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Transpacific blank sailings
surge as US-China trade
war intensifies

CONTAINER shipping carriers are ramping up blank sailings on
major transpacific routes as the US-China trade war escalates to
unprecedented levels.

Analysis from Sea-Intelligence shows that planned vessel capacity
on this trade for weeks 16 (April 14-20) to week 19 has dropped
dramatically over the past six weeks, driven by rapid tariff hikes
and market uncertainty.

The move comes as Washington has raised total tariffs on Chinese
goods to 145% — although a range of electronic products, which
account for only a small portion of US imports from China, were
granted exemptions on Friday — while Beijing has retaliated with
125% in counter-tariffs.

Scheduled capacity on Asia to North America west coast lanes at week
10 stood at 1.43m teu. It dropped 8% to 1.29m teu at week 13 and was
then further down to 1.26m teu at week 15, according to Sea-Intelligence.

On the routes to the east coast, planned capacity fell even more
sharply, declining 14% from 1.01m teu at week 10 to just under

868,000 teu at week 15.

The analysis excludes liner services dedicated solely to Canadian ports
from Asia, though such services are relatively limited in number.
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“The tariffs ...[are] already causing a complete
bust in booking volumes,” said Sea-Intelligence.
“These extreme swings in tariffs rules have
already had a measurable impact on blank
sailings.”

Its data shows that carriers have aggressively
increased blank sailings on the transpacific
trade, going from just 60,000 teu at week 12 to
250,000 teu at week 13 and further increasing to
367,800 teu at week 15.

More capacity reduction is expected

Mediterranean Shipping Co, the world’s largest
carrier, was among the first to announce cuts

to transpacific capacity, notifying customers on
March 26 that it would void voyages for six ships,
including four in week 17 and one in week 18.

Smaller rival Ocean Network Express, part of the
Premier Alliance, said last week it will continue
suspending its planned PN4 service from China
to the US west coast set to launch in May.

In contrast, the transatlantic trade between
Europe and North America has remained
largely stable.

Scheduled capacity from Northern Europe to
North America east coast even increased slightly,
up 4% from 313,000 teu at week 10 to 325,000
teu at week 15. Mediterranean to North America
east coast capacity saw a 5% decrease over the
same period, a far milder impact compared to the
drastic cuts on the transpacific routes.

“It seems as if the shippers and carriers were
confident of a ‘truce’, which eventually came
this week, in the shape of a 90-day pause in the
tariffs,” said Sea-Intelligence.

In Drewry’s weekly Cancelled Sailings Tracker
released last Friday, it stated that in the key East-
West trade lanes — transpacific, transatlantic,
and Asia-Northern Europe & Mediterranean —
83 sailings have been cancelled between weeks
16 and 20, out of a total of 713 scheduled sailings.
This represents a 12% cancellation rate.

The consultancy predicts that for the next five
weeks, most East-West cancellations will impact
the transpacific eastbound (53%), followed by
Asia-Northern Europe & Mediterranean (29%)
and transatlantic westbound (18%).
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“The recent US tariffs on Chinese and other
Asian imports are expected to reduce demand,
placing carriers in a challenging position,” it
said. “To maintain rate levels, carriers may resort
to stringent capacity management, primarily
through blank sailings.”

Sea-Intelligence echoed the view of some other
analysts that the 9o-day US tariff exemption
granted to countries besides China will motivate
shippers to advance shipments of those goods,
thus pushing part of the peak season forward.

But it predicts further short-term disruptions,
including more blank sailings and strategic port
call omissions on the China-US trade.

Carriers avoiding permanent network
changes for now

It said carriers may increasingly favour Canadian
ports, such as Vancouver and Prince Rupert, as
alternatives to US ports in the Pacific Northwest.
Similarly, Oakland could see fewer calls as
agricultural exports to China shrink significantly
under punitive tariffs.

Alliance carriers — including Gemini, Premier,
Ocean, and MSC — have thus far resisted
permanent network restructuring.

Instead, they are adopting temporary measures,
awaiting clarity on whether the tariff conflict
will last.

“Only if the trade war persists beyond the next
few weeks or so, should we expect to major semi-
permanent changes to the alliance networks,”
said Sea-Intelligence.

