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Daily Briefing
Leading maritime commerce since 1734

Tariff reprieve upside vs Covid 
lockdown rebound: this time 
it’s different

CHINA was locked down at the onset of Covid in early 2020, halting 
exports. Then came the shipping boom, as Americans — stuck in their 
homes and financed by government assistance — went on a spending 
spree.

The Trump 2.0 trade war has caused a similar collapse in Chinese 
exports to the US, implying a similar whipsaw effect in shipping 
demand. But this time it’s different.

The driver of imports this time around is US businesses scrambling to 
replace lost volumes at lower margins. Newly-released bookings and 
arrival data from Vizion reveals the scope of the gap that needs to be 
filled in the months ahead.

But there is no behavioural or fiscal stimulus to support American 
consumers, as there was during the pandemic, and US importers face 
an enormous tax bill, in the form of tariffs. Even with the China-US 
reprieve announced on Monday, US tariffs are much higher and could 
stoke inflation.

“This will be a very different dynamic than with Covid, when we 
basically had this insatiable containerised freight demand,” Jason 
Miller, a freight economist and professor at Michigan State University, 
told Lloyd’s List.

“Any type of rebound now will be temporary.”
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Prior to reprieve, China-US imports collapsed

Vizion data sources cover 35%-65% of US import 
bookings, and 50%-60% of US imports from 
China. Bookings occur, on average, about two 
weeks prior to loadings, and Chinese exports 
take three to five weeks to arrive in the US. Thus, 
bookings data is an early signal on imports.

US imports booked from China in the week of 
May 5-11, immediately prior to the US-China 
tariff reprieve, collapsed 63% year on year (y/y), 
according to Vizion data. In the past four weeks, 
China-US bookings were down 50% y/y. Last 
year, bookings at this time were rising going into 
an early peak season; this year, they haven’t.

US import bookings in all countries 
were down 30% y/y last week, and down 
21% y/y over the past four weeks.

The most recent booking levels are indicators 
of a drop in US imports in June and early 
July, to the extent imports cannot be 
immediately ramped up to bolster numbers 
starting in the second half of June.

Vizion also produces data on US imports based 
on their scheduled arrival dates, showing 
more immediate impacts. This data shows the 
US import decline beginning this month and 
rapidly worsening in the first half of June.

As of last week, Vizion data showed that US 
imports from China arriving in May were 
scheduled to be down 16% y/y. US import 
volumes from China in the first half of 
June were on track to plummet by 52%.

The main container shipping gateway on the US 
west coast — the ports of Los Angeles and Long 
Beach — will be hit particularly hard. Vizion’s data 
implies that Chinese imports to Los Angeles and 
Long Beach will be down 23% y/y this month and 
down by 69% y/y in the first two weeks of June.

The good news is that US importers have 
simultaneously increased volumes from 
non-China sources, as they race against the 
reciprocal tariff deadlines for those countries.

According to the latest Vizion data, projected 
US imports from all sources are down only 2% 
in May y/y. However, they are currently down 
23% y/y in the first two weeks of June.

Differences between today 
and pandemic rebound

The consensus is that US imports will sharply 
rebound starting in July as importers frontload 
peak season cargoes, but this bounce-back in 
volumes may be challenged on several fronts.

First, there needs to be enough vessel capacity 
available in the transpacific to carry the higher 
volumes, assuming bookings surge in the wake 
of the temporary US-China trade war ceasefire.

According to Jefferies shipping analyst Omar Notka, 
“Liners have diverted the equivalent of 250,000 teu, 
or 8%-10% of monthly transpacific capacity, mainly 
on to the Asia-Europe and transatlantic trade lanes.

“A further 220,000 teu of equivalent 
monthly capacity has been ‘blanked’. While 
‘unblanking’ sailings can be relatively quick, 
redirecting capacity back to the transpacific 
would take longer,” said Nokta.

The second issue is that larger US importers 
reportedly prepositioned a high volume of 
imports in US bonded warehouses and free 
trade zones, including those in Canada. That 
would pare the ocean surge potential.

The third issue is that US importer costs from 
tariffs remain very high, so not all importers will be 
able to take advantage of the US-China reprieve.

China tariffs implemented by US President 
Donald Trump in his current term have been 
lowered from 145% to 30%, but these are on 
top of existing tariffs, variously estimated at 
between 10%-20%, which still puts aggregate 
average US tariffs on China at 40%-50%.

That could still be too pricey for 
importers of low-margin goods.

“There certainly will be a rebound of imports 
from when we were at 145% but it’s not going to 
be the full amount, with everything coming back,” 
said Miller. “There won’t be a return to February 
levels and you’re not going to see a full recovery of 
freight volumes” because tariff costs are higher.

Jefferies’ China technology analyst Edison Lee 
said in a research note, “We believe that to 
assume Trump’s tariff policy has failed and thus 
we will be back to normal is not realistic.”
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The current reduction “is only for 90 days and 
it is still not low [enough] for normal business 
to continue with no impact. Moreover, we still 
expect US sectorial tariffs to come,” wrote Lee.

According to Evercore ISI global policy 
analyst Krishna Guha, “We are still left with 
historically large increases in US tariffs and 
much more uncertainty than normal.”

