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EU sanctions target non-
Russian ships and companies 
but largely ignore fake flags

THE EU’s latest round of Russia sanctions will largely target ships 
f lagged and registered to companies outside of Russia.

A draft annex for the 19th sanctions package, seen by Lloyd’s List, 
reveals that just 20 of the 124 vessels included in the list of 
sanction targets are registered in Russia.

The largest concentration of registered companies behind the 
sanctioned targets are from Seychelles, closely followed by 
Marshall Islands and Liberia.

Similarly, only 39 of the ships are f lagged in Russia with the rest 
currently found in Panama, Palau, Sao Tome & Principe and at 
least a dozen other registers.

Just two of the ships included in the latest sanctions package are 
know to be fraudulently f lagged.

The absence of fake f lag targets is likely to come as a surprise to 
many of the coastal state authorities that have been collecting 
records of fraudulently f lagged vessels routinely loading Russian 
crude and passing through the Baltic.
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Over 50 fraudulently flagged ships have transited 
the Baltic since the grouping of eight Nordic 
Baltic states issued notice in June that joint 
action would be taken against Russia’s shadow 
fleet* and fraudulently flagged ships were 
“not entitled” to freedom of navigation under 
the UN Convention of the Law of the Sea.

Norway, the UK, Sweden, Denmark, Finland, 
Estonia and Germany all routinely check the 
insurance details and flag certification of 
shadow fleet tankers, but to date no fraudulently 
flagged vessel has been detained.

Policy officials from those states had 
previously indicated that identification of 
vessels with fake credentials was being 
passed to the European Commission with 
the expectation that they would ultimately be 
targeted in a subsequent sanctions round.

According to the draft list seen by Lloyd’s List, 
however, only two vessels, one currently flying a 
false Aruba flag and one flying the fake Curacao 
flag, have been included in the 19th package.

Assuming the current draft makes it to 
the final package which is yet to be signed 
off by EU states, the total list of vessels 
targeted by the EU will reach 560 ships.

The new additions will also further align EU 
sanctions with other sanctions regimes. Of the 
124 vessels included in the draft list, 
67 of them have already been sanctioned 
outside of the EU, largely by the US and UK.

In addition to targeting shadow fleet ships, 
the draft list will significantly expand the 
number of non-Russian companies banned 

from doing business with the bloc.

Among the entities facing sanctions are nine 
foreign banks, a series of special economic 
zones, and an entity thought to be engaged 
in trading components used for spoofing 
Global Navigation Satellite Systems.

The list also includes two oil trading 
companies registered in Hong Kong and the 
UAE which are understood to be engaged 
in facilitating the export of Russian oil.

Companies from the UAE, Kyrgyzstan and 
Tajikistan are listed, although further additions 
are still possible. The annex also includes space 
for the inclusion of third-country ports in the 
future, although none are listed in the draft.

In a speech last Friday, Commission president 
Ursula von der Leyen said the 19th package 
would target “the financial loopholes which 
Russia uses to evade sanctions”.

The draft list examined by Lloyd’s List has not been 
finalised and remains open to changes before the 
final package is agreed. No date has been set for 
the publication of the 19th sanctions package.

 

* Lloyd’s List defines a tanker as being part of the 
Shadow Fleet if it engages in one or more deceptive 
shipping practices indicating that it is involved 
in the facilitation of sanctioned oil cargoes from 
Iran, Russia or Venezuela. Or it is sanctioned 
for participation in sanctioned oil trades or is 
sanctioned for links to a company that is sanctioned 
for facilitating the export of sanctioned oil.

WHAT TO WATCH

China’s Qingdao port cracks down on high-risk 
tankers after US terminal sanction
CHINA’S Qingdao port is launching a 
crackdown on so‑called “risky” tankers, in a 
move widely seen by industry observers as 
linked to mounting US sanctions pressure.

According to a joint circular seen by Lloyd’s 
List, four of the port’s big oil terminals will 

from November 1 introduce a new “high-quality 
vessel selection scoring system” to tighten 
controls on visiting ships deemed high risk.

The signatories include Qingdao Shihua Crude Oil 
Terminal, Qingdao Haiye Oil Terminal, and Qingdao 
Gangxin International Logistic, all subsidiaries 
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of Hong Kong- and Shanghai-listed Qingdao Port 
International, as well as Qingdao Lixing Logistics, 
70% owned by Singapore-based GS Aromatics Pte.

Located in Shandong province, a hub for China’s 
small independent refiners known as “teapots” 
— long considered key buyers of Iranian and 
Russian crude — Qingdao has become a focus of 
Western scrutiny over sanction-busting oil trades.

Under the new scheme, tankers will be barred 
from berthing if they cannot provide valid 
statutory certificates such as nationality 
documents, a Document of Compliance, or an 
International Oil Pollution Prevention certificate.

Ships that in the past three years have been found 
mainly responsible for serious or major incidents, 
vessels aged 31 years or older, or those using falsified 
International Maritime Organization numbers 
or certificates will also face outright bans.

Other vessels will be assessed under a scoring 
system. Points will be docked if the ship does not 
sail under a Tokyo MOU white‑list flag, is more than 
12 years old, is classed by a non-IACS member, lacks 
oil spill liability insurance, or has deficiencies or 
detentions on its Chinese port state control record.

Ships classed as high‑risk will be denied entry, 
while medium‑to-high‑risk vessels will only be 
allowed in after implementing comprehensive 
safety and pollution‑prevention measures.

These new rules follow the US Department of 
State’s decision in August to sanction Qingdao 
Port Haiye Dongjiakou Oil Products Co, which 
Washington described as “the largest entry point 
for Iranian crude oil into China by volume.”

Since December 2024, the terminal operator, a 
subsidiary of Shandong Port Group, is alleged to 
have handled at least 65m barrels of Iranian crude 
transported by shadow fleet* tankers, including 
vessels already blocked by the US government. 
Some volumes were marketed and sold by the 

sanctioned National Iranian Oil, according to DOS.

