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Bab el Mandeb transits hit 
highest level in nearly 
two years

TRANSITS through the Bab el Mandeb chokepoint have hit their 
highest level since January 2024, supporting the growing sentiment 
that a widespread return to the Red Sea could be close.

Lloyd’s List Intelligence data shows there were 1,128 transits through 
the chokepoint in November 2025, up 3% on October’s figure of 1,094 
and not far off the post-exodus high of 1,299 transits seen in 
January 2024.

November 2025’s transits were up 19% on the same month last year 
and mark the sixth consecutive month where traffic has exceeded the 
corresponding month in 2024.

As far as the Suez Canal goes, again transits in November 2025 were at 
their highest level since January 2024, with 1,004 recorded last month. 
This marks the third consecutive month transits through the Suez 
Canal have tracked above the 2024 figures.

The data suggests traffic has bottomed out and backs up the sentiment 
that shipping is making a tepid, gradual return to the Red Sea.

The Suez Canal Authority has been very vocal in a bid to entice major 
carriers to return, initially suggesting Maersk would return to the 
canal in December. Maersk later corrected this and said it would 
return “as soon as conditions allow”, as did Israeli container line Zim.
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It is, of course, in the SCA’s interests for 
carriers to restart voyages via the canal, and a 
return of the likes of Maersk, CMA CGM and 
the Mediterranean Shipping Co would truly 
signal a resumption of normal services.

While the numbers reveal a positive trend, 
it’s still a remain a far cry from the volumes 
seen before the Houthis began their campaign 
of terror on commercial shipping.

Bab el Mandeb transits were down 52% 
from November 2023 last month, 61% if 
measured by capacity. The figures are broadly 
similar for Suez Canal transits too.

Moreover, much of the increase is being 
driven by bulk carriers and tankers, which 
if trading on the spot market have greater 
flexibility to try out the shorter route.

There’s also plenty of scepticism around the idea 
that the coast is clear for shipping to return.

BIMCO chief security officer Jakob Larsen told 
the Lloyd’s List Podcast that the threat from the 
Houthis “has not changed significantly”, despite 
the ceasefire agreed between Hamas and Israel, 
and the letter sent from the Houthis to Hamas’ 
military wing, suggesting attacks had ceased.

IR Consilium founder and maritime security 
expert Ian Ralby said anyone who thought 
the Houthis were finished with their attacks 
did not understand the Houthis.

“They are very much a long-term threat 
that has not been addressed,” he said.

“I think it would be very, very risky 
for any shipowner to choose to return 
to the Red Sea at this point.”

Norden chief executive Jan Rindbo acknowledged 
that the situation was “highly volatile” and could 
change quickly, which made it tricky for shipowners 
to make decisions when a vessel could take 10 days 
to get to the Red Sea itself. That’s plenty of time 
for the security picture to change considerably.

“The longer we see the kind of stability we have 
seen in the recent weeks, then the confidence 
will start to grow,” he told Lloyd’s List.

“I would say we are not there yet.”

Just one attack would reset all of these gains 
and take shipping back to square one, he said.

But for now, the momentum for a 
return continues to grow.

WHAT TO WATCH

Black Sea war risk rates up 250% since start of 
November
THE cost of war risk cover for trips to the Black Sea 
is up nearly three times over since the start of last 
month, as underwriters start to get jittery in the 
wake of a string of Ukrainian attacks on tankers.

Any escalation in hostilities between 
the two countries, which have been at 
war since 2022, is likely to send already 
strengthening rates higher still.

Inevitably, the prospect of Russian retaliation is 
sparking particular concern among marine insurers.

Suezmax Kairos (IMO: 9236004) and the 
LR2 Virat (IMO: 9832559) were heavily 
damaged in naval drone strikes on Friday.

The incidents were followed earlier this week 
a similar assault on chemtanker Midvolga-2 
(IMO: 9735139), with all three blasts taking 
place in Türkiye’s exclusive economic zone.

Kyiv used unofficial channels to flag up its 
involvement in hitting Kairos and Virat, 
but has formally denied responsibility 
for what happened to Midvolga-2.

There have also been reciprocal 
bombardments of ports, probably designed 
to take out vital infrastructure.

The Trump administration is currently 
attempting to broker a peace deal, albeit on 
terms widely seen as largely favourable to Russia, 
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including the handover of occupied territory.

Ukraine may be attempting to strengthen 
its bargaining hand in the final round of 
negotiations, some analysts have suggested.