The reduction of China tariffs brings the average 
weighted level of US tariffs for all countries to 
14%-15%, down from over 20%, according to 
various bank analysts. With the exception of the 
past month, current US average tariff levels are 
still at the highest levels since the late 1930s.

Furthermore, it is unlikely that all US reciprocal 
tariff negotiations with non-Chinese trading 
partners will end as smoothly as the preliminary 
deal with the UK, which ended up at a rate 10%.

The European Commission recently announced 
that it is preparing countermeasures 
should talks with the US fail. Trump said 
on Monday that “the European Union, in 
many ways, is nastier than China”.

India, even as it is negotiating with the US 
on reciprocal tariffs, filed a notice with 
the World Trade Organisation on Monday, 
announcing countermeasures against the 
US for its steel and aluminium tariffs.

According to Miller, “If you look at the UK document 
— I’m not even going to call it a deal — I don’t 
think it’s going to be 10% for everybody. I think 
you’ll see reciprocal tariffs for many nations that 
will be higher than 10%, because the president has 
continued to reference trade deficits, and that means 
places like the EU and Vietnam are potentially 
looking at tariffs substantially higher than 10%.”

Given that US tariffs are now at the highest level in 
over 85 years, and that there is considerable risk that 
they could go higher still, inflation is definitely not 
off the table. That’s a negative for US containerised 
import demand, following the initial bounce-back.

Miller does not believe it’s possible for importers 
and exporters to eat all of the tariff expenses 
and not pass costs along to US consumers.

“There is very little data showing that exporters 
are absorbing the costs, which means importers 
have to absorb it,” he said. “If you’re a publicly 
traded retailer or wholesaler, you will defend 
your gross margin rate. You can’t afford to not 
change your prices. You have to pass it along.

“And if US companies aren’t actually passing 
on the cost of tariffs in the form of higher 
prices, that means they’re making less 
profit, which means less investment and less 
employment, which means this is the largest 
corporate tax hike in a very, very long time.”

WHAT TO WATCH

Ofac sanctions Iranian military-linked shipping 
network exposed in leaked documents
THE US imposed fresh sanctions on Tuesday 
targeting a network it said shipped oil on 
behalf of Iran’s Armed Forces General Staff 
and operated in “virtually every aspect of 
Iran’s illicit international oil trade”.

The designations targeted 18 entities, 
including one individual, 15 companies in 
multiple jurisdictions, and two oil tankers: 
Cameroon-flagged floating storage tanker 
Balu (IMO: 9235244) and Panama-flagged 
panamax Roc (IMO: 9275660). The sanctions 
were aimed at firms across the supply chain 
of Iranian oil shipments, including front 

companies, a port agent and cargo surveyors 
that helped facilitate the shipments.

“Today’s action underscores our continued 
focus on intensifying pressure on every aspect 
of Iran’s oil trade, which the regime uses to 
fund its dangerous and destabilising activities,” 
said treasury secretary Scott Bessent.

The shipments were facilitated by Sepehr 
Energy, an Iranian trader the US says is the 
“main commercial affiliate of AFGS”. Sepehr 
was blacklisted by Ofac in November 2023.
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Among those designated on Tuesday are 
entities Ofac said acted as intermediaries 
between Sepehr Energy and the “teapot” 
refineries in China’s Shandong province.

“Other companies — typically small agencies with 
generic or non-descript stated business purposes 
— have served as the middlemen between Sepehr 
Energy and Shandong’s teapot refineries by 
acting as the purchasers of the oil,” said Ofac.

“In early 2024, Hong Kong-based companies 
Metaone Trading Limited, South Sea Energy 
Limited, Continental Sinoil Group Limited, Winso 
Trading Limited and Singapore-based Oriental 
Apple Company PTE Ltd collectively took delivery 
of millions of barrels of Iranian oil from Sepehr 
Energy front Xin Rui Ji, likely as representatives 
of the small, independent teapot refineries based 
near Qingdao port area in Shandong province.”

Claims of misidentification

Most of the entities designated on Tuesday 
were exposed recently in a trove of leaked 
emails that appear to have originated 
from Sepehr Energy and were uploaded to 
Iranian dissident website WikiIran.

The leaked documents also contained an email 
from two Iranian nationals designated by Ofac 
in 2023 in connection with Sepehr, objecting to 
their designation and asking Ofac to remove it.

The email was sent to Ofac in December 2023 and 
was forwarded to an address associated with Sepehr 
in March 2024, the leaked documents show.

The two nationals, who co-signed the letter, 
claimed that Sepehr Energy Jahan was “entirely 
unrelated” to AFGS and that perhaps Ofac 
had mixed them up with a similarly named 
company. That the correspondence was in a 
trove of thousands of emails detailing Iranian oil 
shipments suggest that no such mix up took place.

ANALYSIS

We were wrong about dry bulk scrapping, 
again
FOR some time now, Lloyd’s List has predicted 
that the next year will be the year we see 
significant scrapping in the dry bulk sector.

The same was true in the 2025 Outlook published 
late last year, where an ageing tranche of 
panamaxes was earmarked as potential scrap 
candidates in 2025. Even as recently as March 
2025, this author suggested the increased 
uncertainty presented by the next nine months, 
compared with a strong 2024 for the sector, 
may tip the balance for some of those older 
vessels and send them to the breakers.

