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Ukraine targets shadow fleet
tanker in Mediterranean

UKRAINE has launched a drone attack on the Oman-flagged crude oil
tanker Qendil (IMO: 9310525) while it was sailing in the
Mediterranean, according to Ukrainian media, citing sources from the
Ukrainian Security Services.

RBC-Ukraine shared a video of the reported attack at 1100 hrs GMT,
showing a hexacopter drone being used in the attack.

According to Lloyd’s List Intelligence vessel tracking, the 2006-built,
115,338 dwt Qendil was heading west in the Mediterranean between
Malta and Crete until 2300 hrs GMT on December 18. According to its
AIS data, the vessel made a U-turn right before midnight and turned
towards the east, changing its destination to Port Said in Egypt.

The reason for the U-turn is unknown.

A security source told Lloyd’s List that a type of hexacopter drone was
launched from a short distance, either from another vessel or from a
neighbouring country.

Qendil is sanctioned by the EU and the UK, and is in the Russian
shadow fleet*.

Both the Ukrainian media and Reuters cited a SBU source saying that
Qendil was hit in waters more than 1,243 miles away from Ukraine,
and it caused critical damage, claiming it could not be used for its
intended purpose anymore. They also reported that the vessel was
empty at the time of the attack.
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Security firm Vanguard said the attack on the tanker
marked the first confirmed Ukrainian strike this far
from the Black Sea theatre.

In a statement, Vanguard said that this development
reflected “a stark expansion of Ukraine’s use of
uncrewed aerial systems against maritime assets
associated with Russia’s sanctioned oil export
network”.

Leaving Russia’s Black Sea port Novorossiysk on
November 4, Qendil sailed through the Bosphorus
and Mediterranean, crossed Suez and finally
berthed at Jamnagar port of India and unloaded
cargo there on December 1.

The tanker left the anchorage on the same day and
had been sailing towards Gibraltar since then.

Ukrainian National News quoted the source saying it
was “an absolutely legitimate target” as the vessel was
trying to earn money to use in the war against Ukraine.

“Ukraine will not stop and will strike them
anywhere in the world,” the source reportedly said.

A security source told Lloyd’s List that the
drone strike far from the traditional Black Sea
theatre should be a serious wake-up call for the
maritime industry.

“If confirmed, the use of a short-range, vessel-
launched or coastal drone platform would mark a
significant escalation, not just in capability but in
geography, signalling that commercial shipping
linked to strategic energy flows may now face risk
well beyond declared conflict zones,” the source said.

They added that the assumptions around “safe
waters” were increasingly outdated, underscoring
the urgent need for dynamic risk assessments.

Ukraine has claimed drone attacks on two Russian
shadow fleet tankers in the Black Sea at the end of
November, again through the SBU sources.

This is the first time it is claiming an attack on a
vessel in the Mediterranean.

* 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. Or it
participates in a cargo delivery where at some point
over the course of the delivery one party in the chain
engages in one or more deceptive shipping practices.

WHAT TO WATCH

Murtaza Lakhani to challenge ‘politically
motivated’ shadow fleet sanctions

MURTAZA Lakhani, the high profile oil trader
behind Mercantile & Maritime Group, has vowed
to challenge the EU and UK sanctions imposed on
him and his companies this week.

According to the sanction designations
levelled against Lakhani by both Brussels and
London this week, “through his companies,
he enables shipments and export of Russia
oil, notably from the Russian state-owned oil
company Rosneft”.

Lakhani, however, has hit back at the sanctions,
denying that he owns or controls any shadow fleet*
vessels trading Russia petroleum products in breach
of any applicable sanctions law.
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In a statement issued via Mercantile & Maritime Group,
Lakhani said he would be immediately pursuing “all
avenues of legal remedy and redress to defend, refute,
and appeal the unfounded, unfair and politically
motivated sanction designations of the EU and UK.

In its decision, published on Monday, the EU
accused 63-year-old Lakhani of involvement in an
economic sector that provided “a substantial source
of revenue” to the Russian government.

“In particular, Murtaza Lakhani controls vessels
transporting crude oil or petroleum products,
originating in Russia or being exported from
Russia, while practising irregular and high-risk
shipping practices.”
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In separate sanctions issued on Thursday, the UK
then went beyond the EU designation by directly
targeting Mercantile & Maritime Group, which he
founded in 2015.

The UK rationale accused 63-year-old Lakhani

of “obtaining a benefit from or supporting

the Government of Russia, by owning and/or
controlling, directly or indirectly” several companies
involved with Russia’s energy sector, including
Tejarinaft, Fossil Trading and Dubai-based Amur II.

Lakhani, however, argues that both the EU and UK
designations have been made without regard to verified
evidence and due process, and are driven by paid fake
news targeting him personally and his businesses.