But the fallout from the clearly intensified conflict 
has the potential to impact shipping across the Black 
Sea, which is a significant market for many owners.

The insurance status of Virat, Kairos and 
Midvolga-2 is not known. The first two 
are subject to sanctions from multiple 
jurisdictions, making it impossible for 
Western underwriters even to touch them.

Calls to both Russian and Ukrainian ports 
in the Black Sea have attracted additional 
premiums for war risk cover since the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine almost four years ago.

According to market sources, they are now 
running as high as 0.65% of hull value per 
trip, which represents a substantial outlay 
for tanker owners lifting Russian crude oil in 
compliance with an EU price cap. That compares 
to a typical 0.5% at the start of last week.

As usual, repeat customers will benefit from no-
claims bonuses and operators of large fleets can 
use their bargaining clout to cut a discount.

But Dylan Mortimer, marine hull UK war 
leader at major broker Marsh, noted that 
the increase has been even larger when 
viewed over a slightly longer timespan.

“The market average pricing for war risk 
insurance rates have dramatically surged by 
250% for vessels looking to access Russian 
Black Sea ports since the recent attacks.

“For comparison, war risk insurance rates before 
November 14, when Ukrainian special forces 
attacked Novorossiysk port infrastructure, 
were circa 0.25%-0.3% as a low average.

“They have grown steadily and in direct response to 
further attacks, which appear increasingly to target 
vessels as well as port and terminal infrastructure.”

The obvious question is what will happen if tensions 
ratchet up further. Here the consensus seems 
to be that pricing seems to be heading north.

Anders Hovelsrud, insurance director at Norwegian 
war risk mutual Den Norske Krigsforsikring 
for Skib, said: “Currently, our rates are in the 
lower range, but we are all quoting on a case-
by-case basis with a validity of only 48 hours.

“We are keen to see how Russia will 
respond. If the response occurs in the 
maritime domain, we fear the worst.”

Other underwriters pointed to both the increased 
frequency of Ukrainian operations targeting 
Russian-linked vessels, and the way in which it 
has dropped its previous no-comment stance and 
is now all but putting its hand up to the deed.

The Kremlin is likely to regard this as a 
challenge and could feel bound to do something 
in response, if only to make a point.

War risk underwriter Munro Anderson of Vessel 
Protect noted earlier this week that Russia has 
in the past responded unpredictably when its 
maritime supply chain has come under fire.

This made the Black Sea “a more volatile risk 
environment than earlier in the year”, he said.

ANALYSIS

Top 10 flag states 2025
01 / Alfonso Castillero, Liberian 
Shipping and Corporate Registry

Liberia retained its role as the largest 
flag state, a title it has held since taking 
the crown from Panama in 2023.

The registry, led by chief executive Alfonso 
Castillero, boasted almost 300m gross 
tonnes as of November 1, 2025 — a 3.2% 
increase since the same time in 2024.

It has also increased the gap from second-
placed Panama to almost 45m gt.
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That growth is notable as it comes against the 
backdrop of a growing shadow fleet*, which 
draws vessels from mainstream trades and 
registries into small and often fake ones.

In June, Liberia earned rare praise from US 
pressure group United Against Nuclear Iran 
for its “world-class compliance programme”, 
after concluding that the country’s fleet 
was clean of any tankers suspected to 
be involved in Iranian oil trades.

Liberia remained in the top-tier White Lists 
of both the Paris and Tokyo Memorandum of 
Understandings on Port State Control, an annual 
ranking that examines registries’ safety records 
on a rolling three-year period (2025’s ranking 
assesses the period between 2022-2024).

02 / Ramon Franco, Panama 
Maritime Authority

Ramon Franco took the reins at the Panama flag 
as the registry was undergoing a cull of shadow 
fleet tonnage following mounting US pressure — a 
process that has continued under his watch.

The second-largest registry announced in August 
2025 that it would cease accepting tankers and 
bulk carriers more than 15 years of age, a move 
that seemed to be aimed to reducing accident-
prone vessels and shadow fleet tankers.

Panama explained that the regulation was adopted 
after the General Directorate of Merchant Marine 
found that more than 70% of detentions between 
2023 and 1H25 were by bulk carriers, general 
cargo vessels and tankers older than 15 years.

Meanwhile, its removal of Iranian shadow 
fleet tonnage earned praise from Louis 
Sola, the now-former chairman of the 
US Federal Maritime Commission.