That has not materialised. Put simply, 
rates remain high enough to warrant 
keeping older tonnage on the water.

Howe Robinson head of dry bulk research 
Bilal Muftuoglu highlighted that even in the 
“struggling” supramax segment, rates were “not 
that bad” and older vessels continued to find 
employment. He said his company was expecting 

scrapping to increase in 2024, but 2025 would 
not be remembered as the year of scrapping.

Similarly, Star Bulk commercial director Milena 
Pappas said her company was not expecting a huge 
amount of scrapping this year, even if she hoped 
there would be more, especially in the bigger sizes.

Western Bulk chief executive Torbjorn 
Gjervik agreed that 2025 was likely not the 
year scrapping would really take off.

Environmental legislation, such as FuelEU, 
the emissions trading system and even the 
new agreements made at the International 
Maritime Organization, have been mooted 
as potential drivers of greater scrapping.

But Gjervik said it was too early for those to 
have had any material impact. Those that 
wanted to trade with older vessels could simply 
do so in other parts of the world, he said.
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The IMO regulations might act as an accelerator 
in the future, Gjervik told Lloyd’s List, but for now 
there was enough demand for older tonnage.

“We have a few more years to go before we 
see the real scrapping kicking in,” he said.

V.Ships group commercial and decarbonisation 
director Jesper Bo Hansen and Milena 
Pappas both said the lives of older vessels 
could be extended by fitting energy-saving 
devices or by simply slow steaming.

The other facet to this topic is that the Hong 
Kong Convention on the recycling of vessels, 
which will tighten up the recycling process 
and demand safety improvements, is set 
to enter into force on June 26, 2025.

Muftuoglu questioned the readiness of some 
yards, especially in Bangladesh, to comply 
with the convention, which may reduce 
yard capacity in the next few months.

Drydel Shipping chief executive Costas Delaportas 
said the convention might see yard capacity 
reduced for good, and those yards that did 
remain would be looking to recoup money spent 
to comply. All of this meant weaker scrappage 
prices and even less incentive for owners to 
wave goodbye to their older workhorses.

Despite big questions remaining on the 
timing of this big scrapping surge seemingly 
always over the horizon, MSI director 
Will Fray is in no doubt it is coming.

“If we have a disastrous market, yes, we’ll 
start to see scrapping increasing,” he said.

“And we feel that if it doesn’t happen this year, or 
next year, then it’s only prolonging something.”

A plateau in major commodity demand coupled 
with an ageing fleet means that despite a fairly 
modest orderbook to fleet ratio of 10%, the bulk 
sector “is going to have painful times at some 
point” when those new vessels are delivered.

“That’s bound to happen. The only thing would 
stop that would be some world where trade still 
keeps growing very strongly,” he told Lloyd’s List.

“Without those drivers from China, which we’re 
now quite firm aren’t going to continue as they 
have been doing for the past 20 years, there 
really isn’t anywhere else to take up the slack.

“So, if there isn’t a disaster this year, next year, 
then there probably will be one later in this decade 
and maybe you’ll see start seeing scrapping then.”

Dry bulk gloominess remains in 2025, but 
brighter times could be ahead
HARDLY anybody was predicting a bumper year 
for dry bulk in 2025. The fundamentals, largely 
out of China, simply pointed to a weak 12 months, 
especially given the disappointing end to 2024.

Despite the world changing almost weekly 
since the beginning of the year, largely thanks 
to announcements from the White House, 
the important factors remain unchanged.

Chinese iron ore and coal demand, which 
drives so much bulk activity, remains soft. MSI 
director Will Fray said much of 2024’s success 
(until the fourth quarter, anyway) was driven 
by the stockpiling of Chinese inventories.

But Fray said coal stockpiles are now somewhere 
close to 15% of annual production — a target 
Beijing set itself in 2021 — while iron ore 
inventories are close to capacity at ports.

Without what Fray called “artificial support”, 
demand for those key commodities is back to bog-
standard underlying factors, which are still weak.

Howe Robinson head of dry bulk research, Bilal 
Muftuoglu, said coal demand in India and China 
was an issue. Domestic mining increases and soft 
demand were both problems in December 2024, 
he said — and were even bigger problems now.

“Instead of saying China will come back to the 
market in Q2, now we’re saying maybe Q3, 
maybe Q4. It’s the same with India,” he said.

SwissMarine director Peter Weernink went so 
far as to say the industry had already seen peak 
Chinese coal demand (and indeed seaborne 
coal trade), something the International Energy 
Agency has been predicting for some time.
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“What we do see now is volumes are declining 
and very likely will continue to decline. The 
market is weak,” he said, adding there was 
simply “no pull” for Chinese coal imports.

The iron ore story is less bleak. Chinese ore imports 
have begun to fall in 2025, but Muftuoglu said 
while demand may not be as positive as it was 
last year, it wouldn’t decline very rapidly either.

Looking further ahead, optimism is growing within 
the sector that a drop in Chinese demand could 
be offset by an increase in tonne-mile demand, 
thanks to the vast Simandou iron ore project.

The complex is expected to begin shipping its first 
volumes at the end of 2025, before ramping up to 
an expected production of 160m tonnes annually.

Star Bulk commercial director Milena Pappas said 
she expected much of that ore to head to China, 
thanks both to the country’s continued investment 
in the project and its own decarbonisation targets.

