 
competitiveness of European shipping which is a 
prerequisite for a strong and competitive European 
maritime industrial cluster,” said European 
Shipowners general-secretary Sotiris Raptis.

“The message is clear”, he said upon opening the 
second day of the conference, “it’s all hands on 
deck”, he added with a choice shipping metaphor.

“Addressing the widening innovation gap in 
Europe is the only way to enhance the European 
industrial base. Financial support from the 
national and EU ETS revenues must enhance the 
uptake of clean tech and fuels,” said Raptis.

His comments echoed that of ECSA president Karin 
Orsel, who stressed that shipping’s contribution 
to the EU ETS must be better utilised to ensure 
that the industry is the core benefactor, in what 
was a common thread throughout the summit.

“EU member states must use the €9bn ($1.09bn) 
of shipping’s new ETS revenues to support the 
production of clean fuels… build industrial 
capacity in Europe and to bridge the immense 
price gap between conventional and clean fuels, 
which can be up to five times more expensive 
than the current prices paid,” she said.
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Sea Europe secretary-general Christophe 
Tytgat was also adamant that shipping’s 
considerable contribution to the ETS 
must be fed back into the industry.

“Only a fraction is going into the innovation 
fund, the rest is disappearing somewhere in 
the [EU] member states,” said Tytgat.

“Why not consider, together with the 
member states, that the money that comes 
from commercial shipping into the ETS 
goes entirely back to the decarbonisation 
and the digitalisation of the entire maritime 
ecosystem. That is where our competitiveness 
and prosperity will be and should be.”

Tytgat added that public funding will not be 
sufficient and shipping will require investment from 
the private sector. Europe’s commercial bank’s have 
become increasingly reluctant to invest in maritime 
projects because they are “considered risky”.

Concrete legislation that will help clarify 
the bloc’s position on alternative fuels 
is therefore crucial, he explained.

“Only then we will be able to move forward,” he said.

Key to that private investment will be the 
fuel suppliers, who need equal certainty and 
clarity over shipping’s energy requirements.

Liana Gouta, director general of FuelsEurope, 
which represents the European fuel manufacturing 
industry — whose members are responsible for 
97% of the energy needs of the bloc’s transport 
segments, said the good news is that the investment 
capacity. However, the question is how the 
sector can mobilise these private investments 
to fulfil the requirements of renewable fuels 
in the absence of a robust business case.

“We need regulatory clarity, stability and 
predictability. Of course, we have the FuelEU 
Maritime targets up to 2050, giving a security 
of the demand, but we also need to have 
clarity in other crucial legislative files, such as 
ETS, beyond 2030 because our investments 
have a cycle of many years,” she said.

“All financial incentives and funding tools can make 
a big change and can support the final investment 
decision, and that can be a game changer.”

Further, she stressed the need that alternative 
fuel production in Europe must be prioritised.

This opportunity is recognised by European 
shipowners, according to ECSA’s Orsel, who 
said its members are calling for a mandate on 
the EU’s fuel suppliers to produce at least 40% 
of the fuels needed to decarbonise shipping. 
This, she said, is a must if the EU’s climate 
targets are translated into industrial capacity.

Not to be left out, the World Shipping Council, which 
represents the liner and vehicle carrier segments, 
also released a new study timed appropriately 
with the launch of the summit, which stressed that 
both renewable-capable vessels and renewable 
fuels could be available to meet EU 2030 targets. 
However, it too highlighted the price gap between 
fossil and renewable fuels as the major barrier.

The WSC called on the EU, among other 
recommendations, to align regional policies 
with global regulation, create a greenhouse 
gas pricing mechanism that funds a cost-for-
difference model to incentivise renewable fuel 
adoption — again possibly funded by ETS revenues, 
and implement fuel certification systems to 
accelerate global supply of alternative fuels.

“The liner shipping industry has invested billions 
of dollars in new dual-fuel ships, so we’ve put our 
money where our mouth is,” WSC president and 
chief executive Joe Kramek told Lloyd’s List.

“Those ships are coming online. There’s some 
160 to 200 in service, and 700 more in the 
orderbook. That’s a massive investment.

“But you need three things to happen to create a 
market. And we have two of those three things. 
We have we have demand because we put it 
out there on the water and we have production 
capability (supply), but we don’t have the 
economic signal from a regulatory framework, 
and that’s what’s badly needed,” he said.
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US port fees wont hit China shipyards says 
BV Asia head
PLANS by the US government to introduce a levy 
of up to $1.5m on any port calls by China-built 
ships is unlikely to curb China’s shipbuilding 
might, believes Bureau Veritas’ Asia-Pacific 
senior vice-president Alex Gregg-Smith.