Amid the cull of sanctioned and non-sanctioned 
shadow fleet tonnage and the newly imposed 
age limits, it is perhaps unsurprising that 
Panama’s fleet shrank by a modest 1.9%.

Panama remained in the Grey List of the 
Paris PSC MOU and the White List of the 
Tokyo PSC MOU in their annual rankings.

03 / William (Bill) Gallagher, IRI 
Marshall Islands Registry

William Gallagher has been leading the 
Marshall Islands registry for more than 
25 years, having first joined it in 1991.

Since 2024’s rankings, the world’s 
third-largest registry by gross tonnes 
grew 1.9% to almost 200m gt.

That growth has helped the Marshall Islands 
close the gap on second-largest registry Panama, 
although there is still about 60m gt between them.

The Marshall Islands is still also comfortably ahead 
of Singapore, whose substantial growth led it to 
overtake Hong Kong as the fourth-largest registry.

The Marshall Islands remained in the 
top-tier White Lists of both the Paris 
and Tokyo MOUs during 2025.

04 / Ang Wee Keong, Maritime and 
Port Authority of Singapore

Ang Wee Keong took over from Teo Eng Dih as 
the head of the Maritime and Port Authority 
of Singapore earlier in 2025, which has seen a 
period of explosive growth for the flag registry.

Singapore is this year’s biggest gainer, 
adding a huge 24.9% gt to its fleet since 
2024’s rankings, and overtaking Hong 
Kong to claim the number four spot.

Much of that growth was driven by a tonnage 
exodus from Hong Kong to Singapore in the 
build-up to the now-suspended US port fee 
plan, which would have seen Hong Kong-flagged 
vessels forced to pay when calling the US.

Singapore was ranked fifth highest in 
the Paris MOU White List in 2025, and 
third in the Tokyo MOU White List.

05 / Wong Sai-fat, Hong Kong Ship Register

After experiencing moderate growth in 
2024, Hong Kong saw a mass exodus 
of tonnage in 2025, mostly linked with 
shipowners seeking to avoid US port fees.

While the port fee plan has been suspended 
for a year, the impact on Hong Kong’s 
ship register is expected to linger.
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A loss of 13.7% of its fleet since 2024 — 
including some prominent shipowners like 
Seaspan — has seen it fall below Singapore 
to fifth place in 2025’s rankings.

But Hong Kong is already planning 
moves to boost its competitiveness.

Transport Secretary Mable Chan told Lloyd’s List 
on the sidelines of Hong Kong Global Maritime 
Trade Summit 2025 that the government is 
planning to introduce “a number” of legislative 
amendments, with the most important one being 
a measure that will allow dual flag registrations.

Hong Kong was ranked 11th in the Paris 
MOU White List in 2025, and second 
in the Tokyo MOU White List.

06 / Ivan Tabone, Malta Ship Registry

Malta, led by registrar general of shipping 
and seamen Ivan Tabone since 2023, 
maintained a healthy growth trajectory, 
growing 3.2% in 2025’s rankings.

Malta is one of only two European flags among the 
top 10 registries, with Greece being the other.

As of November 1, 2025, Malta’s fleet stood 
at just under 89m gt, about 5m gt above 
seventh-placed China, while about 26m gt 
separated it from fifth-placed Hong Kong.

Malta remained in the White Lists of both the Paris 
MOU and Tokyo MOU in the 2025 rankings.

07 / Fu Xuyin, China Maritime 
Safety Administration

China’s fleet has grown marginally since 2024’s 
rankings, expanding by 0.5% to 83.5m gross tonnes.

China’s Maritime Safety Administration 
is led by Fu Xuyin, who also serves as 
the vice-minister of transport.

The registry maintained its spot as the 
seventh-largest flag by gross tonnes in 
2025, with the distance from sixth-placed 
Malta standing at about 5.5m gt.

The Chinese flag had the strongest performance 
in the Tokyo MOU rankings in 2025, while 
reaching 14 in the Paris MOU White List.

08 / Dwain Hutchinson, Bahamas 
Maritime Authority

The Bahama Maritime Authority’s tonnage grew by a 
moderate 1.5% in 2025, putting its fleet at 62.4m gt.

It is a sizeable distance from both seventh-placed 
China (18m gt) and ninth-placed Japan (32m gt).