Simandou’s iron ore is expected to be of a 
higher quality than the majority of Australia’s 
exports and somewhere similar to Brazil’s. The 
higher the Fe content of the ore, the less energy 
it requires to process, which suggests China 
may replace some Australian exports with 
Guinean volumes, increasing tonne-miles.

That optimism is only buoyed by a limited 
capesize orderbook, which Muftuoglu called 
an “additional element of support”.

In its first-quarter earnings presentation of 2025, 
US-listed bulker owner Genco said it expected 
increased iron ore and bauxite volumes from 
West Africa to absorb more than 200 capesize 
vessels — far more than the current orderbook.

So the underlying fundamentals for the dry bulk 
market remain largely unchanged, despite a start to 
the year that could be described as anything but.

As far as the US Trade Representative’s port 
fees plan, which ended up being significantly 
more watered-down than the initial proposal, 
dry bulk has largely escaped any real impact.

Vessels in ballast when calling at US ports and 
those of less than 80,000 dwt are excluded from the 
plan, which seeks to charge China-owned vessels 
(and later China-built vessels) to call at US ports.

As Muftuoglu said, the US bulk market is 
not cape-focused, and the US is an exporter 
rather than importer of bulk commodities.

In fact, shipbroker BRS’s dry bulk research 
lead, Wilson Wirawan, suggested the plan 
might even have an inflationary effect on rates, 
thanks to shipping’s old friend inefficiency.

That same school of thought could be applied 
to the incessant tariff announcements 
that have come out of Washington DC and 
retaliatory measures from Beijing.

China’s 135% tariff on US soyabeans will surely 
see even more trade shifted to Brazil, although 
much of that decoupling has already taken place 
since Trump’s first go at a tariff war in 2018.

Shipbroker Ifchor Galbraiths’ executive chairman 
Ghigo Ravano said an increased Argentinian 
crop, combined with an even greater shift to 
South America by Chinese buyers, would cause 
congestion at east coast South America ports, 
which again would be a positive for the sector.

But while the redistribution of some trades could be 
a net positive for the sector, the overall pressure they 
exert on the global economy might offset those gains.

As Wilson Wirawan pointed out, this 
additional pressure will only be added to 
China’s pre-existing economic headwinds 
— i.e., a struggling real estate market.

As a result, he predicted the rest of 2025 
would be “fraught with challenges”.

He’s not alone either. The market looks gloomy for 
the rest of the year, but ride it out, and there is cause 
for some optimism moving into 2026 and beyond.
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Tankers: geopolitics will be wildcard, but 
demand is fundamentally unexciting
IT HAS been a grind for tanker owners 
during the first half of 2025. Every time 
there’s some sort of geopolitics-induced rate 
spike, it doesn’t hold. The rates fall back as 
charterers ultimately secure the upper hand.

Spot rates are still profitable, but not exceptionally 
so. The expectation for the second half of 
the year is largely for the status quo, but this 
is shipping, and the consensus often turns 
out to be wrong. There could always be a 
surprise to the upside — or the downside.

As of May 12, the Baltic Exchange spot 
index for very large crude carriers was at a 
time charter equivalent rate of $43,305 per 
day, down 24% from the year-to-date high 
reached after a US sanctions announcement in 
January, and down 15% year on year (y/y).

The Baltic’s suezmax TCE index was at $39,898 
per day, down 36% from the YTD high in late April 
and relatively flat y/y (down 3%). The aframax 
index was at $33,280 per day, 35% below the 
YTD high in early April and down 20% y/y.

Historical data from Clarksons Securities shows that 
VLCC and suezmax rates, as of the second week of 
May, were above the five-year (2020-2024) average, 
with aframax rates in line with that average.

Product tanker rates have been considerably 
weaker than crude tanker rates in 2025.

The Baltic Exchange’s TCE index for long range 
one product carriers on the Middle East-Japan 
route was at $19,808 per day on May 12, down 
35% from the YTD high and 51% y/y. The LR2 
index for the same route was at $22,723 per day, 
down 44% from the YTD high and 62% y/y.

The Baltic’s Atlantic basket TCE rate for 
medium range and handysize product tankers 
was at $18,548 per day, down 42% from the 
YTD high and 48% y/y. The Pacific basket for 
MRs and handysizes was at $18,090 per day, 
down 21% from the YTD high and 58% y/y.

According to data from Clarksons, average rates 
for LR1 and LR2s were less than half the 2020-
2024 average as of the second week of May, with 
aframax rates about one-third below that average.

Crude tanker prospects for second half

Most of the bullish tanker sentiment was 
focused on VLCCs as the first half drew to 
a close, driven by Opec+ production hikes 
and a very low orderbook for this year.

There are just seven VLCCs due for delivery in 
2025, according to Clarksons, although that 
jumps to a hefty 30 next year and 45 in 2027.

“The VLCC market has been pretty strong in the 
first half of this year,” said Nick Watt, editorial 
manager for freight at price-reporting agency 
Argus, in an interview with Lloyd’s List.

“It will be important to keep an eye on Opec 
supply. It seems like Opec is clawing back 
some market share, although I tend to be on 
the side that thinks we’re going to probably get 
pretty subdued rates [in the second half].”

Evercore ISI shipping analyst Jon Chappell also 
pointed to Opec as a key driver of the outlook.