Smaller niche carriers, heavily dependent

on China-US trade, however, face a grimmer
outlook. “For some of these we can potentially
expect full-service closures, for the duration of
the trade war,” it added.
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WHAT TO WATCH

‘Buckle up. This is going to get really
bumpy, warns LA port boss

GENE Seroka, executive director of the Port of Los
Angeles, has been busy working the phones with his
high-level contacts, asking about tariff responses.
What he learned is not surprising: Businesses are
halting orders and investments. They are in limbo.

“I spent a lot of time on the phone last night with
colleagues over in Asia at the origin ports. What I
heard is that some globally famous brands have hit
the pause button on shipments out of China for the
next couple of weeks — and maybe beyond,” Seroka
revealed during a press conference on Friday.

“Folks are not shipping out of China right now,
because they’re not going to pay two and a half times
[the cost] for those goods.”

Joe Kramek, president of the World Shipping
Council, said during the same press conference,
“When you have tariff rates of 125% to 145%, it
effectively shuts down trade to some extent. It
certainly seems like there’s going to be a reduction,
particularly in the transpacific.”

The Trump administration has placed a 145% tariff
on all imports from China, on top of pre-existing
tariffs that range from 7% to 25%. China has slapped
a 125% retaliatory tariff on all imports from the US.

According to Seroka, “It’s safe to say that global
trade will slow as companies try to figure out what
all this means and how they’re going to mitigate
these extraordinary cost increases.” As trade slows
“that will hit the economy worldwide”.

“Of course, prices [in the US] will go up markedly,”
he continued. “We're going to see a spike in prices
coming directly from retailers and parts suppliers to
our manufacturing businesses.

“They’ve got three choices right now. They can negotiate
with their manufacturer to mitigate the costs — and
that’s had very little success. They can take the margin
hit and absorb the cost, which will lead to an immediate
freeze on hiring and capital investment. Or they can
pass the cost along to the American consumer, and
were going to get hit right in the wallet.

“Many companies are telling me they’ve delayed
hiring and capital investment for the time being.
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Board members and CEOs are telling me that
everything’s on hold right now,” said Seroka.

According to Kramek, “What we have presently
are two things that both traders and markets hate:
uncertainty and unpredictability.”

Seroka said, “These are truly historic times right
now and we’ve got to get our sea legs under us.
Buckle up. This is going to get really bumpy.”

Imports should start falling in May

Trump’s tariffs hit consumer and business sentiment
immediately, but they will have a delayed effect

on US ports due to frontloading and ocean transit
times.

Los Angeles’ March imports came in strong, “partly
due to continued frontloading as a hedge against
tariffs”, said Seroka. Los Angeles imported 385,531
teu in March, up 2% year on year. Total throughput
was 778,496 teu, up 5% year on year. It was the
port’s third-best first quarter ever in terms of
throughput.

US ports overall handled total imports of 2,380,674
teu in March, up 11% year on year, according to data
from Descartes released on Thursday. It was the
third-best March ever, exceeded only by March 2021
and March 2022, during the pandemic boom.

April numbers also look strong, courtesy of
importers who raced to load in Asia before the
higher tariff rate went into effect. “We pulled
forward quite a lot of containers for quite a few

of our customers [on the last day],” said Sanne
Manders, president of Flexport, in an interview with
Lloyd’s List.

Seroka said, “We’ve got a pretty good view of the
next three weeks and they look decent.” This is “the
end in the surge of the inventory buffer we've been
seeing”, he added, noting that Los Angeles expects
to handle throughput in the “800,000 teu range” in
April, i.e., roughly on par with March.

But the outlook darkens the following month. “We

could see a drop-off in volume starting as early as
the month of May,” Seroka warned.
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During a press conference a month ago, he
cautioned that “it’s possible we could see a 10%
drop in volume in the second half of this year”.

He was much more certain of a pullback
when speaking on Friday. He said there would
be a 10% decline “at the very least” in 2H25

versus 2H24 “and it may be more than that.
We just don’t know.”

His 10% figure could turn out to be very
conservative. Around 40% of US imports
measured in teu — both to Los Angeles and to
the country overall — are sourced in China.

ANALYSIS

Supreme Court loss against MSC ‘extremely
good result’ for Conti, insists unsuccessful KC

CONTT’s Supreme Court action to

block Mediterranean Shipping Co’s bid to

limit liability to the registered owner of MSC
Flaminia (IMO: 9225615) was a success even
though the case was formally lost, the barrister who
represented it has argued.