Capt Dwain Hutchinson has been serving 
as the BMA’s chief executive and managing 
director since 2019, and has been at the 
registry for more than two decades.

In November 2025, the BMA announced a 
partnership with IDsure, a digital credential 
platform, to “enable the secure issuance of Seafarer 
Record Books and Competency Certificates”.

It called the collaboration a “significant step” 
in its “ongoing digital transformation” that 
will enhance efficiency and transparency.

The registry was ranked in the White 
Lists of both Paris and Tokyo MOUs.

09 / Keita Arakaki, Japan Ministry 
of Land, Infrastructure, Transport 
and Tourism, Maritime Bureau

Japan’s tonnage grew an impressive 6.2% year 
over year in 2025, which, when coupled with 
a decline in Greece’s tonnage, moved Japan 
up to ninth place in the top 10 rankings.

The Japanese flag has been growing 
steadily since 2021 and, as of November 
1, 2025, its fleet stood at 33.5m gt.

The Maritime Bureau welcomed a new director-
general earlier this year, Keita Arakaki.

In a recent interview with the Japan 
Times, he emphasised the importance of 
the country’s maritime and shipbuilding 
sectors to its national security, and discussed 
the challenges of decarbonisation.

Arakaki will no doubt be pleased with the 
performance of the Japanese flag in the annual 
Tokyo and Paris MOU rankings, where the 
registry was ranked fifth and 10th, respectively.
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10 / Andreas Spanos, Greece Ministry of 
Maritime Affairs and Islands Policy

Greece’s fleet continued shrinking in 2025, 
with figures as of November 1 showing 
a 4.4% year-over-year decline.

The continued tonnage drop coincided 
with considerable growth for Japan, which 
leapfrogged Greece to become the ninth-
largest flag, leaving the European island 
nation as the smallest of the top 10 flags.

However, the gap between the two is 
not large, standing at only 1.1m gt.

Capt Andreas Spanos has served as the director 
for shipping with the Greece Ministry for 
Maritime Affairs and Islands Policy since 2023.

He has also previously served as the maritime 
attaché in the Consulate General of Greece in New 
York, and as the head of the shipping policy unit.

While the continued shrinkage of its fleet 
may be a concern, Greece can take comfort 
that its registry still ranks in the White Lists 
of both the Paris MOU and Tokyo MOU.

This list is part of the Lloyd’s List One 
Hundred People 2025 (Edition 16) that 
will be published from December 8

The Top 10 flag states ranking is based on 
gross tonnage data supplied by Lloyd’s List 
Intelligence. It includes all vessel types 
above 500 gt, excluding fishing vessels

P&I clubs only getting half of rate hike 
demands, broker contends
P&I clubs are having a hard time securing much 
more than half the headline premium increases 
demanded from shipowners in the current renewal 
round, according to a leading broker in the niche.

The comments from Gallagher managing director 
Alex Vullo come as upwards of 85% of the world 
fleet seeks to hammer out the terms of liability cover 
for 2026-27 by a hard deadline of February 20.

But UK Club chief executive Andrew Taylor set 
out a more upbeat stance, contending that claims 
pressure justifies the rate hikes and insisting that 
clubs will not be a soft touch in the months ahead.

As few ports will allow ships without such a policy 
to enter, P&I cover is widely regarded as a ticket 
to trade and therefore effectively mandatory.

While such policies are available commercially, 
the cheaper deals on offer from the 12 not-for-
profit mutuals that make up the International 
Group have become a no-brainer for the 
overwhelming majority of owners.

But there is growing concern over the rate 
at which premiums have grown over the last 
period, after modal average rises of 7.5% in 
2020, 10% in 2021, 12.5% in 2022, 10% in 2023, 
7.5% in 2024 and 5% last time around.

Ten clubs have set out their stalls to date, and 

all have announced general or target increases 
in the 5%-8% bracket. Skuld and Swedish 
Club have still to unveil their proposals.

The key takeaway is that premiums are 
still heading north, if not by very much 
once inflation is stripped out.

This contrasts sharply with the picture in hull, 
where anecdotal evidence suggests that cutthroat 
competition is forcing underwriters to grant 
10%-15% discounts at the drop of a hat.

Moreover, the headline P&I increases are not 
a take-it-or-leave-it proposition. Owners with 
large fleets or low levels of claims in previous 
years can usually achieve a discount.

Additionally, brokers act as intermediaries 
between owners and insurers and can often 
leverage their bargaining position to cut deals.