“For more than 20 years, we have stood by our 
view that Opec oil output holds the strongest near-
term correction to crude tanker — and specifically 
VLCC — spot rates [versus] any other macro 
driver,” said Chappell in a report on May 12.

If even half of May-June Opec+ production 
increases are met, it would add incremental 
demand for 10 to 12 VLCCs, said Chappell.

“At a time when new VLCC capacity remains 
restrained, a demand boost of this size should 
be supportive to utilisation and spot rates, 
even during a seasonally slower period — and 
could then exacerbate a winter upturn.”

The suezmax market has more of a capacity 
overhang in the second half, with 30 newbuildings 
due for delivery in 2025 (including 22 due for 
delivery after May 12), followed by 39 next year 
and 42 in 2027, according to Clarksons.

“You have an increase in deliveries compared to 
the past few years, but it’s not a flood,” said Watt, 
who noted the fortunes of both suezmaxes and 
aframaxes are partially tied to what happens with 
the Russia-Ukraine war and the G7 price cap.
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“Those are segments that are involved in the 
Russian trades,” he noted. When the price of Russian 
Urals crude falls below the $60-per-barrel price 
cap, as it has during the first half of this year, more 
suezmaxes and aframaxes go into the Russian trade, 
putting upward pressure on mainstream trades.

Product tanker prospects for second half

A big concern in the product tanker space is the 
LR2 orderbook, which is at a very high 37% of the 
on-the-water fleet. There are 53 LR2s scheduled 
for delivery this year (21 already delivered, 32 
yet to be delivered as of May 12), according to 
Clarksons, then 58 next year and 56 in 2027.

Companies such as Scorpio Tankers have repeatedly 
stressed that owners switched to coated LR2 orders 
that trade as crude aframaxes half the time, rather 
than uncoated aframaxes without the optionality. 
In other words, this is not as big as a negative for 
product tankers as it appears, and more of a negative 
for the aframax crude segment than it may seem.

The supply concern over LR2s comes on 
top of lacklustre rates, explaining why 
product tanker stocks have underperformed 
crude tanker stocks this year.

Product tanker rates “have been fairly 
weak and I don’t expect them to really 
rise that much”, said Watt.

On a positive note, the product tanker sector 
was pressured last year by the cannibalisation 
of cargoes by VLCCs and suezmaxes that 

switched to clean trades. Rates for VLCCs 
and suezmaxes have been considerably higher 
this year than LR2 rates, so a repeat of this 
downside for product tankers seems unlikely.

The 2H25 rate outlook, in general, remains 
very hard to project, because so much 
hinges on geopolitics. That goes for both 
product tankers and crude tankers.

The tariff situation — and the potential downside 
for the Chinese economy — reversed course 
on May 12 when the Trump administration 
backtracked on reciprocal tariffs. That improved 
the overall macroeconomic outlook for 2H25, 
but this could change yet again at any moment.

The outcome of the Russia-Ukraine war and 
Iran-US talks could likewise have a major 
impact on 2H25 tanker trades. The use of the 
Bab el Mandeb strait is yet another variable.

“There’s so much uncertainty, and so many 
of these geopolitical events could put upward 
pressure on the market, or downward 
pressure on the market,” said Watt.

“But despite all the noise in the market, 
there’s pretty weak tanker demand at this 
point, generally speaking,” he said.

“That’s one of the reasons we’re not seeing rates 
jump to high levels. It’s hard to say what will happen, 
but I push the point of view that fundamentals are 
really important to what’s happening right now.”

MARKETS

Hapag-Lloyd to begin vessel reshuffling after 
US-China deal
HAMBURG-based carrier Hapag-Lloyd will begin 
moving larger vessels onto its transpacific routes, 
chief executive Rolf Habben-Jansen told investors.

The carrier had opted to use smaller vessels on 
transpacific vessels instead of blanking sailings, 
as other carriers have done amid uncertain 
demand caused by the US-China trade war.

But following the announcement that US tariffs on 
Chinese goods would be paused for 90 days, Habben-
Jansen said he expected to see a “surge in volume” 

in the next two to three months. The carrier would 
begin moving larger vessels back onto transpacific 
routes “in the next two to three weeks”, he said.

In the short term at least, Habben-Jansen said 
the company had seen demand increase since 
the announcement of the tariff pause on May 12, 
largely due to significant volumes of cargo being 
held back in China in anticipation of a deal.

China-US bookings had decreased over the past 
few weeks, he told investors, but that cargo would 
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now start to flow again thanks to the agreement. 
Whether this surge in demand was simply more 
frontloading or a return to something near “normal” 
depended entirely on negotiations between 
Beijing and Washington, Habben-Jansen said.

His comments came during the company’s 
first-quarter results earnings call, where it 
posted a group profit of $469m. That’s an 
increase of 45% on the same period last year.

Habben-Jansen called this a “good start to the 
year” with “higher volumes and solid earnings”.

Aside from its financial performance, Hapag-
Lloyd launched its new Gemini Cooperation 
with Danish carrier Maersk, which the German 
company said was already achieving its reliability 
promise of 90% or more after little over 100 days.

But this launch had come with “transitional costs”, 

chief financial officer Mark Frese said. While bunker 
costs fell with the price of oil, emission compliance 
is beginning to bite the German carrier, as costs 
associated with the EU’s emissions trading system 
offset any gains made by cheaper bunkers.