He said that while the potential discriminatory 
fees on ship calls by vessels built in China may 
create opportunities for shipbuilders elsewhere, 
there will be limited potential for shipowners 
to get the ships they need at the right price or 
quality by switching from Chinese shipyards.

“The reaction to the United States Trade 
Representative proposals in China was muted — 
the big Chinese shipyards are not concerned. They 
have full orderbooks until at least 2028 and there 
are big expansion plans by local owners with heavy 
ordering to come,” Gregg-Smith told Lloyd’s List.

“I don’t think USTR plans will have any great 
effect on Chinese shipbuilding,” he added.

Some international shipowners may now 
be looking to place orders at the world’s 
number two shipbuilding nation South 
Korea to avoid the risk of the USTR levy. 

But Gregg-Smith noted that while South Korea’s 
major shipbuilders may have an opportunity to 
pick up new orders, at the expense of Chinese 
shipbuilders, any switch might not be simple.

South Korean shipbuilders remain focused on 
higher-value tonnage in the containership and 
gas carrier sectors and have little spare capacity 
as they focus on growing profit margins. As such 
they are unlikely to be willing to pick up orders 
for low value bulk carriers or low margin crude oil 
tankers which are a staple of Chinese shipbuilders.

He also believes that the US government’s 
desire for American shipbuilding to be globally 
relevant faces numerous hurdles, including high 
cost and lack of relevant US skilled labour.

Gregg-Smith argues that the Jones Act, 
which compels most ships trading in intra-
US trades to be built at local shipyards, 
was a significant factor in the downturn of 
American shipbuilding by driving up costs.

US merchant shipbuilding contract 
prices are between five and six times 
higher than China yard pricing.  

“The Jones Act, which has been in place since 
the 1920s, has hardly helped US shipbuilding 
to be competitive. But greater investment in 
American shipbuilding should be welcomed 
though I’m sceptical of the US becoming a major 
shipbuilding player again,” said Gregg-Smith.

Labour shortages are likely to be a key precluding 
factor in making American shipbuilding great again.  

“There is one big problem which is industry wide 
and that’s a shortage of skilled labour. In South 
Korea and Japan there is continuing difficulty in 
recruiting workers for heavy industrial sectors,” noted 
Gregg-Smith, while adding that labour shortages 
are increasingly becoming a problem in China too.

He said that shipyard manning in the US will 
also face difficulties in recruiting any workers 
for its hoped for shipbuilding renaissance. 

Should the USTR levy come into force Gregg-Smith 
says he doesn’t expect to see a rush of shipowners 
cancelling their existing orders at Chinese shipyards.

“I’ve been speaking to various shipowners in Asia 
and elsewhere about the levy and they all seem 
fairly relaxed about it. Some say it may affect where 
they trade their new ships,” said Gregg-Smith.

He noted that despite shipbuilders having 
full orderbooks up to at least 2028 there are 
numerous new orders expected to be placed 
this year among various vessel sectors. 

These include high value liquefied petroleum 
gas carriers and containerships. Significantly, 
most of the orders in the pipeline are being 
lined up with Chinese shipbuilders.

Third largest shipbuilding nation Japan is unlikely 
to be able to cover any additional business since 
its (much reduced in the past decade) capacity is 
tied up with orders for domestic shipowners.

The Japanese government also has no desire 
to expand capacity, and potentially return to 
its 1970s and 1980s glory days, when Japan 
was the world’s leading shipbuilding nation.   
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Gregg-Smith said that Japanese shipyards 
continue to face personnel challenges, which 
are worse than for South Korean yards.

“From engineers and designers to blue 
collar shipyard workers, Japanese yards are 
struggling to fill vacancies. The industry 
in Japan is also quite conservative and has 
high wage costs,” noted Gregg-Smith.

Japanese shipyards are also very risk averse and will 
refuse to build ships to shipowner’s own designs, 
instead only building standard shipyard designs 
with any changes to specification rarely permitted.

Conversely, many Chinese shipyards remain willing 
to build bespoke, shipowner-led, designs despite the 
extended production times that this would entail. 

Meanwhile, the Indian government is 
formalising its own strategy to become a global 
shipbuilding player, utilising South Korean 
shipbuilding expertise to help it get there.