Last week’s ruling from Lord Hamblen is notable for
its rejection of the “insider-outsider distinction” in
defining who qualifies as a shipowner for purposes
of liability limitation.

The matter is now settled, according to
Christopher Smith KC, who acted for Conti and
had earlier persuaded the Court of Appeal to use a
tighter definition.

But Smith added: “Financially it was an extremely good
result for my clients if one looks at the amount of the
claim for which MSC was entitled to limit its liability.”

Hamblen J upheld the view that the roles of
“charterers, managers, operators, salvors and
insurers are all integral” to global commerce.

Charterers are thus entitled to limit liability
to registered shipowners, other than for
damage to a vessel, under the Convention on
Limitation of Liability for Maritime Claims
1976, known as LLMC.

“It’s disappointing that the Supreme Court didn’t
accept the point. But the Supreme Court heard the
appeal because it was important and it is good to
have clarity on it,” said Smith, who is affiliated with
Essex Chambers.

“I would have preferred it if the clarity had gone

the other way, but at the end of the day, that
represents the law.”
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Hamblen J’s ruling is being seen as a reaffirmation
of the precise wording of LLMC, reinforcing its
pragmatic aims of international uniformity and
commercial predictability.

The decision will be highly influential — but

not a binding precedent — in future actions in
jurisdictions that have signed up to the convention,
which means most countries.

MSC Mediterranean Shipping Company v Conti
11 Container Schiffahrts arose after a mid-
Atlantic explosion on 6,750 teu boxship MSC
Flaminia in 2012, which claimed the lives of
three seafarers.

The vessel was owned by an affiliate of German
owners Conti, and had been on timecharter to MSC
since 2009.

The blast was caused by vapour from containers
laden with the dangerous chemical divinylbenzene,
a liquid form of vinyl, known as DVB.

In saving the ship and cargo, Conti incurred
major expenses, including payments to

public authorities for transiting the vessel to
Wilhelmshaven, Germany, through the English
Channel; cargo-handling costs; the costs for
disposal of firefighting water; and the costs of
removing and destroying remaining waste.

In arbitration in 2021, Conti successfully alleged
that MSC had, in breach of charterparty, shipped
dangerous cargo. It was awarded $200m.

MSC had commenced limitation proceedings the
previous year, seeking an order that its liability to
the respondent was limited to approximately $28m.
It subsequently established a limitation fund.
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The High Court held that MSC could not limit its
liability to Conti. The Court of Appeal, for different
reasons, reached the same conclusion.

Hamblen J’s ruling needs to be seen in the context
of the big picture, and was actually a good result for
Conti financially, Smith maintained.

“There was a whole raft of claims for which
MSC sought to limit their liability. At first
instance, there were even more claims for
which MSC sought to limit their liability, and

that list got shorter when we went to appeal.

“The outcome of this litigation is that they were
only entitled to limit their liability for one very
restricted head of claim. The claims that my
clients fought successfully in arbitration are not
subject to limitation.”

The net result also preserves the right of

public authorities engaged in casualty mitigation
efforts to seek recovery from shipowners and
charterers, Smith confirmed.

Cypriot owners launch complaint against
Turkish ship recycling ‘discrimination’

CYPRUS shipping interests are calling on Europe
to crack down on Tiirkiye’s ship recycling sector
that they are accusing of discrimination against
the island’s flag.

The number of Turkish recycling yards on the
EU-approved list has grown to 11 in the latest, 14th
edition of the list of facilities approved by the EU.

The yards, all located in Aliaga, about 50 km north
of Izmir on the country’s Aegean coast, represent the
largest contingent from any one nation within the
total of 43 approved facilities internationally.

“They want to have their cake and eat it,” said Anna
Bredima, senior policy adviser on European Affairs
to the Cyprus Union of Shipowners.

“They want to take economic advantage from the
EU fleet recycling in Turkish yards but they do not
honour their commitment to the EU in order to be
on the EU list,” she said.

The Cypriot complaint is that the recyclers in Aliaga
do not accept vessels under the Cyprus flag, the EU’s
third-largest registry.