Looking forward, Habben-Jansen said that 
while the orderbook remained fairly high, he 
expected a significant portion of the global fleet 
would be scrapped before the end of the decade 
as it moved towards the 25-year-old mark.

He said some “temporary overcapacity here and 
there” would not be unexpected, depending on how 
global demand developed, and when and to what 
extent containerships returned to the Red Sea.

“We’ve just had five really good years behind 
us, and it would not be illogical to also see 
a number of quarters in the years ahead 
where the balance is a little bit distorted.”

West of England blames pool scheme for 
combined ratio overshoot
WEST of England P&I Club’s combined ratio 
has risen to 104% for the 2024-2025 financial 
year, with the marine mutual blaming the record 
International Group pool scheme deficit for its 
loss-making underwriting performance.

The yardstick measures payouts and 
operating expenses as a percentage of 
premium income and is widely used as a 
metric for assessing insurers of all stripes.

As well as having to shell out for losses on 
their own account, the 12 clubs that make up 
the IG share losses more than $10m, which 
can leave them substantially out of pocket 
for casualties insured by their rivals.

It is known that the pool scheme is headed for 
a record-breaking loss for the last policy year, 
with the Baltimore bridge collapse the obvious 
marquee incident. The numbers aren’t in, but 
the figure of $750m has been widely bruited.

While P&I clubs are not for profit entities 
and can handle an overshoot of the usual 
target of just under 100% in some years, 
they obviously need to break-even over the 
longer term to keep the show on the road.

West’s insisted its own claims experience 
remained within forecast bounds, and that its 

three-year average combined ratio had fallen to 
98.4%, the best it has been for eight years.

The most recent renewal was otherwise something 
of a success for the club, which won at least some 
business from Greek shipowner Harry Vafias, 
best known for his StealthGas interests.

The club described its asset allocation 
strategy and capital strength resilient, with its 
investment portfolio seeing a return of $44m, 
equivalent to 5.6%. This was said to be its 
strongest investment result in five years.

Free reserves were up by 11% to reach $306.1m 
and West’s solvency capital ratio is estimated at 
190%. Ratings agency AM Best reaffirmed its 
A- excellent rating, although Standard & Poor’s 
has maintained its BBB+ stable assessment.

Gross premium for the 2025 policy year is 
forecast to reach close to $400m, up from $347m 
at the closure of the renewal on February 20.

West reported strong demand across its product 
range. Lines such as hull, loss of hire, delay, fixed 
premium P&I, chartering and defence cover 
are expected to generate over $100m of gross 
premium annually, up from $80m last year.
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Chief executive Tom Bowsher said: “Despite 
a challenging pool claims environment, 
our fundamentals remained strong.

“Our capital strength, disciplined underwriting 
and investment performance enabled us to deliver 
a resilient result. We are confident in our strategy 
and continue to position the West for the future.”

Other developments during the past year 
include the opening of a regional office in 
Dubai last November, making West the first 
IG club with a presence in the UAE.

In April, West secured regulatory approval 
for its full takeover of Sweden’s Nordic 
Marine Insurance. It first took an unspecified 
stake in the company five years ago.

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

West of England executives have also revealed 
plans to expand its war risk offering in 
the wake of the Houthi campaign against 
merchant tonnage in the Red Sea.

HMM expects persistent market volatility 
despite strong quarterly results
HMM has forecast persistent market volatility as 
ongoing China-US trade talks, vessel oversupply, and 
geopolitical instability threaten to disrupt container 
shipping, the South Korean carrier announced 
today alongside robust first-quarter results.

The company warned that declining cargo 
volumes from China to the US will likely disrupt 
supply-demand balance and exert downward 
pressure on freight rates, although the trend is 
set to reverse following the tariff cuts agreed 
by both countries earlier this week.

Transpacific volumes are expected to rise 
sharply with bigger rival Maersk already 
reporting an increase in bookings on that trade 
and carries starting to spike spot rates.

Nevertheless, uncertainty remains — particularly over 
whether the suspended 24% tariff will be reinstated 
after the 90-day grace period, a decision that will 
hinge on the outcome of China–US negotiations.

HMM also drew attention to the lack of clarity 
around the Red Sea crisis. How long ships can 

continue sailing around the Cape of Good Hope 
is a key variable for market outlooks. If Asia-
Europe vessels return to the Suez Canal on large 
scale, the influx of capacity is expected to place 
immense downward pressure on freight rates.

Despite these headwinds, HMM reported a 52% 
jump in net profit to Won740bn ($521m) for the first 
three months of 2025. Operating profit surged 51% 
to Won614bn, while revenue grew 23% to Won2.9trn.

The carrier’s operating margin improved 
to 21.5% from 17.5% a year earlier.

HMM is responding to market challenges by 
enhancing operational flexibility with nine 
9,000 teu methanol-powered container vessels 
scheduled for delivery by the first half of 2026. 
It said this fleet modernisation aligns with its 
mid- to long-term strategy of agile deployment 
amid uncertain market conditions.

HMM operates a boxship fleet of 86 ships 
totalling about 940,000 teu, ranking it as the 
world’s eighth largest container carrier.