“One needs only to look at the dubious sourcing
and origin of the online platforms and articles
targeting him and his businesses to understand the
underlying political and commercial motivations
that benefit from his designation,” Lakhani’s
statement read.

Lakhani explains that he is invested in employment,
energy security, and the economic growth of the
EU and other jurisdictions. He has maintained a

significant presence in those jurisdictions and will
be making full disclosure of his holdings which are
otherwise a matter of public record, he explained.

“These are hardly the actions of a sanction’s buster,”
the statement read.

“If the authorities had questions or concerns, all
they had to do was ask, but they have not done so,
preferring to designate Mr Lakhani it appears on
the basis of unverified press reports and media
speculation,” the statement continued.

Lakhani claims that hundreds of employees in the
EU and around the world will be unfairly affected
by what he describes as “a politically driven witch
hunt”.

“Mr Lakhani personally apologises for the hardship
the actions of the EU and UK are going to cause to
employees, business partners, and service providers
globally. Mr Lakhani further apologizes especially
to the Greek people, who are feeling the greatest
impact of these actions as a result of the interruption
to energy supply the sanctions will cause in that
country. He is committed to fighting on their behalf
to remedy this situation.”

Fake Iraq callers sanctioned in latest US
targeting of Iran’s ‘shadow fleet’

WHILE Venezuela-trading tankers have been
grabbing most of the attention in recent weeks, the
US Treasury Department on Thursday announced
fresh sanctions on “shadow fleet” tankers shipping
Iranian oil and refined products.

The move came hours after the EU and UK unveiled
fresh sanctions against Russia and amid intensifying
US pressure on Venezuela’s shadow fleet*. On
Tuesday, US President Donald Trump ordered a
“total and complete blockade of all sanctioned oil
tankers going into, and out of, Venezuela” via a
social media post.

In total, the Treasury Department designated 29
tankers, 20 affiliated entities and three individuals,
including Egyptian businessman Hatem Elsaid Farid
Ibrahim Sakr. The agency said Sakr’s companies
were “associated” with seven of the tankers
designated on Thursday.

At least 14 of the tankers sanctioned on Thursday

used fake Automatic Identification System data to
falsely show them as calling in Khor al Zubair, Iraq,
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at some point during 1tH25, according to a Lloyd’s
List analysis of port calls to KAZ.

The analysis found that nearly half of all gas carrier
and tanker AIS-generated voyages to KAZ during
the first half of the year were likely simulated.

Spoofing AIS in the Middle East Gulf and Gulf of
Oman is a common tactic used by vessels to hide
loadings of sanctioned Iranian cargoes.

In addition to crude oil, the vessels designated

on Thursday transported Iran-origin bitumen,
naphtha, high sulfur fuel oil, lubricants,
condensate, diesel, jet fuel and gasoline, according
to the US Treasury Department.

Most of the tankers were smaller product tankers, with
only one vessel over 100,000 dwt, and the rest under
50,000 dwt, according to Lloyd’s List Intelligence data.

The US Office of Foreign Assets Control previously

signalled increased scrutiny of Iran’s non-crude exports
in the agency’s updated advisory to shipping in April.
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At least four of the vessels sanctioned on Thursday
were also involved in oil shipments to the Houthi-
held Ras Isa port in Yemen over the past two years,
according to Lloyd’s List Intelligence data. One of
the vessels, Sea Rock (IMO: 9140451), is currently
berthed at Ras Isa.

In addition to the designations, the US issued a
general licence “authorising limited safety and
environmental transactions and the offloading
of cargo” involving vessels and entities
designated on Thursday. The licence expires

on January 18, 2026.

ANALYSIS

Regulation: Net-Zero Framework

faces long odds

CHAOTIC regulation will be less of a surprise in
2026 than it was in 2025, but it will still challenge
shipping companies.

The industry will remain on a hair-trigger alert for
tariffs, port fees and other such regulatory hand
grenades from the US, and countermeasures from
China in response.

The two sides pulled their punches in October,
agreeing to suspend port fees for a year. Companies
will be hoping that the ‘Taco’ jibe (Trump Always
Chickens Out) holds true when the truce ends and
the sabre-rattling resumes.

Such a climbdown by the US in the form of a short-
term, face-saving concession deal looks far less
likely when it comes to the other big regulatory
milestone: the unfreezing of climate talks at the
International Maritime Organization.

Countries voted in October to delay the meeting at
which they were expected to formally adopt the Net-
Zero Framework, a complex and unfinished scheme for
a binding global carbon price on shipping emissions.

IMO members approved the NZF in April with a big
majority (63-16). But lobbying by big oil producers and
US threats of trade retaliation against ‘Yes’ voters have
shaken optimism that the scheme will pass.

The Big Oil camp, led by Saudi Arabia, will use the
usual tactics to try to scuttle the regulation.