December is still early in the annual 
process and policies can potentially be 
finalised right up until the last minute.

At this time of year, according to Vullo, International 
Group affiliates tend to take a firm approach in 
the hope that this will strengthen their hands.

Matters typically take a more hardline turn in 
January before loosening up in early February, 
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when the clubs ease off in the interests of seizing 
market share as the deadline looms, and culminate 
in a mad rush prior to the cut-off point.

In terms of the volume of business to date, the pace 
seems sluggish, albeit not as slow as it has been 
in some recent years such as 2021 and 2022.

Some big-name industry players, who don’t 
have to sweat the small stuff, will already have 
crossed P&I renewal off their to-do lists.

By contrast, some smaller operators pride 
themselves on fighting down to the last dollar.

On the current trajectory, Vullo estimated that 
30%-40% of deals will be wrapped up by Christmas, 
which is more or less where things should be.

Owners always have the option of changing 
clubs if they don’t like the terms put forward, 
albeit on pain of potentially having to pay a 
so-called release call for the privilege.

But the number of those electing to do so has 
declined of late and so far this time, no big 
names have switched provider, suggesting 
broad satisfaction with what they are getting.

“We don’t feel the market is as hard as the clubs are 
suggesting. Some of the general increases out there 
are going to struggle to get anywhere close. They are 
going to struggle to get more than half,” Vullo said.

There is always an element of game theory 
in the renewal round, and the headline 
general increase is best seen as an opening 
highball bid, Vullo maintained.

Owners should therefore try to limit the 
additional money they shell out to 50%-60% 
of what the clubs are ostensibly asking.

The market leader in P&I is Gard, with a 
20% slice of the pie. The Norwegian outfit 
is also the world’s largest hull & machinery 
insurer and this combined clout has given 
it the strongest balance sheet in the IG.

Early noises suggest that its underwriters are 
making the most of the club’s superpowers 
and are taking a robust position in talks.

But owners are aware that there is no rush 
to renew — not yet, at least — and some are 
holding off from signing on the dotted line.

In an interview with Lloyd’s List in 2021, Vullo 
predicted that P&I rates would increase by around 
50% in the next five years. Four years down the 
road, that prediction is, if anything, an undershoot.

His projection for the next few years is that 
things will now tail off to some extent.

Indeed, this year might have been the turning point, 
had it not been for a run of spectacular casualties 
that have put pressure on the IG’s pool scheme, a 
mechanism for sharing payouts in excess of $10m.

But levels of attritional claims — insurance 
jargon for relatively cheap maritime fender 
benders — look eminently manageable.

“The market isn’t bad enough to justify blood 
in the streets at the moment and we think it is 
going to be a fairly benign renewal outcome.”

Andrew Taylor is chief executive of the UK 
Club, which recently announced merger 
talks with logistics mutual TT Club.

“I think it’s progressing as you would expect. 
I wouldn’t be surprised if we’ve made 
strong progress by Christmas,” he said.

“Obviously we are in the phase where there 
are discussions between the club and its 
members, and we will have to wait for 
the outcome of those discussions.”

Most members have already been given quotes 
and all will have received them before long, at 
which point both sides can get down to business.

“I don’t think the P&I market will see big 
reductions. P&I clubs, and we at the UK Club, are 
well aware of the spike in large claims seen last 
year and this year has been expensive as well.”

Indeed, a high volume of large claims has been 
witnessed in four of the last six policy years, which 
means that the pressure is still on for the clubs.

In addition, Taylor went on, a number of clubs 
are seeking individualised rather than general 
increases and will differentiate by loss record.

“We will be pressing for increases where the 
record shows we need them,” he said.
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India tussles with geopolitics as Putin goes to 
New Delhi to discuss trade and shipbuilding
INDIA could find itself between a rock 
and a hard place as it strives to balance 
its grand maritime ambitions with the 
current state of global geopolitics.

The US this year placed 50% tariffs on India 
as it strives to rebalance the trade deficit. 
To remedy the situation, India has now 
committed to more US energy imports in 
hopes that the US will reduce tariffs.

And just last month, India showed that it meant 
what it said. Indian public sector units signed 
a one-year structured contract to import 2.2m 
tonnes of liquified petroleum gas from the US.

The agreement follows an earlier visit in July by 
India’s minister of petroleum and natural gas, 
Hardeep Singh Puri, to major US LPG producers.