“India has all the elements to become a big 
shipbuilding nation. These include a strong 
steel industry, engineering expertise and 
low labour costs,” said Gregg-Smith.

However, previous attempts to become 
a global player failed as India was 
unable to scale up its shipyards.   

Already large shipyard orderbooks are 
continuing to strain shipbuilding supply chains 
with delays to main engine deliveries and 

dual-fuel injection systems said to be causing 
delays to production at major shipbuilders. 

Gregg-Smith says a key factor in solving the 
personnel crisis in shipbuilding, and improving 
shipbuilding production times, is to attract 
more young people into the industry. 

“The latest shipbuilding super cycle has seen a 
boom in orders but has created a pinch point 
for the human resources side,” he said.

BV itself, which is providing class services for 
1,900 newbuildings worldwide, is working with 
the industry to promote the sector to new talent 
via internship schemes. The class society is 
also working with several Chinese universities 
which are providing assistance for research 
studies into new maritime technologies.   

“The industry needs to train for new 
technologies and regulations. Shipbuilding 
remains a “handcraft” business which can’t be 
easily replaced by AI,” said Gregg-Smith. 

Before the US looks to impose discriminatory 
tariffs in a “quick-fix” attempt to boost its 
previously forgotten shipbuilding sector, 
perhaps it should first focus its efforts on the 
all-important human resource factor.

As Gregg-Smith alludes to, shipbuilding is a highly 
complicated industry that is heavily dependent 
on access to a ready and skilled workforce. That 
requires long-term planning and effort rather 
than short-term political manoeuvring.

MARKETS

Weak Asian demand at the start of the year 
weighs on coal market
ASIAN coal demand has started 2025 weakly, 
driven largely by poor Chinese and Indian imports, 
but also by a redrawing of trade lanes thanks to 
tariffs and evolving bilateral trade relationships.

Howe Robinson head of dry bulk research Bilal 
Muftuoglu said global seaborne coal demand is 
expected to shrink by -0.3%. That prediction fits 
with the International Energy Agency’s gloomy 
prediction that global coal demand will shrink until 
2027, after the record 1.5bn tonnes traded in 2024.

Those heady heights seem a long time ago 
now. BIMCO’s shipping analysis manager 
Filipe Gouveia said coal shipments to China 
are estimated to fall 15% during the first 
quarter of 2025 to reach a three-year low.

“Seaborne cargoes have slowed due to weaker 
domestic demand and higher competition from 
domestic supplies and overland imports,” he said.

China’s coal mining activity has been ramping 
up recently, growing 8% year on year, 
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BIMCO said, therefore reducing the need for 
imports. A warmer winter, as well as reduced 
steel production, has weakened demand for 
both thermal and metallurgical coal.

But it’s not just the weather that is taking coal 
cargoes away from shipping. China is increasing 
its rail infrastructure, particularly the HaoJi 
railway, Muftuoglu said, which would see more 
coal moved on trains from North to South.

Mongolian imports (moved exclusively by rail) 
have increased in recent months, which has 
contributed to a 25% decline in tonne miles 
in the first quarter of 2025, Gouveia said.

Tariffs on US coal imports levied by Beijing in 
response to Trump’s blanket tariffs on Chinese goods 
has seen coal trade from the US east coast and US 
Gulf dry up completely, Howe Robinson managing 
partner Guy Hindley said. If that volume is replaced 
by imports from Mongolia, Russia, or even relatively 
nearby Indonesia, shipping will lose out again.

But it’s not just Chinese demand weighing heavily 
on the coal outlook. Indian metallurgical coal 
imports have struggled at the start of 2025, 
down -6.3% in January and an estimated -27.3% 
in February, according to TradeViews data.

An influx of cheaper Chinese steel led the 
Indian government to impose restrictions of 
low-ash metallurgical coal imports, limiting 
purchases to 1.4m tonnes for the first half of 
the year, Signal analyst Maria Bertzeletou said 
the move was designed to protect domestic 
steel manufacturers from cheaper imports and 
encourage the use of domestic coking coal.

But as Bertzeletou said, industry feedback from 
India suggests domestic coking coal is not of 
sufficient quality for steel production, which 
could lead to production cuts later in the year.

With Asian demand faltering in the short-
term at least, European consumption 
offers little relief either.

EU seaborne coal imports declined 27% 
in 2024, shipbroker BRS said, driven 
partly by broader climate goals, but also 
sanctions on Russian coal imports.