Earlier this year Lloyd’s List reported that the 
US-sanctioned very large crude carrier Jaya (IMO: 
9410387), which was operating under a stolen IMO 
number from a scrapped tanker, discharged around 
2m barrels of Iranian crude at Dongjiakou in April.

The latest Qingdao circular makes no mention 
of sanctions, instead framing the measures 
as accident‑prevention and safety policies.

“The joint announcement aims to enhance the 
quality of vessels arriving in the port, with 
consideration of safe production,” said Qingdao 
Port International in an email statement. “This 
move is not related to response to US sanctions.”

Industry experts are unconvinced, however.

“I see it as sanctions compliance in the 
name of safety,” said a senior executive 
at a large Chinese tanker firm.

Emma Li, senior analyst at Vortexa, said 
Qingdao’s move “reminds people of the ban 
issued by Shandong Port Group in January 
on receiving sanctioned vessels.”

That earlier measure sparked turmoil in the market 
and briefly slowed China’s imports of Iranian 
and Russian crude, though trade flows quickly 
adapted, often via more elaborate ship‑to‑ship 
transfers and opaque “shadow fleet” operations.

“It’s probably a move by Qingdao Port to protect 
itself from further sanction risks,” Li added.

Shanghai‑based SWS Research noted that the 
new rules could further restrict the activities 
of the shadow fleet, increasing demand for 
mainstream tankers in the conventional market.

Qingdao Port International and Qingdao Lixing 
Logistics have been approached for comments.

Smoke spotted from gas tanker off Yemen 
amid reports of drone strikes in Houthi ports
A GAS tanker caught fire last week while anchored 
off Ras Isa port amid reports of mysterious 
explosions around the Houthi-held gateway and an 
effort by the Houthis to keep the reports quiet.

The US-sanctioned, medium-sized liquefied 
petroleum gas carrier Clipper (IMO: 9102198) began 
burning on September 16, according to maritime 
risk management firm Vanguard Tech. Satellite 
imagery from Planet Labs taken on September 18 
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and 19 showed black smoke billowing from a vessel 
matching its characteristics. The fire appears to 
have slowed down or extinguished by September 
20, according to the satellite imagery. It was not 
immediately clear if it has been reignited since.

Video footage circulating on social media 
showed the vessel on fire, but little visible 
damage. The authenticity of the video could 
not be immediately verified, but the hull clearly 
displayed the vessel’s name, and the location of 
the blaze aligned with satellite imagery and other 
images shared on social media of the incident.

The cause of the fire has not been officially 
confirmed. One maritime security source told 
Lloyd’s List that the vessel had been struck 
by a drone, while a second also said a drone 
strike was likely the cause. A third said the 
video footage did not appear to suggest a drone 
strike, but that if this was a kinetic strike, it 
was likely made with a small ordnance.

The status of the crew on board the vessel 
also remains unclear. An appeal made on 
the popular social media page “Life at Sea” 
on Thursday, which also stated the fire was 
caused by a drone strike, said the crew of 24 
Pakistani seafarers was stranded, running out 
of supplies, and in a “life-threatening situation” 
amid an “active gas leakage from the tanks”.

The reports could not be immediately verified. 
Lloyd’s List has contacted the International 
Transport Workers’ Federation, a seafarer 
union, for information on the crew’s status 
and details of the incident but did not receive 
a response in time for publication.

The Humanitarian Operation Coordination 
Centre, which the Houthis use to communicate 

with the shipping industry, told Lloyd’s List that 
the crew were in “good condition” but would 
not comment on the cause of the blaze.

The US-sanctioned Clipper, falsely flying the 
Guyana flag after previously being flagged with 
Iran, arrived at Ras Isa anchorage on September 
6 laden with suspected Iranian-origin LPG.

Clipper’s last Automatic Identification System 
message came on September 16 and showed it 
in Ras Isa anchorage, according to Lloyd’s List 
Intelligence AIS data. However, the latest satellite 
images showed it anchored about 7.5 nautical 
miles north of its last reported position.

The incident comes amid reports of mysterious 
drone strikes taking place in Houthi-held 
ports and territories and of a crackdown by 
the Yemeni faction to prevent information 
about the strikes from coming out.

According to Yemeni journalist Basem Ganani, 
writing on X, Ras Isa port has been subject 
to “continuous bombardment” by drones 
in recent weeks. A researcher with deep 
knowledge of Yemen told Lloyd’s List that 
drone strikes have been taking place in Houthi 
ports and territories over the past weeks.

The researcher added that the Houthis have been 
forcefully trying to prevent information about these 
and other attacks from coming out, and have been 
threatening Yemenis against discussing them.

Ganani also noted that “no party has claimed 
responsibility for the attack” and that the 
Houthis “have also remained silent about 
releasing any news related to this repeated 
bombardment or the party responsible for it”, 
according to a translation of his post on X.

Ukraine’s intensified attacks targeting Russia’s 
oil facilities to continue
UKRAINE has intensified its drone campaign 
against Russia’s oil infrastructure in recent 
weeks, targeting sites on the Baltic and Black 
Seas, which experts say could in the long run 
cause disruption at the key export hubs.

In the early hours of September 24 more than 
a dozen UAVs and USVs targeted Russia’s 
Novorossiysk port in the east of the Black Sea.

Later that day Ukrainian drones targeted 
the tanker terminal in Tuapse, located 
southwest of Novorossiysk, according 
to maritime security firm Ambrey.

The targeting of Russia’s oil facilities in the 
Black Sea are just the latest incidents in 
Ukraine’s campaign to put pressure on Russian 
exports and eventually its economy.
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The Baltic port of Primorsk, which hosts 
Russia’s largest oil terminal, was attacked 
by over 200 drones on September 12.

EOS Risk head of advisory Martin Kelly said export 
operations at Primorsk were disrupted because 
of the incident, with loadings being partially 
resumed at a reduced capacity afterwards.

Anna Zheminko, an analyst at energy 
intelligence provider Vortexa, said diesel 
loadings from Primorsk were on a three-month 
decline in September, with a 23% decrease 
month on month from September 1-25.

“This is likely prompted by lower refinery runs 
amid heavy Ukrainian drone attack period as well 
as seasonal maintenance period,” Zheminko said.