India has also reduced imports of Russian crude 
oil, with shipbrokers seeing more interest from 
Indian PSUs for Middle East Gulf barrels instead.

In the maritime sector, India in 2023 launched 
its maritime ambitions under the Amrit Kaal 
Vision 2047 agenda. Part of this plan includes its 
ambition to become a top three shipbuilding nation 
by 2047, the 100th year of India’s independence.

This plan coincides nicely with US President Donald 
Trump’s agenda to penalise Chinese shipyards with 
port fees on China-made vessels, presenting an 
opportunity for Indian yards to step in. The port fees 
are currently suspended until November 10, 2026.

But catching up with Chinese shipbuilding, on 
a volume basis, would be a big challenge for 
India. Xclusiv Shipbrokers analyst Dimitris 
Roumeliotis sees challenges in this pursuit. He 
said that India should instead be “aiming to 
become a credible tier-two builder with strengths 
in niche, regional and domestic tonnage”.

Roumeliotis said India’s value was in being 
strategically autonomous, as Western owners 
looked for options beyond China for political, 
supply chain and diversification reasons.

“Capacity in Korea and Japan is stretched. So, 
India could take advantage there, especially for 
feeders, product tankers, offshore or specialised 

workboats rather than large very large crude 
carriers or ultra large containerships.”

India has already embarked on its shipbuilding 
ambitions with a tie-up with South Korea’s HD 
Hyundai, which has a partnership with Cochin 
shipyard. The partnership landed a Cochin 
shipyard newbuilding deal linked to CMA CGM.

Puri and other Indian government officials 
in November visited HD Hyundai in Ulsan 
to strengthen maritime and shipbuilding co-
operation. During the visit, Puri implored South 
Korea to “Make in India for the world.”

HD Hyundai in August launched a multibillion-
dollar investment programme to revitalise US 
shipbuilding as part of the Make American 
Shipbuilding Great Again initiative.

With such strong US ties there, one cannot 
help but be puzzled by the other shipbuilding 
partner that India is looking at: Russia. This 
comes at a time when India is cutting crude oil 
imports to curry favour with Washington.

Russian President Vladimir Putin is set to visit New 
Delhi on Thursday, with a meeting with Indian 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi on the books 
along with a summit between both countries. 
Trade and shipbuilding are part of the agenda.

In the lead-up to this meeting, Indian and 
Russian officials met in Moscow on November 
13, where it underscored a shared target of 
achieving $100bn in bilateral trade by 2030.

Indian and Russian maritime officials held 
another meeting in New Delhi on November 17 
to deepen maritime co-operation. Shipbuilding, 
port development, maritime logistics and 
Arctic operations were discussed.

Putin’s aide and chairman of Russia’s maritime 
board Nikolai Patrushev called on India’s Modi the 
next day to discuss co-operation in the maritime 
sector, with shipbuilding being highlighted.

The intention to work with Russia, while puzzling, 
is clear. India is not shying away from developing 
deeper relationships with Russia, even with current 
challenges in its relationship with the US.
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For shipbuilding, Roumeliotis sees 
synergies between Russia and India.

“Russian yards and design bureaus have 
experience in specialised segments [such as] 
Arctic/ice class ships, offshore energy support, 
harsh weather designs and areas where Indian 
shipbuilding has no legacy. Collaboration could 
help Indian yards quickly acquire designs and 
technical know-how for niche tonnage.”

Risks involved in this partnership — namely 
scrutiny from Western insurers, banks 
and charterers — while real, are context-
dependent, according to Roumeliotis.

“There is an evolving geopolitical variable that 
may soften those penalties: the new Trump-backed 
peace initiative between Ukraine and Russia.”

Should a Trump-brokered peace deal be 
struck between Russia and Ukraine, India’s 
move to partner Russia, in both shipbuilding 
and even trade, could be a masterstroke.

MARKETS

Capesize rates spike to $45K per day, highest 
level in two years
AT THIS time last year, the dry bulk market was 
in trouble. Rates were supposed to be seasonally 
rising, but they were falling. There were concerns 
that the global economic engine, the driver 
of dry bulk demand, was slowing down.

It turned out to be a one-off. The dry bulk 
market returned to relative normalcy in 
2025 and the fourth quarter is yet again 
showing robustness. As Breakwave Advisors 
put it: “Seasonality is alive and well.”

Capesize spot rates have skyrocketed. The Baltic 
Exchange’s C5TC capesize index spiked to $44,673 
per day on Wednesday, up 16% from the day 
before to the highest level since December 2023.