The stance “flagrantly” violates a whole raft of EU
laws, according to Bredima.

It infringed treaty articles that enshrine the principle
of non-discrimination on nationality grounds,
regulations on freedom to provide services as well as
the most favoured nation clause of Ankara’s original
association agreement with the EU, she said.

“Upon hard evidence of violation, these recycling

yards should be removed from the EU list of yards
and their licence withdrawn,” said Bredima.
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“Despite their commitment to do so, the Turkish
yards have not been accepting all EU flags.

“They are discriminating against one flag,

the Cyprus flag, and these ships have to

travel long distances and incur extra costs

in order to be recycled in other OECD countries.
This is an existential problem for the Cyprus
flag fleet.”

One source close to the European Community
Shipowners’ Associations said that a similar point
has been made in a new ECSA position paper on the
ship recycling sector.

Tiirkiye has maintained a complete port embargo
against the Cyprus flag since 1987, despite numerous
calls for the restriction to be lifted.

Widespread fallout from the ban has ranged
from inhibiting the growth of the Cyprus-flagged
fleet, particularly for tankers, and hurting the
transshipment business of Cypriot ports.

Cyprus-flag ships were also prevented from
transporting grain and other products from and to
Ukraine under the Black Sea Grain Initiative.

A source in the recycling sector verified that Cyprus-
flagged tonnage has been unable to beach at facilities
in Aliaga.

However, he said this was not a decision made by the
recycling yards themselves.

“It’s not just recycling,” the source said. “The
authorities are not permitting Cyprus-flag
vessels to enter Turkish territorial waters. It’s
political, not commercial.”
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OPINION

MEPCB83: A faltering step towards net zero

THE International Maritime Organization has made
history by agreeing the first globally binding UN
carbon price on any industry.

Whether it could do so was in serious doubt until
practically the last minute, when the MEPC83 voted
63-16 for the new ‘Net Zero Framework’.

A complex greenhouse gas fuel standard (GFS)
will require operators to reduce their ships’ carbon
emissions intensity by 17% by 2028 compared with
2008 levels, rising to 21% by 2030.

Those that fail to do so will have to pay the IMO
$100 per tonne of CO2 equivalent above the target.
Those that miss the baseline target of 8% by 2030
must pay up to $380 per tonne CO2e in so-called
remedial units (RUs).

The fees must be paid into an IMO Fund to support
decarbonisation. Big emitters can also buy surplus
units (SUs) generated by overperforming ships.

The scheme is the result of policymaking by consensus,
or close to it, so its climate ambition is paltry.

The regulation as written expected to reduce
shipping emissions by about 8% by 2030, far
short of the 20%-30% the IMO set itself just
two years ago.

The Pacific Islands had led calls for a $150 per
tonne CO2e carbon levy, which the IMO ended

up ruling out as politically impossible despite
having broad support. The small island states
mostly abstained from voting on the final scheme,
protesting its weakness.

Global Centre for Maritime Decarbonisation chief
executive Lynn Loo has estimated a medium-range
tanker consuming 5,000 tonnes of HFO a year in

2028 would tot up $242,000 in direct compliance
penalties and $114,000 in base penalties.

Assuming a fuel cost of $400 per tonne, that amounts
to $2m. “This penalty represents a 20% surcharge for
continuing business as usual,” Loo said.

For shipping, the first obvious result will be a rush
for biofuels, which will make compliance fairly

easy in the early years. But if biofuel costs increase
beyond the penalty price — and there is good reason
to expect they will, since aviation and road transport
will jostle for supplies — then companies will simply
pay to comply rather than switch.

The outlook is dimmer for LNG, with penalties to
ramp up from 2033. Those who have invested in gas
will look for bio- and synthetic methane in future
years, but this pathway is expected to be costlier in
the long run than ammonia.

The regulations will be reviewed every five years. Their
ambition should be strengthened to give zero-carbon
fuel producers certainty to invest. The IMO must clarify
what exactly counts as a green fuel, and ensure its new
rules are workable and enforceable in the years to 2028.

There is much still to be done. But for all its faults,
the regulation takes the IMO’s non-binding 2023
GHG Strategy and sets clear goals. It is a remarkable
feat of diplomacy.

It sends a message to other industries that the UN
system of rule-making can survive amid today’s
fractious geopolitics. (The US’ loud complaining
from the sidelines ultimately achieved nothing.)