Primorsk crude loadings have been 
stable at 1.1m barrels per day weekly 
average since the start of the month.

“Overall crude volumes loaded from Primorsk in 
September are 7% higher month-on-month over 
the September 1-25 period, which is mainly driven 
by additional Ust-Luga volumes, re-routed after 
Ukraine’s attack earlier in August,” Zheminko said. 

During the September 12 attack on Primorsk, 
drones hit several pumping stations feeding 
the Ust-Luga terminal on the other side of 
the Gulf of Finland across Primorsk.

Total crude loadings from Ust-Luga decreased 
by 24% month on month for the first 25 
days of September, Zheminko added.

Ukrainian drone attacks on Russian ports 
and oil refineries is not a new strategy, but 
the frequency and intensity of these attacks 
has increased in the past few weeks.

Vortexa analyst Anna Zheminko told Lloyd’s List 
that the volumes exported from Novorossiysk 
so far this week have been 16% lower than 
the three-week average in September. Since 
Monday, two tankers have loaded so far and 
are still awaiting departure from the port. 

It is difficult to assess traffic into Black Sea ports 
using vessel tracking data because of severe 
Global Navigation Satellite System interference. 

However, Lloyd’s List Intelligence data shows 
that one vessel, the  Liberia-flagged 38,341 dwt 
Kingston (IMO: 9420863)was the first ship to arrive 
in the port of Novorossiysk after the attack on 
Wednesday, arriving the morning of September 25.

No inbound calls were captured on September 24. 
However, this is not unusual and there were several 
days last month where no arrivals were recorded. 

There is no indication that the port was 
evacuated, with satellite images issued after 
the alert showing vessels berthed at port.

Kelly told Lloyd’s List that the latest attacks 
pointed to a clear intensification and geographic 
expansion of Ukraine’s broader drone-strike 
campaign, and that Ukraine was escalating from 
isolated naval strikes to systematic pressure on 
Russia’s export infrastructure, aimed at choking 
Russia’s economic lifelines while exposing 
enduring vulnerabilities in its naval rear areas.

“There is potential for meaningful disruption, 
though the degree depends on a few variables such 
as scale and persistence of attacks, Russia’s repair 
capability, availability of alternate routes,” Kelly said. 

Even though the damage was limited after the 
latest attacks, “repeated or more severe strikes 
could degrade port capacity, pipelines, tank 
storage, pumps, loading jetties, which would 
raise bottlenecks in Russian oil export chains”.

In the long term, according to Kelly, this would 
disrupt key export hubs and squeeze Russia’s oil 
revenue, which is central to funding its war effort. 

Security experts are expecting further attacks.

Risk intelligence analyst Kristian Bischoff said 
Ukraine’s targeting of energy products and 
export infrastructure would continue because it 
is “a high-impact and low-risk way for Ukraine to 
pressure the Russian economy and war machine”. 

Russian oil products are expected to remain 
under pressure due to Ukraine drone 
strikes causing damage, according to a 
Vortexa report from earlier this month.
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ANALYSIS

Is it really in anyone’s interest to share data?
ATTEND any shipping conference and there’s 
a good chance you’ll hear lots of companies 
exalting their own data-sharing policy and 
imploring their peers to join them.

Many talk the talk when it comes to sharing 
some of the thousands of data points collected 
by the industry on a daily basis, yet still the 
shipping sector has been called laggard when 
it comes to adoption of digital technology 
by a recent Lloyd’s Register report.

There are plenty of reasons (or excuses) why 
shipping is bad at sharing data: its highly 
fragmented nature and use of lots of individual 
legacy systems certainly do not help.

But perhaps there is a more intrinsic 
question to answer: does anyone in the 
industry really want to share their data?

Richard Buckley, chief executive of maritime 
technology company 90 Percent of Everything, 
summed up shipping’s relationship with 
transparency succinctly: “It’s complicated.”

Speaking as part of a debate held at Viasat’s 
headquarters during London International Shipping 
Week, Buckley highlighted the “competitive edge” 
that can be gained by “information asymmetry”.

“The truth is, we only share data when we are forced 
to or when the financial benefit is significant.”

The benefits of shared data are well documented. 
Perhaps the most obvious would be just-in-
time arrival. International Association of 
Ports & Harbours managing director, Patrick 
Verhoeven, said port optimisation would 
reduce emissions and increase safety. It 
certainly falls into “no-brainer” territory.

But inefficiency drives shipping profits. What 
Buckley called “perverse incentives”, such as 
demurrage, keep sail fast and wait attractive.

As BIMCO deputy secretary-general Lars 
Robert Pedersen said, the benefits of data-
sharing all sound lovely, “but these benefits 
are not always rewarded in the market”.

“Too often, self-optimisation creates 
inefficiencies,” he said. “Let’s remember 
shipowners are in the market to make money.”

That last point is perhaps the most pertinent 
one. “Siloed solutions may benefit a few” he 
said, but they “hinder broader progress”.

Put simply, why move first and voluntarily sacrifice 
profits if you can’t be sure your peers will follow?

This is the only barrier that could be 
insurmountable in shipping’s seemingly endless 
quest to enter the 21st century. The legacy 
systems, lack of standards and even fragmentation 
could all be overcome, but only if those in the 
industry even want to share their data.

In some instances, being too open can 
see some shipowners punished.

Condition of class, where vessels are permitted 
to sail by their classification society as long as an 
identified defect is rectified within a specified period 
of time, was one example highlighted by Pedersen.

Condition of class, he said, means 
engineers on board have addressed the 
defect with the class society and an action 
plan has been drawn up together.

“So condition of class is, in my book, a good thing. 
But actually, what happens out there in industry, 
is if you have a condition of class on a ship you 
are expelled from the trading community.

“It’s strange, because it just reflects 
transparency,” he said.

Lloyd’s Register chief operations officer Mark Darley 
said it was a case of “being in the shop window”.

Publicly, he said, many say they want to see 
more conditions of class, “but privately they 
take people out of the shop window”.