This is nearly double late-October levels and up 
201% year on year (y/y). On the same day in 2024, 
the C5TC was at an abysmal $14,863 per day.

According to Jefferies analyst Omar Nokta, 
“Capesize loading are up 4% this year, despite flat 
volumes from Australia, as Brazil is up 5% and 
West Africa is up 25%. Taking into account voyages 
distances, tonne-miles are up 7%, compared to 
newbuilding delivery additions of just 2%.

“Newbuildings will add just under 3% of capesize 
vessel capacity each year for the next three 
years, while long-haul volumes are expected to 
grow at a faster rate due to rising iron ore and 
bauxite exports from West Africa,” said Nokta.

The big worry coming into 2025 was panamax 
rates, given the higher number of panamax 
newbuild deliveries. But panamax rates have 
been on an upward climb since January.

The Baltic’s P5TC panamax index was at 
$17,032 per day on Wednesday, up 88% y/y.

Brokerage Fearnleys said on Wednesday that 
“a surging capesize market is offering a vital 
lifeline [to panamaxes] via cargo splits”.

Supramax rates are also at healthy levels. The 
Baltic Exchange’s S10TC supramax index was at 
$16,216 per day on Wednesday, up 57% y/y.

This year’s rate revival has pushed up share 
prices for US-listed dry bulk equities.

These stocks entered 2025 awash in pessimism 
after the surprise rate slump in 4Q24. Their 
year-to-date (YTD) percentage gains have been 
high because they are coming off a low base.

Most of the YTD dry bulk gains in adjusted closing 
prices through Wednesday are around the 30%-60% 
range. In comparison, the S&P 500 is up 17%.

Seanergy is up 61% YTD; Safe Bulkers 54%; 
Breakwave’s BDRY exchange-traded fund 49%; 
Genco 38%; Star Bulk, the largest US-listed 
owner, is up 33%; and Pangaea Logistics 31%.
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There are outliers to both the upside and downside.

Tor Olav Troim-sponsored Himalaya 
Shipping continues to be the star dry 
bulk performer, up 103% YTD.

Greece’s Diana Shipping is at the other end of 
the spectrum. Diana — which has announced 
a non-binding takeover proposal for much-
better-performing Genco — is essentially flat 
since the beginning of the year, up just 4%.

Fleet supply and freight rates drive crude 
tanker values higher
CRUDE tanker asset prices have been rising in 
recent weeks, lifted by a surge in freight rates and 
tightening vessel availability across global markets, 
while product tanker values remain strong.

The Baltic very large crude carrier time charter 
equivalent daily rate hit $118,321 in late 
November, its highest level since April 2020.

Meanwhile, the Baltic suezmax TCE peaked 
at $94,299 per day on November 18, the 
strongest level in some three years.

“A recent increase in crude oil tanker asset prices 
can be attributed to a sharp rise in freight rates,” 
said Xclusiv Shipbrokers analyst Eirini Diamantara.

“Another factor in pushing up asset prices is that 
many shadow fleet* vessels are tied up in long, 
inefficient trades or floating storage, which is 
further reducing the effective supply of compliant 
tankers,” Diamantara told Lloyd’s List.

Average values of 10-year-old VLCCs have now 
reached $88m while five-year-old ships are 
currently around $118m, up by around 4% since 
the summer. However, 15-year-old ships have risen 
further and are up by around 8% since August.

With the crude tanker freight markets being 
so strong, most shipowners are holding on 
to their ships, and relatively few VLCCs or 
suezmaxes are being circulated for sale.

“China has been buying more crude, especially 
long-haul barrels, which increases tonne-
mile demand and keeps ships busy for 
longer periods,” noted Diamantara.

“With fewer available vessels and more long-
distance cargoes to move, freight rates have stayed 
very strong. As earnings rise, buyers are willing to 
pay more for secondhand ships, and this has driven 
crude tanker values up in the recent period.”

Recently reported VLCC sales included the 
2011-built sister vessels Mercury Hope (IMO: 

9395290) and Mermaid Hope (IMO: 9395496), 
which were sold by Cido Shipping. Built in Japan 
by Universal Shipbuilding, they were purchased 
by undisclosed buyers for $60m each.

Meanwhile, the VLCC Alraya (IMO: 9320831), 
which was built by Japan’s IHI in 2005, is said 
to have been sold to Chinese buyers for $45m.