Most countries in the bloc continue 
to phase-out coal-fired power plants, 
reducing demand for thermal coal.

While EU steel production has experienced a 
minor recovery recently (up 2.6% year on year 
in 2024), its 130m tonnes produced last year 
are a drop in the ocean compared to China’s 
annual production and is unlikely to shift the 
dial in terms of metallurgical coal demand.

That trend could change should European leaders 
pivot away from their green ambitions, BRS 
said, driven by increased defence spending and 
pricey energy costs. Though the likelihood of that 
about turn taking place is fairly slim — coal-fired 
capacity will fall to just 38% of overall power 
generation capacity, Argus Media has projected.

All this means less cargo for bulk 
carriers, particularly panamaxes, which 
have the biggest coal share.

TradeViews data shows tonne miles decreased 
7.7% month on month in January and a 
further 16.6% in February (-18.5% if just 
panamaxes are taken into account).

As with almost every aspect of the shipping industry 
at present, so much is still uncertain. There is 
every chance that India increases its metallurgical 
coal imports thanks to poor quality domestic 
supply and Chinese steel production continues 
to gain ground lost in the first half of 2024.

But other trends look more resilient, for example 
Europe’s (and China’s) pivot to renewable energy 
production and a burgeoning China-Mongolia 
trade relationship built on rail infrastructure.

“Looking ahead, the outlook seems timid for 
coal shipments to China,” Gouveia said.

“Import demand could remain low as the 
country expands electricity generation 
from renewables, domestic mining and 
rail links with Mongolia and Russia.”

Bertzeletou said weak Chinese and Indian demand, 
particularly for metallurgical coal, will continue 
into March, “signalling a sluggish outlook for coking 
coal imports despite government interventions”.
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Hull market on brink of turning downwards 
conference to be told
H&M premiums look to be heading 
south, attendees at the Marine Insurance 
London event on Friday will be told.

The issue is one of a range of topics that will be 
discussed at the annual event, which attracted 
360 attendees at its last iteration, a level that the 
organisers will be hoping to exceed this time round.

Other issues include prospects for the war risk 
market and the frosty reception accorded to the 
new wording of the Lloyd’s Open Form contract.

Although traditionally publicity shy, the importance 
of the marine sector should not be underestimated.

Global premiums aggregated $39bn in 
2023, according to statistics unveiled at the 
International Union of Marine Insurance 
conference in Berlin in September.

How much individual shipowners end up 
paying depends on numerous variables, not 
least claims records and fleet discounts.

The all-in figure runs to around $250,000 
annually for a capesize bulk carrier and $360,000 
for a VLCC, according to the most recent 
calculations from the Baltic Investor Indices.

That represents a year-on-year reduction 
and is arguably quite reasonable, given 
the scale of the risks insurers take on.

P&I insurance — essentially a ticket to trade — has 
undergone seven years of substantial rate hikes, with 
many observers expecting next year to make it eight.

The niche is under pressure right now from a rise 
in claims costs, particularly felt through the pool 
scheme, with 16 $10m-plus claims notified as of the 
end of the last policy year and more likely to emerge.

That, of course, includes the Baltimore bridge 
collapse, which is shaping up to be the biggest 
marine loss ever. On some projections, the deficit 
for 2024-25 could hit $750m, an all-time high.

By contrast, hull and machinery premiums, 
which have slowly firmed in recent years, 
are set to soften, market sources believe.

Paradoxically, the mechanism at work here 
is that the restored profitability has attracted 
new entrants, and the additional capacity has 
undermined the restored profitability.

H&M premiums are negotiated individually 
with each owner and underwriters treat 
them as commercial in confidence.

Quotes vary tremendously, depending on 
loss record, size of fleet, no-claims bonuses 
and deductibles, among other factors.

But brokers put the ballpark at about $0.30 per 
dwt for a VLCC, suggesting about $75,000 for a 
typical unit; and $0.40 per dwt for a capesize, 
equivalent to $68,000 for a 170,000 dwt 
capesize. These numbers assume deductibles 
in the order of $200,000-$300,000.

Brokers also claim that they can knock 10% 
off quotes from incumbents for renewing 
owners with sizeable fleets, and more 
sizeable discounts still for new business.

War risk insurance will remain a law unto 
itself, with authoritarian governments 
and armed rebel factions retaining their 
substantial price setting powers.

The highlight of the morning session at Marine 
Insurance London will be a panel discussion 
titled ‘State of the market — going too well?’