The same is true with failure data. Reluctance 
to share failed test data, especially for nascent 
technology, is understandable, even if that data 
would in the long run strengthen confidence in it.
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That is the crux of this conversation.

Buckley once again highlighted the example 
of just-in-time arrival, which saves fuel, 
emissions and “would be a greater good benefit 
for the industry”, especially in light of some 
of the conversations that will take place at the 
International Maritime Organization over the 
next few weeks surrounding decarbonisation.

But, as he put it, the reason the industry still 
sails fast and waits is because the slice of the 
pie each shipowner or port would get back 
doesn’t make sharing their data worth it.

“The industry is based on negotiation 
and trade,” Buckley said.

There’s plenty of parties that want to get hold of 
shipowners’ data, he explained, but as a shipowner 
“you’re looking for that negotiation and trade”.

“What will you give me for my data? What’s 
in it for me? What do I get back?”

Until those questions are answered properly and 
stakeholders are satisfied that they’re getting a 
sufficiently large enough slice of the pie for what 
they’re giving away, there’s little incentive to 
share, even if the other problems are solved.

Bio-LNG is not as easy an answer as it 
may seem
LIQUIFIED Natural Gas’ road to carbon-
neutrality depends on the price and 
availability of its green versions, bio- and 
e-LNG (also called synthetic methane).

So how do these stack up?

The gas pathway dominates the current 
alternative-fuel-ready orderbook, with 771 
operational LNG vessels and 626 more on order.

Hapag-Lloyd recently signed a multi-
year bio-LNG agreement with Shell.

Announcing the deal in September, Dexter 
Belmar, Shell’s vice-president for downstream 
LNG, said: “Bio-LNG is no longer a concept 
— it’s here, and it’s fuelling the next 
chapter of shipping decarbonisation.”

It is not, however, fuelling much of it 
today, and there is plenty of uncertainty 
about the bio-methane outlook.

Global production is less than 10m tonnes per 
annum, according to Shell, and about half is made 
in Europe, with “limited transport application”.

Shell has said there is potential to make 700m 
tonnes of bio-methane per year, based on 2023 
data, growing to more than 900m tonnes per 
year. That doesn’t even count the biogas made 
from the nasty kind of biomass sources, such as 
those that drive up food prices and tree-felling.

But Shell’s estimated practical potential is a far 
lower 81m tonnes per year after considering 
distance to gas grid in combination with plant size.

It estimates the IMO Net-Zero Framework would 
drive demand for about 12m tonnes per year.

But how much will be used in 
maritime is an open question.

“It will depend on demand and willingness to 
pay in other sectors, as well as whether member 
states introduce incentives to favour use in 
specific industries,” a Shell spokesperson said.

Shell assumed a level of demand based on dual-
fuel vessels meeting their own base compliance 
limits. But if vessels seek to generate surplus credits 
earlier, demand could increase significantly.

The level of climate benefit varies greatly; use 
nasty feedstocks and methane-leaking engines, 
and the benefits diminish. On the other hand, 
converting farm manure into LNG can prevent it 
rotting in fields and leaking straight methane into 
the air, producing an outsize climate benefit.

Whether this helps will depend on the strictness 
of certification schemes for greenery of biofuels, 
and on how the economics of the IMO’s rewards 
and lifecycle assessment guidelines shake out.

Gas lobbyists are pressing the IMO for a more 
lenient treatment of LNG under the NZF, 
expected to be formally adopted in October.
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They and big oil-exporting states are concerned 
the NZF will damage the investment case 
for investing in LNG dual-fuel ships.

Prominent shipowners led by Greece’s Angelicoussis 
Group, a big LNG fuel investor, have asked states 
to reject the framework — a move that would send 
a years-long UN diplomatic process back to square 
one — because of its treatment of LNG and biofuels.

Lloyd’s List has reported that LNG carriers 
that burn their cargo’s boil-off gas as fuel, 
will find it cheaper to simply pay the IMO 
penalties and keep on burning fossil gas.

In June, BW LNG chief executive Yngvil Asheim 
pointed out that carriers would have to install costly 
deck tanks, use up energy to reliquefy the biogas, 
and find another way to deal with the boil-off gas.

Wood Mackenzie, an energy consultancy, is 
upbeat on the potential for drop-in bio-LNG.

WoodMac senior manager Rosaline Hulse told 
Lloyd’s List shipping could absorb up to 50% 
of European biomethane supply by 2050 if the 
current regulatory framework improves and 
Europe-wide certification trade is established.

“This is a significant proportion of available 
biomethane supply pulled into a demand 
sector that is currently using minimal volumes 
and represents a substantial, and arguably 
welcome change in the biomethane market, 
which has struggled to date to connect supply 
with premium demand at scale,” Hulse said.

She said bio-LNG was already being used 
in shipping, either through physical gas 
or mass-balanced certificate trading.

But it would be challenging for the market to scale 
up fast enough to meet this potential demand.

“International trade remains logistically 
challenging, while the market suffers from 
limited transparency and liquidity,” Hulse said.

Last year, Maersk ordered 20 LNG dual-fuel ships 
with a combined 300,000 teu capacity, framing 
the decision as diversifying its fuel options.

It has 17 methanol-fuelled ships on the water 
or on order, and its bio-methanol offtake 
deal with Chinese producer Goldwind 
is set to start production in 2026.

The Danish containers giant has been sceptical 
of LNG fossil fuel and spoke out against earlier 
proposals for an IMO carbon price that hinged 
on carbon trading for compliance, arguing 
these would yoke the industry to fossil LNG.

Maersk said it saw a future with multiple technology 
paths, including bio- and e-methanol, liquefied 
bio-methane, biodiesel and likely also ammonia.

“While liquefied biomethane can play an important 
role towards net zero, no single fuel is likely to 
meet the diverse needs of global shipping, given 
differences in vessel types, routes, infrastructure 
availability and regulatory frameworks,” 
Maersk said in a statement to Lloyd’s List.

“A portfolio approach, combining different 
low-GHG emission options, offers the flexibility 
to optimise emissions reductions, manage costs 
and mitigate the risk of lock-in to any one fuel.”