Fledgling Saudi operator Folk Maritime boosts 
feeder fleet
SAUDI Arabian feeder containership operator 
Folk Maritime has completed the purchase 
of three vessels that are set for deployment 
over the course of the next month.

The 1,868 teu Folk Dammam, 702 teu Folk Yanbu and 
1,118 teu Folk Jubail, all registered under the Saudi 

flag, become the third, fourth and fifth vessels owned 
by the group, which now boasts an operational fleet 
of eight, including three further chartered ships.

Folk Maritime, which is owned by the Saudi 
Public Investment Fund, emerged in February 
last year as a feeder operator seeking to cash 
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in on Saudi’s ambitions to become a regional 
logistics hub under its ‘Vision 2030’ initiative.

Despite forming just 15 months ago, the 
Riyadh-headquartered company already 
operates four services connecting Saudi ports 
with hubs in the Middle East Gulf, Indian 
subcontinent and Red Sea. The line’s North 
Red Sea Service is run in partnership with 
French carrier CMA CGM, while its India 
Gulf Service is operated under another vessel-
sharing agreement with Omari carrier Asyad.

The three latest ships join Folk Jeddah (IMO: 
9939888), purchased in September 2024, and 
last month’s acquisition, Folk Jazan (IMO: 
9339856), as part of its owned fleet.

Folk Maritime chief executive Poul Hestbaek 
— the former chief executive of Hamburg 
Süd — told Lloyd’s List its latest fleet additions 
aligned with the group’s strategy to have 

advanced oversight of its operations, which was 
only possible through the full ownership of its 
vessels. This level of control, he said, was “very 
important”, particularly in this volatile region.

“In regional trades, normally players may have 
zero owned vessels or a relatively low share of 
their own vessels, depending much more on 
the charter market,” said Hestbaek, adding that 
Folk Maritime would look to have a minimum 
60% ownership share of its fleet portfolio.

“We want to be able to control those vessels in case 
there is a scenario that requires that [control]. 
We will also have a relatively high share of own 
container fleet for the exact same reason.”

Folk Yanbu and Folk Jubail will be deployed 
on the line’s Port Sudan Service, while Folk 
Dammam – a sister ship of the 2023-built 
Folk Jeddah, will serve its IGS loop.

MSC snaps up post-panamax boxships and 
MPV as secondhand prices hold firm
THE world’s largest container line operator 
Mediterranean Shipping Co is continuing to expand 
its vessel fleet via secondhand purchases during a 
busy period for boxship sale and purchase deals.

Shipbrokers report that MSC has picked up 
the 6,000 teu Dimitris Y (IMO: 9189354) from 
Greek-controlled tonnage provider Global 
Ship Lease for an undisclosed price.

The 2000-built ship will join two vessels 
of the same class from a total of five sister 
vessels all built in Germany, originally for 
P&O Nedlloyd. They comprise the 2000-built 
MSC Tasman VI (IMO: 9189342) and MSC 
Tavvishi VI (IMO: 9189366) which both joined 
the MSC fleet in the first quarter of 2025.

MSC is also reported to have purchased a pair of 6,500 
teu post-panamaxes from Athens-headquartered 
non-operating owner Cyprus Sea Lines.

According to Alphaliner, the 2003-built 
MSC Aquarius (IMO: 9262704) and Athens 
Glory (IMO: 9247766) were bought for 
$44m each. Both ships have been time 
chartered to MSC for the past five years.   

A fourth secondhand purchase by MSC recently 
comprised the 1,800 teu multi-purpose general 

cargo vessel Red Cedar (IMO: 9231092). The 
2001-built vessel was bought from Germany’s 
MACS Maritime Carrier Shipping.

Shipbroker Braemar reports that MSC is 
bidding on several smaller containerships 
that are being circulated for sale.

It noted that several vessels were inviting offers 
and were attracting “considerable interest” from 
both operators and non-operating owners.

Braemar said that the boxship sale and 
purchase market remained firm, despite a 
softening in the charter market, although 
some shipowners were becoming more 
cautious due to trade uncertainties.

“Some players have adopted a wait and see 
approach on both the buy and sell sides as 
they monitor developments over the coming 
months. Others are seizing the opportunity to 
act on the limited number of deals currently 
available in the market,” said Braemar. 

Alphaliner said that the S&P market saw 
a rebound in activity in the past fortnight 
with strong buying interest across the 
board, despite market uncertainties.
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“Multiple deals were closed or are still under 
negotiation at firm prices and quality tonnage 
remains hard to find,” Alphaliner said.

It reported that Greek shipowner Minerva 
Marine had purchased the 1,800 teu Mindoro 
(IMO: 9944730) from German owners. The 
2022-built vessel was bought for $31.5m.

Minerva Marine was until recently a bulk carrier 
and tanker shipowner but now has seven feeder 
containerships in its fleet, all built since 2022.    

Meanwhile, Greek shipowner Erasmus Shipinvest 
Group is said to have bought three secondhand 
boxships of between 1,700 teu and 2,700 teu.

The purchases comprise the 2006-built, 2,700 teu, 
Jeju Island (IMO: 9308417) which was purchased 
from Turkish owners for $20.5m and the 2013-
built, 1,800 teu, Kestrel (IMO: 9626558). The latter 
ship was purchased from Israel’s XT Shipping.