That appears to be a rhetorical question, 
as the accompanying blurb argues: “Some 
sections of the market are on the brink 
of turning downwards once more.”

Participants are set to include Ilias Tsakiris, chair 
of IUMI’s ocean hull committee; John Owen, 
head of specialty at AXIS Global Markets; and 
Seascope Europe’s Manos Lorentzos, who also 
chairs the Hellenic Committee of Lloyd’s Brokers.

Later on, Smit Salvage managing director Richard 
Janssen will discuss the potential downsides of an 
Exxon Valdez-scale oil spill off a well-populated 
coast, a fate that was narrowly averted during 
the Sounion (IMO: 9312145) casualty last year.

The war market has risen to multiple challenges 
in recent years, including piracy off Somalia 
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and in the Gulf of Guinea, the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine and the Houthi onslaught 
against merchant tonnage in the Red Sea.

A panel discussion on the outlook for war risk 
will include Cefor chair Anders Hovelsrud; 
Annabel Davies, head of marine gull at 
Lancashire Insurance; Nick Whitear, Canopius’s 
marine war underwriter; and Tom Bomford, 
global director of marine hull at Aon.

The afternoon will commence with a panel 
discussion on the Lloyd’s Open Form, following 
the introduction of a new version last year that was 
supposed to keep all sides happy, but probably didn’t.

Speakers will include Arabella Ramage, legal 
director of the Lloyd’s Market Association 
and Kiran Khosla, legal director at the 
International Chamber of Shipping. After that, 
NorthStandard’s head of external affairs Mike 
Salthouse will give an update on sanctions.

IN OTHER NEWS

Chinese carrier CULines expands 
reach into volatile Red Sea
CHINA United Lines is 
strengthening its networks in 
the Red Sea with the launch of 
a new regional service between 
Jeddah and Port Sudan.

The route is independently 
operated by the Chinese carrier’s 
owned vessel, the 599 teu Zhong 
Lian Shan Tou (IMO: 9360348), 
offering weekly sailings 
between the two ports, said 
the company in a statement.

It will feed CULines’ three 
Asia to Red Sea loops — REX, 
REX2, IMR — and handle cargo 
at Jeddah Port from China, 
Southeast Asia, India, Türkiye, 
the Middle East and more.

Hapag-Lloyd profits dip 
to $26bn in 2024
HAPAG-LLOYD’S profits took 
a hit in 2024 on the back 
of lower interest rates and 
higher tax expenses, the 
company said, despite an 
increase in group revenue by 
6.6% to €19.1bn ($20.6bn).

Transport volume increased 
by 4.7% to 12.5m teu in 2024, 
with an average freight rate of 
$1,492 per teu. The carrier did 
note that Red Sea rerouting 
had increased transport costs 
by 7.3% to €12.8bn. Those 
costs look set to continue in 

the near future too, as chief 
executive Rolf Habben-Jansen 
said his firm “won’t change our 
network again until passage 
through the Red Sea is safe”.

Habben-Jansen said his company 
is expecting transport volumes 
to increase by 10% in 2025, well 
above the 4% Maersk predicted 
for global container volume 
growth just a few weeks ago.

HD Hyundai hire foreign workers 
to meet surge in ship orders
HD HYUNDAI’S three shipbuilding 
subsidiaries — HD Hyundai Heavy 
Industries, HD Hyundai Samho, 
and HD Hyundai Mipo — will hire 
160 new South Korean shipyard 
workers, responding to the 
surge in shipbuilding orders.

“This is the first time since the 
industry’s recovery in 2021 that 
we are hiring new local workers 
regardless of their education 
or prior experience,” an HD 
Hyundai official told Lloyd’s List.

The recruitment process is open 
to candidates regardless of 
their specific work experience 
or major. This initiative aims to 
address the increasing demand 
for shipbuilding, support the 
industry’s recovery and cultivate 
skilled technical personnel.

Lomar teams up with Newlight 
to push hydrogen-diesel refits
LOMAR Shipping’s innovation 
arm, Lomarlabs, has thrown its 
backing behind Newlight Marine 
Technologies, a technology 
company focusing on hydrogen-
diesel engine retrofits.

Newlight has claimed that 
its hydrogen plug-in solution 
may be a ‘game-changer’ 
in decarbonisation.

Whereas hydrogen is currently 
seen as too expensive as a 
viable alternative fuel, Newlight’s 
dual-fuel solution is being 
proposed as a more cost-
effective option, without requiring 
major engine modifications.
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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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