Hapag-Lloyd said it hopes to propel all its LNG 
dual-fuel ships (it will have 37 on the water by 
2029) with bio- or e-methane in the near future.

“Of course, it depends on the availability and 
cost of bio- and e-LNG, the development of 
infrastructure for these fuels, and regulatory 
frameworks that might favour or mandate the 
use of greener alternatives,” the company said.

Production capacity for green gas is 
limited, but Hapag-Lloyd’s agreement 
with Shell “shows that longer-term offtake 
deals for biomethane are possible”.
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OPINION

The last thing shipping needs is
a shadow fleet 2.0
THE presidents of Ukraine and Panama got 
together on the sidelines of the UN General 
Assembly this week, with the shadow fleet* 
inevitably the main topic up for discussion.

Jose Raul Mulino assured Volodymyr Zelensky that 
his country, the world’s largest open registry, had 
revoked registration of 200 tankers contravening 
sanctions on the export of Russian crude.

Consoling as Zelensky will have found the 
affirmation, Panama’s stance will do little to 
staunch prohibited trade, not just with Russia 
but with Iran and Venezuela as well.

Attempts to put the guilty operators out of 
business are proving little more than a game of 
flag state Whack-A-Mole, with plenty of bottom 
feeding flags of convenience offering alternative 
home ports on a no-questions-asked basis.

Even the perennially sea-blind general public is 
starting to pay attention. The shadow fleet has in 
recent weeks generated headlines in outlets ranging 
from the sober Financial Times and The New York 
Times to sensationalist British tabloid The Sun.

But if you thought our industry’s reputation 
for all-round lack of ethical backbone 
couldn’t get any worse, think again.

Although it has yet to attract widespread 
unfavourable notice, a further challenge to 
shipping’s integrity is rapidly emerging.

An increasing number of ships are accepting 
fixtures of (at best) borderline legality.

A case in point is the resumption of 
containerised trades with Sevastopol and 
other ports in Russian-occupied Ukraine.

The practice is in obvious contravention of an 
International Maritime Organization resolution 
from 2023, which called on member states to 
instruct ships flying their flags not to do so.

As Lloyd’s List reported this week, Chinese-owned 
Heng Yang 9 (IMO: 1059979) is a repeat offender 
on this account. AIS data places it in Sevastopol 
on at least two occasions in recent months, 

subsequently sailing for Istanbul in Türkiye.

The Ukrainian government has written 
a letter of protest to Beijing, rightly 
emphasising that such actions constitute a 
violation of its territorial sovereignty.

Heng Yang 9, incidentally, is flagged in Panama. 
Perhaps Mr Mulino will wish to re-examine its 
status prior to his next encounter with Zelensky.

Meanwhile, UN Security Council resolution 2146 has 
for over a decade prohibited the carriage of crude 
from Libya unless approved by both that country’s 
legitimate authorities and its National Oil Co.

Breaches of this stipulation nevertheless 
persist, to the financial benefit of the military 
strongmen behind the rebel Government of 
National Stability rather than the officially 
recognised Government of National Unity. 
This, in plain words, is oil smuggling.

Developments such as these are not purely a 
concern for the clearly not-too-troubled consciences 
of that minority of shipowners willing to turn 
a blind eye to internationally agreed rules.

Among other issues, it will inevitably 
entail an upsurge in spoofing. That creates 
a wider risk to safety at sea for seafarers 
serving on law-abiding vessels.

It is also set down in black and white in 
the rulebooks of every International Group 
P&I club that cover is void for voyages 
undertaken in breach of sanctions.

Were one of these shipments to result in an 
oil spill, the clean-up costs would fall to the 
states most impacted by the resultant slick. 
Nor would other shipowners be able to lodge 
a liability claim in the event of collision.

The shadow fleet, in the proper sense of 
tankers taking bookings for Russia, Iran 
and Venezuela, increasingly looks more a 
permanent than transient phenomenon. As new 
normals go, that is not encouraging news.
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But we still lack a general shorthand designation 
for ships engaged in other illicit activities.

Strictly speaking, it is not possible for a 
shadow to cast a shadow, ruling out such 
coinages as the shadow shadow fleet.

But the same object — for instance, a 
footballer in the centre of a floodlit pitch 
— can cast multiple shadows, and that is 
what seems to be happening here.

For want of a better description, what 
we are witnessing is the emergence 
of a de facto shadow fleet 2.0.

That can only make an already bad 
situation worse, inflicting further damage 
on our industry’s tarnished standing and 
posing a risk to everybody’s business.

Unless the tendency can somehow be checked, this 
could prove a public relations disaster in the making.

It is worth noting that shadows only disappear 
either when there is no longer an object to block the 
light or when the light source is directly overhead.

If shipping wants to avert any more 
invasive government scrutiny of what 
it does, it should stop inviting it.

MARKETS

The rise and fall of container spot rates — 
and what it means for 2026
CONTAINER shipping spot rates have failed to find 
a floor and are now back to where they were before 
the Red Sea crisis rescued liners’ bottom lines.

This week, the global composite of the 
Shanghai Containerized Freight Index sank to 
its lowest point since December 15, 2023.

The second half of 2023 — just before the Houthi 
attacks — was a perilous time for carriers.

On November 3, 2023, Maersk announced 
10,000 layoffs, reducing its headcount by 
9%. “This is not a diet. This is a reset of the 
baseline,” said Maersk chief executive Vincent 
Clerc during a conference call that day.

“We are in a very uncertain trading 
environment with significant further 
downside risk potential, one that could stay 
with us for quite a while,” warned Clerc.

Maersk chief financial officer Patrick Jany 
said: “We do see scenarios where we start to 
be cash negative, as we guide for Q4 already. 
In the direst path of the scenarios, you do have 
a cash burn that you need to prepare for.”

At the time, Maersk was concerned that low spot 
rates going into the end of the year would pull 
down annual contract rates in the following year.

“What happens with spot rates during the 
next three months is going to determine 
how much of an impact there will be from 
contract renegotiations,” said Clerc.

“One of the reasons we are taking these [cost-
cutting] measures is that we don’t have the 
visibility yet on where contracts will reset — 
on where spot rates will be and what type of 
premium we can achieve on our contracts.