In the suezmax segment, Switzerland-
headquartered Advantage Tankers is reported to 
have sold the 2010-built Advantage Summer (IMO: 
9419890) to undisclosed buyers for $40.4m.

Looking ahead, the global crude tanker market 
is shaping up for a tight first quarter in 2026, 
with underlying fundamentals pointing to firm 
utilisation across the larger vessel classes.

While headline fleet numbers continue to rise 
due to an influx of newbuildings, a growing 
portion of VLCCs and suezmaxes is engaged 
in sanctioned or shadow fleet trades.

These vessels are effectively removed from 
mainstream commercial activity, leaving the 
compliant fleet significantly smaller than raw 
tonnage figures suggest. As a result, real supply 
in the spot market remains constrained.

“A growing share of the fleet is trading shadow 
fleet activity, effectively removing compliant 
VLCCs and suezmaxes from the mainstream 
spot market. This keeps real supply much tighter 
than fleet figures imply,” said Diamantara.

On the demand side, the oil market is expected 
to enter 2026 with a substantial production 
surplus. Such conditions could push crude prices 
lower, incentivising floating storage, inventory 
replenishment and increased long-haul crude buying 
by refiners looking to capitalise on cheaper barrels.

Trade patterns are also shifting in ways that 
boost tonne-mile demand. The continued 
replacement of Russian crude with longer-
distance shipments from the US Gulf Coast and 
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the Middle East is extending average voyage 
lengths and absorbing more tanker capacity.

Altogether, these dynamics point to a firm 
start to the year for crude carriers, especially 
VLCCs and suezmaxes, as tight effective 
supply and robust transport demand converge 
in early 2026, which in turn should support 
vessel values, noted Diamantara.

For product tankers, the outlook appears 
softer. Fleet growth is expected to accelerate, 
with deliveries reaching multi-year highs, 
while demand growth remains modest.

“Sailing distances could shorten if Suez and 
Red Sea routings normalise, reducing tonne-
mile requirements,” said Diamantara.

With supply likely to outpace demand, product 
tanker fundamentals in 1Q26 are expected to be 
rather weaker than those in the crude sector.

The medium range product tanker segment 
dominated the secondhand market in November 
with 31 deals being concluded, representing 
nearly half of all sales during last month.

This trend is due to refinery realignment resulting 
in increasing export volumes from the Middle East 
and India, and subsequently elongated tonne-mile 
patterns, which collectively enhance the sector’s 
attractiveness to secondhand vessel buyers.

Recent MR tanker sales included the 2015-built, 
scrubber-fitted, LVM Warrior (IMO: 9694189). 
The 50,000 dwt ship was sold by Chinese 
owners to undisclosed buyers for circa $33m.

Meanwhile, Italy’s d’Amico is reported 
to have sold the 47,000 dwt MR tanker 
Glenda Meryl (IMO: 9494670) for $19.5m to 
undisclosed buyers. The 2011-built, ice-class 
vessel was sold with special surveys due.

IN OTHER NEWS

South Korea promotes domestic 
shipping industry’s global expansion
SOUTH Korea supports the 
overseas expansion of shipping 
and logistics firms, as well as 
the adoption of eco-friendly 
fleets, to boost national 
logistics competitiveness.

The Korea Ocean Business Corp, 
a public organisation under the 
Ministry of Oceans and Fisheries, 
has officially opened its first 
overseas office in Singapore to 
support the global expansion 
of South Korean shipping 
and logistics companies.

Established in 2018, the 
KOBC was set up to support 
the domestic shipping 
industry, which had stagnated 
around the time of Hanjin 
Shipping’s bankruptcy.

Disconnect widens between 
hull hazard and premium
When Lloyd’s initiated its 
Decile 10 remediation in 2018, 
the directive was blunt: return 

to profitability or close. The 
intervention, triggered by the 
poor performance exposed by 
2017’s spate of catastrophe 
losses, resulted in the exit of 
about 25 insurers from the global 
hull market, including around 
20 in the London market alone.

It was a painful correction 
designed to restore discipline 
after years of softening rates. 
Yet, barely seven years later, the 
sector appears to be drifting 
back into dangerous waters.

Despite a geopolitical landscape 
that is arguably more volatile 
than at any point in recent 
history and a global merchant 
fleet that is ageing visibly, 
the pressure to reduce rates 
is once again overriding the 
technical reality of the risk
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