They will argue the scheme will increase food costs
for developing countries, goes beyond the legal scope
of the Marpol Convention, and would give the IMO
too much money and power.

There will be another vote on the US proposal to change
adoption rules from “tacit” acceptance by member states
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to “explicit acceptance”. This procedural time bomb
would, if successful, all but ensure the NZF never enters
into force, even if it’s adopted.

Above all, the US regime is unlikely to waver in
its ideological opposition to carbon pricing and
contempt for the UN.

Changing Donald Trump’s mind about this might be
the only way to get a global carbon price over the line.

The job of cheerleading climate action will fall to
Europe, whose member states are bigger, richer and
possibly less vulnerable to US pressure than the
Pacific Islands and the major flag states (Panama,
Liberia and the Marshall Islands).

The EU27 will be better prepared for the MAGA
machine this time round.

But it is also less united, since Greece and
Cyprus broke ranks and voted for the one-year
delay, with the support of those countries’
powerful shipowners.

Various scenarios have been suggested for how the
postponed MEPC could play out.

Dr Tristan Smith, professor of energy and transport
at UCL, said it is possible countries could decide to
change the NZF proposal, though this might mean
another delay.

States could revisit earlier plans for a simple carbon
levy or for China’s proposal for a credit-trading
scheme, instead of the awkward marriage of the two
that became the NZF.

“We could also see people trying to change the

proposal to something which addresses some of the
shortcomings,” Smith said.
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But he added: “My instinct on this is none of those
changes would satisfy the United States.”

There will be another MEPC meeting in spring 2026,
where the direction of travel may become clearer.

Countries will continue work on the technical
details, such as the guidelines for what counts as
green fuel, and how the tax revenue should be spent.

For the past few years, the MEPC has generally
avoided talking about the sorer points of mid-term
climate measures: how much ships must pay for their
pollution, and who should get the money raised.

It has wasted plenty of time ignoring the elephant
in the room, and now must work at what, by UN
standards, feels like light speed to compensate.
States’ concerns about rushed plans and unintended
consequences of the NZF are therefore ironic, but
they're still valid.

Now the gloves are off, it may at least be easier for
states to talk earnestly about the tough stuff.

Industry groups and petrostates will lobby to make
the rules friendlier to liquefied natural gas fuel, the
climate benefits of which are still contested, despite
it being the industry’s main alternative to diesel.

A regulation that helps the gas industry — and
therefore Texas — may well end up being the one that
the US and Saudi Arabia can live with.

It’s also not hard to imagine countries rolling back
the regulation’s net zero ambition in the years to
2050, or making its reduction targets easier to hit.

Yes, the IMO’s 2023 GHG Strategy says the industry
must get to net zero “by or around 2050”. But that isn’t
legally binding, and countries may decide that 2060
or 2065 is fine in practice.

That leaves the European Union’s emissions trading
system and Fuel EU Maritime green standard as the
only substantive green regulations on international
shipping for now.

The EU won’t make the call on whether to
scrap or strengthen the two rules until the IMO
outcome is known.

That means more demand for biofuels, compliance
pooling and last-minute rushes to meet Fuel EU
reporting deadlines, as well as more complaints from
companies about all of the above.

This article is part of the Lloyd’s List 2026 annual
outlook to be published in full later this month

Containers: Liner industry enters a new

era of turbulence

THE global container shipping industry is,
regrettably, heading into another bout of turbulence
— a sequence of storms, rather than any hint of calm.

The pattern established through 2025 offers little
reassurance. Volatility continues to prop up rates,
carriers are adept at exploiting uncertainty, and
disruption has become a defining feature of the
market, rather than an exception.

Over the past two years, pricing has swung
dramatically. Carriers have demonstrated how
easily they can lift rates by thousands of dollars
almost overnight, hold them briefly, and then allow
them to fall away.

That behavioural shift is now embedded, and
it will continue to drive sharp, frequent swings

through 2026.

The real turning point, however, lies further
ahead. While 2025 and 2026 will remain shaped
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by tactical manoeuvring and opportunistic rate
spikes, the downcycle many expect is more likely
to materialise in 2027.

By then, even the most sophisticated
capacity-management tools will struggle to offset
the sheer volume of new tonnage entering service.
Structural overcapacity will overwhelm short-term
tactics, and the market will feel the full force of the
supply surge.

Test voyages signal growing confidence in
Red Sea re-entry

For now, the industry’s immediate focus is the
evolving situation in the Red Sea. The key question is
when carriers will return en masse.

The Houthis have pledged to halt attacks on
commercial shipping following the Gaza ceasefire,
and the sector is now waiting for safety guarantees and
a formal green light.
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As 2025 draws to a close, the answer appears to be
sooner rather than later, with a growing number of
carriers testing the water through ad hoc sailings.

At the time of writing, Maersk, for example, had just
announced the completion of its first Red Sea transit
in two years.