“If contract rates were to come down to 
what the prevailing spot rates are today, 
that is not an insignificant gap.”

Clerc was also very worried about 
overcapacity in November 2023.

“We expect market conditions in ocean to 
worsen further due to the additional capacity 
coming into the market and due to the fact 
that mitigating measures such as ship idling 
and ship recycling have not been effective,” 
he said prior to the Red Sea crisis.

“If you simply look at the amount of tonnage that 
is in the process of being built at the yards, these 
difficult market conditions are likely to stay with 
us, not only for next year, but also for longer.”
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Market dynamics in 2025 vs 2023

The overcapacity risk Clerc highlighted two years 
ago is still very much present, if not worse.

Liners never stopped ordering ships. The orderbook-
to-fleet ratio is now at 31.6%, according to Clarksons 
Securities. At this time in 2023, it was 27.5%.

On a positive note, deliveries will decline 
sequentially next year, from 2.1m teu in 2025 
to 1.7m teu in 2026. But then deliveries will 
surge again, to 2.8m teu in 2027 and 3.5m 
teu in 2028, according to Clarksons’ data.

Next year’s newbuildings will enter a market that 
is already saturated with capacity. The fleet is 
much larger than it was before the Houthi attacks. 
Global containership capacity has increased by 
5.1m teu or 19% since 3Q23, according to data 
from Maritime Strategies International.

The good news is that shipping demand has also 
increased over the past two years. Tonne-miles 
are higher because the Red Sea remains effectively 
closed to liner operations. Global volume in 
January-July was up 12% versus the same period 
in 2023, according to Container Trade Statistics.

The bad news is that a portion of this year’s 
volume strength was due to tariff front-loading, 
that is, timing not higher demand. During 
the first Trump administration, when tariffs 
were vastly lower, front-loading in 2018 led to 
a sequential drop in US imports in 2019.

Tariffs are expected to have a much more negative 
effect on economies in 2026 than they did year, 
according to the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development and Moody’s Analytics.

Meanwhile, carrier capacity management metrics 
are even worse today than they were two years ago.

Scrapping is virtually non-existent. According to 
MSI, a mere 6,900 teu was recycled in 1H25. In 
comparison, 79,200 teu was scrapped in 1H23.

Just 0.7% of the global fleet is commercially 
idle, according to Alphaliner, which said the 
fleet is now “at full employment”. At this 
time in 2023, 3.3% of the fleet was idled.

How prepared are carriers for 
losses this time around?

Liquidity reserves remain very high, albeit not 
quite as high as they used to be for some carriers.

Maersk had total liquidity of $24.7bn at the end 
of 2Q25, down 8% from $26.8bn at the end of 
3Q23. Zim had $2.9bn in liquidity at the end of 
June, down 7% versus $3.1bn at the end of 3Q23.

Hapag-Lloyd has built its liquidity reserves 
back up over the past two years.

Its liquidity reserve was at $13.4bn at the end 
of 2022, then it paid out a massive $12.2bn 
dividend in 1H23, disbursing its spoils from the 
Covid boom to five main shareholders led by 
Kuhne Holding and CSAV (with very little to the 
public; the free float at the time was just 3.6%).

That payout brought Hapag-Lloyd’s liquidity 
reserves down to $3bn at the end of 3Q23, just 
before the Houthi attacks. By of the end of 2Q25, 
it had risen to $7.1bn, or just over half the way 
back to where it was before the special dividend.

Four spikes in two years

The spot rate environment continues to worsen, 
heightening risks to next year’s annual contract 
negotiations. Most of the carriers’ volumes are 
moved on annual contracts and spot indexes signal 
future directional trends for contract rates.

That said, carriers increased their annual 
contract rates in both 2024 and 2025, so if the 
spot market does pull contract rates down next 
year, headwinds would be off a higher base.

The various spot rate indexes show the 
same historical pattern over the past two 
years, with four distinct spikes.

The first came in late 2023 and early 
2024, driven by the Red Sea crisis. Rates 
fell back after Chinese New Year.

The second and largest spike came in the summer 
of 2024, as the positive effect of route diversions 
around the Cape of Good Hope coincided with 
peak season demand. Rates peaked at the 
second-highest point in container shipping’s 
history, surpassed only by the pandemic era.

After falling in the second half of last year, 
rates rebounded in late 2024 and early this 



Lloyd’s List | Daily Briefing  Monday, 29 September 2025 Page 12

year following the election of US President 
Donald Trump as importers began frontloading 
to hedge tariff risks. US front-loading was 
also driven by the threat of a port strike.

Spot pricing sank this spring amid Trump’s 
Liberation Day tariffs. Weakness was also 
attributed to the introduction of new alliances 
that reduced carriers’ ability to blank sailings.

Rising fleet capacity was yet another factor. The 
switch from the Red Sea to the much-longer 
Cape of Good Hope route was the equivalent of 
removing 1.5m-2m teu of capacity from the world 
fleet, according to Maersk. But by 2025, relentless 
newbuilding deliveries had offset rerouting upside.

The fourth spike, primarily in US trades, came this May 
and June, driven by Trump’s reprieve on China tariffs.

Freight pricing has been falling since July, 
with the exception of a small bump in US rates 
in early September that quickly faded.

The latest slide has brought rates to the where 
they were before the initial spike driven by 
the Red Sea crisis in late December 2023.

Back to pre-Red Sea crisis spot rates

The situation is looking particularly dire 
in the Asia-US west coast lane, where 
spot rates are below break-even.

The SCFI assessed Shanghai-US west coast 
rates at just $1,460 per feu for the week ending 
Friday, down 11% week on week. This index 
has not been this low since July 7, 2023.

The SCFI Shanghai-US east coast index 
fell 7% to $2,385 per feu, the lowest 
reading since November 24, 2023.

In the Asia westbound trades, SCFI indexes 
have sunk to readings last seen on December 
8, 2023. The SCFI Shanghai-North Europe 
index came in at $1,942 per feu, down 
8%. The SCFI Shanghai-Mediterranean 
assessment was $2,970 per feu, down 9%.