It sends a message, however faint, that shipping is
headed for net zero. Considering the constraints
on the IMO today, and on rules-based free trade in
general, that is something to celebrate.

MARKETS

CMA CGM buys 35% stake in Egyptian dry port

FRENCH carrier CMA CGM has purchased a 35% stake

in Egypt’s October Dry Port near Cairo, as it looks to
build its resources in the eastern Mediterranean.
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The company signed a management agreement
which will see it develop the logistics and rail
platform at the inland facility.
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Completed in 2023, the dry port is connected to all
of Egypt’s sea ports and acts as a logistics hub to ease
congestion on the busy Mediterranean terminals.

CMA CGM already operates a terminal
at Alexandria and will open a new container
terminal at Sokhna early next year.

Executive vice-president Christine Cabau Woehrel
said the deal was a “unique opportunity to foster the
development of low-emission intermodal solutions
in Egypt through efficient rail connections”.

This new investment confirmed the group’s
long-term commitment to Egyptian supply
chain growth, she added.

“It combines beautifully our worldwide
maritime network to and from Egypt, our
investment in the terminals of Alexandria
and Sokhna, with the capacity to offer door-
to-door efficient and competitive solutions

to our Egyptian customers, opening a new,
more sophisticated, vision of Egyptian supply
chain development.”

Fortescue and CMB.Tech announce

ammonia charter deal

AUSTRALIAN mining giant Fortescue Metals has
signed a charter agreement with Bocimar, a
subsidiary of CMB.Tech, for a dual-fuel ammonia
bulk carrier that will ship iron ore from its Western
Australia mines to China.

The 210,000 dwt vessel is part of a series

of large bulkers on order at Qingdao Beihai
Shipbuilding and is expected to be delivered to
Fortescue by the end of 2026.

Fortescue Metals chief executive Dino Otranto said
the agreement with Bocimar “sends a clear signal to
the market: now is the time for shipowners to invest
in green ammonia-powered ships”.

“We continue to implore shipping regulators

to show the character and leadership that is
necessary to ensure this happens sooner rather
than later. Our agreement with Bocimar is just
the beginning.”

CMB.Tech chief executive Alexander Saverys said
the two companies shared the same values.

“Based on our common belief that green ammonia is
the fuel of the future, we were able to conclude this
important agreement on the road to zero-emission
shipping,” he said.

“This is the beginning of an exciting journey

“The days of ships operating on dirty bunker
fuel, which is responsible for 3% of global carbon
emissions, are numbered,” he said.

to build more ammonia-powered ships that

will stimulate more green ammonia production
projects. We need to decarbonise today to

navigate tomorrow.”

OTHER NEWS

South Korean shipbuilding

stocks rally as Trump eyes

allied co-operation

SOUTH Korean shipbuilding firms
and investors are responding
positively to a new executive order
signed by former US President
Donald Trump, which aims to
revive the US maritime industry.

Shares of major Korean
shipbuilders have surged, and
industry leaders are expressing
interest in potential bilateral
co-operation.
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An official from HD Hyundai
told Lloyd’s List: “We expect
that these steps will be an
opportunity to develop the
shipbuilding industries of
both countries and can do

a lot to strengthen bilateral
co-operation. Once the co-
operation is in full swing,
we will be able to provide
naval ships and commercial
vessels equipped with
great performance at
competitive prices and

with timely delivery.”

China Merchants expands
shipbuilding portfolio with
Qingdao Yangfan acquisition
CHINA Merchants Industry
Holdings, a key player in the
shipbuilding sector under state-
owned China Merchants Group,
has finalised its acquisition

of Qingdao Yangfan, marking

a major step in the company’s
strategic expansion.

The move follows months of

negotiations with the local
government that began in late
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2024. A co-operation agreement
was signed in February 2025
during a conference attended

by CMG chairman Miao

Jianmin in Shandong. An official
announcement of the deal is
expected in May.

Photos from the shipyard site
show that the name on the gantry
cranes has already been changed
from “Qingdao Shipbuilding”

to “CMI Qingdao Shipyard”,
confirming market speculation
about the acquisition. A source
close to Qingdao Yangfan

told Lloyd's List that the takeover
has been completed.
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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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