In addition, Minerva Marine has bought 
the 1,700 teu, 2012-built, Ela (IMO: 
9516777), also from XT Shipping.

Danaos ‘holds off’ further new ships for now 
after run of 22 boxship newbuild orders
DANAOS has clinched employment for the last 
uncovered vessels in a lengthy newbuilding 
programme of methanol-ready containerships, 
while remaining underwhelmed by progress 
towards decarbonising fuels used by the industry.

Two 9,200 teu vessels that were added to the order 
book last December have been chartered for periods 
of six years commencing after delivery in 2027.

Of a construction programme stretching to 22 
new boxships, seven have so far been delivered 
to the New York Stock Exchange-listed owner, 
the latest being the 6,014 teu Phoebe (IMO: 
9926233), which joined the fleet in January.

Following one remaining 6,014 teu new vessel 
expected this year, there are seven 8,258 teu vessels 
and seven 9,200 teu vessels still to come by 2028.

Apart from being methanol fuel-ready, all the new 
vessels will be fitted with open-loop scrubbers 
and alternative maritime power units.

The remaining 15 boxships on order have an average 
charter duration of about 5.3 years, Danaos said.

The new charters as well as fresh employment and 
charter extensions for existing vessels have added 
contracted revenues of $525m in the past three months 
and brought the company’s revenue backlog to $3.7bn.

“We are currently holding off on new vessel 
investments and are focusing on optimising the 
performance of our existing fleet,” said Danaos 
chief executive John Coustas as the company 
reported profitable first-quarter results.

Danaos’ controlling shareholder also made 

clear his disappointment with the International 
Maritime Organization’s recent regulatory 
proposals for curbing greenhouse gas emissions.

“Unfortunately, the regulation falls short of 
the industry’s more ambitious proposals and 
is unlikely to drive meaningful progress on 
decarbonisation of our industry,” Coustas said.

“There is limited incentive to use expensive 
green fuels, and liquefied natural gas has 
not been meaningfully prioritised.”

As a result, there was little clarity on the fuel of the 
future, he added. “At present conventional scrubber-
fitted vessels remain the default option under 
what is, in essence, a pay-to-pollute framework.”

The Greece-based owner owns 10 capesize 
bulk carriers alongside its on-the-water 
fleet of 74 containerships but in the first 
quarter it was the boxship business that 
provided most of the positive numbers.

The bulkers earned an average daily time-charter 
rate of $10,513 per vessel during the period and 
the dry bulk division posted a $6.5m loss.

Overall, though, Danaos posted net 
income of $115.1m, a 23% dip from the 
net profit in last year’s first quarter.

Operating revenues amounted to $253.3m, 
almost identical to a year ago.

“Our financial performance continues to be strong, 
although it has been impacted by a number of 
charter renewals at lower rates than those seen 
during the Covid pandemic,” Coustas said.
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“On the other hand, we continue to build 
our charter backlog, effectively insulating 
ourselves from near-term market weakness.”

Global disruption showed “no signs of abating” 
and tariff uncertainties had caused a “dramatic 
decline” in the transpacific market, he said.

“Thus far, the US economy remains resilient,” 
said Coustas. “As long as American consumers 
continue to spend, we anticipate that trade 
flows will rebound, with depleted inventories 
eventually driving a surge in demand.”

IN OTHER NEWS

EU rules a game changer for fully 
electric ferries, says Kongsberg
EU GREEN regulations are 
making fully electric shortsea 
shipping a real possibility, 
according to marine technology 
firm Kongsberg Maritime.

Strategy and business 
development vice-president 
Oskar Levander said rewards 
from selling overcompliance 
with the FuelEU Maritime 
standard had changed the 
game, alongside the new EU 
Emissions Trading Scheme 
costs and cheaper batteries.

Levander estimated the annual 
cost of a 2,000 lm ro-pax working 
a 50 nautical mile route at 20 
knots would be 23% cheaper 
using conventional fuel just two 
years ago. But batteries are now 
14% cheaper, Levander said.

NYK to develop vehicle logistics 
facility in Barcelona
JAPAN’S NYK has won a 
27-year concession to build 
and operate a 100,000 sq m 
finished vehicle logistics terminal 
in the port of Barcelona, with 
operations set to begin in 2027.

NYK aims to position the 
port of Barcelona as an 
international hub for finished-
vehicle logistics, catering for 
current and future demands 
in the Western Mediterranean 
and North African regions.

The facility, which will be run in 
conjunction with NYK’s wholly 

owned Belgian subsidiary 
International Car Operators, 
will feature a fully automated 
multilevel parking system 
that it says will help minimise 
the risk of accidents and 
eliminate the need for on-site 
driving within the facility.

Fednav’s Pathy takes over 
as BIMCO president
BIMCO has announced the 
election of Fednav chief 
executive Paul Pathy as its 
new president following the 
shipowner organisation’s general 
meeting in Copenhagen today.

Pathy, who runs Canada’s largest 
dry bulk company, takes over 
as the 47th president and is 
the first BIMCO president from 
the Americas. He takes over 
from Nikolaus Schües, who is 
finishing his two-year term.

“Our industry faces significant 
challenges, and I am committed 
to raising awareness about 
the invaluable contributions 
of the shipping industry and 
seafarers,” Pathy said.
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