Drewry’s World Container Index assessed 
Shanghai-Los Angeles spot rates at $2,311 per 
feu for the week ending Thursday, down 10%. 
The is essentially the same level (just $24 higher) 
than the reading on November 9, 2023.

The WCI Shanghai-New York index is at 

$3,278 per feu, down 8%, and just $378 per 
feu higher than on the same date in 2023.

The WCI Shanghai-Rotterdam assessment was 
$1,735 per feu, down 9%. It is only $68 per 
feu above its level on December 21, 2024.

The WCI Shanghai-Genoa index came in at 
$1,990 per feu, down 7%, to the lowest level 
since the last week of December 2023.

Xeneta provides daily assessments of average 
short-term rates. Its data shows the same 
trend patterns as the SCFI and WCI.

Xeneta put average Asia-US west coast short-
term rates on Friday at $1,884 per feu, the 
lowest since October 31, 2023, and average 
Asia-US east coast rates at $2,873 per feu, 
the lowest since December 14, 2023.

Xeneta’s Asia westbound assessments are the 
lowest since December 31, 2023. It put the Asia-
North Europe average at $1,919 per feu, and the 
Asia-Mediterranean average at $2,484 per feu.

When will carriers shift to 
capacity management?

To sum up the situation for carriers: spot rates 
are as low as they were in late 2023; contract 
rates are higher; the capacity situation is worse; 
demand is moderately better, but has tariff-driven 
risks to the downside; capacity management 
metrics are worse; and liquidity reserves are 
still exceptionally high but not quite as lofty 
as they were just after the pandemic boom.

Those high liquidity reserves could play a 
significant role in 2026 freight rates. Carriers 
can handle below break-even rates for far 
longer than they could pre-Covid.

The worst-case scenario for 2026 is that 
liquidity reserves delay full-scale capacity 
management and lead some carriers to focus 
on market share, spurring a price war.

There could be some new “surprise” that rescues the 
liners yet again, whether that’s a new geopolitical 
event or global demand that turns out to be 
much more resilient than economists predict.

But if not, the best-case scenario for carriers 
in 2026 is that they opt to finally scrap 
ships, idle tonnage and let charters expire, 
rather than running services at a loss.
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China secures 75% of third-quarter 
newbuild orders
THE Chinese shipbuilding industry regained 
market share in the third quarter following a big 
downturn in orders during the second quarter.

Newbuilding ordering activity tracked by Lloyd’s 
List shows 75% of orders placed, by vessel number, 
in 3Q25 were won by shipyards in China.

This was significantly up from China’s 51% 
share in the second quarter, as some shipowners 
delayed investment decisions following the threat 
of port levies by the US Trade Representative 
on vessels constructed in China, while other 
shipowners signed orders with shipbuilders 
elsewhere, chiefly in South Korea.

In 3Q25 worldwide, 277 merchant 
vessels above 5,000 dwt were ordered, 
data tracked by Lloyd’s List shows.

Activity was dominated by the containership 
sector with 161 vessels being contracted. 
Some 130 of them were ordered at Chinese 
shipbuilders while South Korean yards picked 
up most of the remaining boxship orders.

New orders for 39 bulk carriers were 
confirmed in the third quarter, while the 
tanker sector provided 28 vessels. The majority 
were placed with Chinese shipyards.

But ordering activity in the bulk carrier and tanker 
sectors was significantly down compared to year-
on-year levels, when 149 ships and 120 vessels were 
contracted in the third quarter of 2024 respectively.

The remainder of orders in 3Q25 were provided 
by the gas sector, with 20 ships ordered, while 
six multipurpose vessels were contracted.

A total of 14 vessels were confirmed for the 
offshore sector and orders for one cable layer, 
two high-speed ropax ferries and four asphalt 
carriers were also confirmed in the third quarter.

Privately owned Chinese shipyards have been 
particularly successful in winning new orders lately.

Some European shipowners have expressed 
concerns about ordering vessels at shipyards 
controlled by the Chinese government, several 
of which are also involved in the construction of 

military vessels, because of fears around possible 
sanctions in the future by the US government.

Greek shipowners contracted the largest number 
of vessels in the third quarter with some 21% 
of ships attributed to Greek ownership.

Several Greek providers of containerships for 
the charter market were active in ordering 
feeder vessels of below 5,000 teu, most of which 
were ordered at private Chinese shipyards.

China was in second place with a market share 
of 19%, as Cosco signed orders for many bulk 
carriers and specialised vessels, while several 
private Chinese shipowners contracted feeder 
containerships, all at domestic shipyards.

Taiwanese shipowners were particularly active with 
9% of all vessels ordered worldwide. New orders 
included seven neo-panamax boxships which were 
ordered at South Korean shipbuilder Hanwha 
Ocean by container line operator Yang Ming.

There are several significant orders for 
containerships in the pipeline for which Chinese or 
South Korean shipyards will be fighting to win.

Maersk, the world’s second-largest container 
line, is rumoured to be in the market for a new 
series of LNG dual-fuel mega-containerships. The 
Danish carrier is reportedly eyeing 12 vessels, 
each capable of carrying at least 18,000 teu.

Industry insiders suggest Maersk is leaning 
toward Chinese shipyards, drawn by their 
competitive pricing and financing.

Meanwhile, South Korea’s flagship carrier 
HMM is said to be preparing to place orders. 
According to Alphaliner, HMM is expected 
to contract a fleet of new feeder vessels 
ranging from 1,900 teu to 3,000 teu.

While the company is said to be soliciting bids from 
both Chinese and South Korean shipyards, political 
and strategic factors could play a decisive role.

With Korea Development Bank, a state-owned 
institution, holding a stake in HMM, insiders 
believe it would be a major surprise if the 
order didn’t stay within national borders.
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China takes advantage of Argentinian export 
tax break
ARGENTINA’S bid to shore up its currency has 
offered an opportunity to Chinese traders to 
import its grain at more competitive prices.

President Milei’s government suspended export 
taxes on soyabean, corn, wheat and their byproducts 
between September 22 and September 24. The tax 
holiday was originally slated to last until the end of 
October or until $7bn of exports were recorded. In 
the end, that target was reached in just two days.

Agricultural association Sociedad Rural 
Argentina vice-president Marcos Pareda 
told Reuters the move was “an emergency 
measure due to the need for dollars”.

China has certainly taken advantage 
of the opportunity.

With Argentinian grains more competitively 
priced thanks to the tax holiday, Signal Ocean said 
Chinese crushers secured as many as 20 Argentine 
cargoes (around 1.3m tonnes) in late September.

The country’s soyabean exports needed the 
boost too, even if its circumstances were 

brought about by economic instability.

Despite China’s pivot to South American 
grains potentially accelerating thanks to US 
tariff policies, Argentina hadn’t cashed in.

Soyabean exports were down nearly 
40% in the second quarter of the year 
compared to the same period in 2024.

But the third quarter has seen exports surge nearly 
250% compared to 2024, thanks partly down to 
that rush caused by Buenos Aires’ tax policy.

Soyabeans now account for 67% of Argentina’s 
dry bulk exports, with China absorbing 86% of 
that volume (and 89% of soyabean exports).

US soyabean exports have so far not been a 
disaster, despite the twists and turns of the 
trade war between Washington and Beijing.

But as Lloyd’s List reported earlier in the 
month, the consequences are likely to 
come in the fourth quarter as the US grain 
exporting season begins in earnest.

Gas carrier and tanker executives bearish on 
alternative fuels and IMO net zero targets
DISCUSSIONS at ship financing conference 
Marine Money Asia in Singapore this week 
were focused on decarbonisation and the 
feasibility of the International Maritime 
Organization’s ambitious Net-Zero Framework.

The IMO’s NZF will effectively require 
all vessels to eventually switch to cleaner 
alternative fuels by 2050 to achieve net zero 
emissions. It is set to be adopted on October 
14, with enforcement beginning in 2027.

SFL Corp chief executive Ole Hjertaker said 
that it would not be practical, feasible or 
economical to go ahead with the NZF.

Instead, he called for a more measured approach.

Hjertaker said that improving conventional fuel 
efficiency could be a more realistic way to cut carbon 
emissions, at least in the short to medium term.

The firm has seen a 20% reduction in 
emissions from containerships through 
such improvements, which Hjertaker 
described as “very low‑hanging fruit”.

This solution, however, will not be sufficient 
to meet IMO’s 2050 targets. Cleaner 
alternative fuels would be required.

But higher costs associated with new 
alternative fuels have so far dissuaded most 
cargo owners from using it in shipments.

The chief executive cited the example of chemical 
companies refusing to use alternative fuels, save 
for when arbitrage opportunities are possible.

Hjertaker referred to car carriers as one of 
the few sectors he had seen actively using 
alternative fuels in the form of liquefied 
natural gas in their dual fuel engines.
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“Because they have a product that is relatively 
close to the end-user, our customers in 
Volkswagen and others, they cannot be seen 
to not be using the better alternative.”

He also saw a rise in containerships, 
with more dual-fuel liquefied natural gas 
newbuildings coming to market.

Car carriers and containerships mostly operate 
on fixed routes, giving them the option to plan 
routes in advance. This has made it easier 
for them to incorporate alternative fuels.

The lack of infrastructure to support alternative 
fuel use in tanker and dry bulk vessels 
remains a big obstacle in mass adoption.

Womar Logistics chief financial officer 
Hitesh Shah cited concerns around 
availability of alternative fuels at ports.

Womar, like most tanker operators, runs 
its tankers on a spot basis. This makes 
it difficult to plan routes in advance that 
include ports with greener bunker fuels.

Shah echoed Hjertaker’s sentiments 
on IMO’s NZF, voicing his bearishness 
on the cost of alternative fuels.

“The best fuel is [the one] which brings us the 
best fuel efficiency and the best cost efficiency.”

Hjertaker pointed out the lack of increasing 
production of green methanol as a big challenge 
in encouraging adoption of new alternatives.

Ammonia is another alternative fuel that 
is up and coming in the maritime industry. 
Newbuilding very large gas carriers are 
being equipped to carry ammonia.

Petredec Global chief executive Jonathan 
Fancher expects 115 newbuildings coming to 
the market between now and 2028, most of 
them being very large ammonia carriers.

But Fancher doubts the viability 
of the role of ammonia.

“I think for sure it’s not going to play a meaningful 
role in this day,” said Fincher in response to a 
question about ammonia’s role in the next decade. 
He views an imbalance between the number of 
carriers and the amount of new supplies coming up.

VLGC newbuildings were ordered to maximise gas 
exports out of the US and the Middle East, where 
new supplies are expected in the coming years.

But Fancher does not see a similar trend 
of new supplies in ammonia.

“Personally, the term VLAC is 
dramatically overused.”

2020 Bulkers sells half its newcastlemax fleet 
for $209m
OSLO-listed 2020 Bulkers said it agreed to 
sell half of its fleet of six newcastlemaxes 
to an unnamed third party for $209m.

It will offload the 2019-built Bulk Sandefjord 
(IMO: 9844590) and Bulk Santiago (IMO: 
9844605) and the 2020-built Bulk Shenzhen 
(IMO: 9849746). All three ships have 
scrubbers and weigh in at 208,445 dwt.

2020 Bulkers said it expects to book a gain of about 
$89m upon closing, which is subject to conditions.

It will keep each ship’s operating cashflows 
until each transaction closes in 1Q26.

Fearnley Securities said the sale price was 
3% higher than its expected valuation.

“A strong sale as we see it, which should 
be a positive read-across to bulker peers 
operating large tonnage,” Fearnley said.

The fact the ships would be mechanically a 
year older by the time of expected closing 
further highlighted the strong price.

It estimated the two extra months of 
cashflows would be about NOK4 ($0.4) per 
share, assuming 90 days until delivery.

“Assuming their debt is evenly spread out 
between the fleet and will be paid down pro 
rata, the sale will release approximately $170m 
of net cash,” Fearnley Securities said.
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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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