Structurally, a full reopening of the Suez Canal in 2026
should mark the start of falling freight rates and the
onset of overcapacity, particularly after the wave of
newbuild orders placed in recent years.

Diversions around the Cape of Good Hope have
helped absorb excess supply, but that buffer will
disappear once normal routeing resumes. Yet the
implications are far more complex than a simple
return to pre-crisis patterns.

Vespucci Maritime chief executive Lars Jensen told
Lloyd’s List that a large-scale return to the Suez route
is likely to unleash severe congestion across Europe,
with ripple effects into the Atlantic, South America and
Africa trades, and some impact on the US east coast.

CMA CGM has been the only major carrier to
operate dedicated Suez services throughout the
crisis. This position, though, is supported by the
availability of French naval escorts — a luxury on
which few others can rely.

Even so, Xeneta chief economist Peter Sand describes
CMA CGM’s cautious re-entry as a “classroom
example” of how carriers should manage a return
when conditions allow.

The company has tested the waters with a single core
service, India America Express INDAMEX), carefully
sequencing Suez-transiting vessels to avoid bunching
on the US east coast relative to Cape-routed ships.

Sand noted that around 30 services are currently
transiting the Red Sea, which is roughly one-third
of pre-crisis levels. But if carriers switch back
wholesale, he sees congestion as unavoidable,
echoing Jensen’s assessment.

Such congestion has historically triggered sharp
spikes in freight rates, and carriers — having learned
how quickly they can push rates higher — are
unlikely to hesitate.

“They’re not going to unlearn that lesson. That’s
going to drive an enormous amount of volatility.
We have seen a market over the past two years that
has been far more volatile than even during the
[Covid] pandemic,” Jensen said.
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Adding to the uncertainty is the potential for

a demand surge in the Pacific, he added. US
inventories have been steadily declining and, once
restocking begins, Jensen expects a short-lived spike
of 10%—-20% in demand.

Even if brief, such surges would amplify rate swings.
As a result, while structural fundamentals point

to erosion, the average freight rate for 2026 could
paradoxically exceed 2025 levels, purely due to the
magnitude of these volatility-driven spikes.

Overlaying these market dynamics is a persistent
layer of geopolitical uncertainty.

The US continues to deploy tariffs as a
flexible and often unpredictable policy tool.
Recent threats of duties against Mexico over
water-sharing disputes underline the erratic
nature of current trade relations.

A pivotal moment will come in 2026, when the
Supreme Court rules on the legality of IEEPA-based
tariffs, said Jensen. If upheld, the decision is likely
to embolden further tariff action; if overturned,

it will trigger complex refund claims and almost
certainly prompt the creation of new tariff regimes
under alternative legal frameworks. Either scenario
prolongs instability.

Compounding this is the absence of comprehensive
US trade agreements with major partners, leaving
global commerce exposed to sudden policy shifts.

In contrast, other nations are accelerating bilateral
and multilateral free-trade agreements, partly in
response to Washington’s unpredictability.

According to Jensen, this trend could ultimately
prove positive, stimulating demand growth
across alternative corridors and reshaping supply
chains in ways that reduce reliance on US-centric
arrangements.

Demolition helps, but delays the inevitable

If volatility rather than steady decline is set to
define 2026, this does not mean the industry
is immediately heading back into the depths of
overcapacity. Market swings will absorb some
pressure in the near term, and an expected
rise in ship recycling will also aid supply-side
fundamentals.

“If you look at the current orderbook of 10m teu,
you basically need to put every single containership
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built earlier than 2010 in front of a blow torch to
neutralise that inflow,” said Sand.

While such an extreme scenario will never
materialise, he argued there is ample room to
recycle “a couple of million teu”, given the negligible
demolition activity of the past five years.

Xeneta and other analysts forecast demand growth
of around 3% in 2026, with fleet growth currently
projected at roughly 3.5%.

“If we see a meaningful level of demolition, fleet
growth may actually fall to around 2.5%,” Sand
added. “We may not add to existing overcapacity —
we might even eat into it.”

Even so, 2026 is shaping up to be an anomaly before
the next structural downturn.

From 2027 onwards, fundamentals will reassert
themselves, warned Jensen.

The sizeable orderbook will begin to hit the water
in earnest, and although scrapping will rise, it
will not be enough to offset the influx. At the
time of writing, the containership sector had an
orderbook representing around 34% of the fleet
in service in capacity terms.

So while 2026 will bring further seesawing in freight
rates, 2027 is widely expected to mark the start of
significant erosion as this tonnage deluge takes hold.

Jensen said for carriers, this period will mark
the onset of a strategic battleground. Lines
will manoeuvre to secure advantage ahead of
the next recovery cycle, experimenting with

pricing, capacity management and network
configurations.

The downturn will test resilience, forcing operators
to balance short-term survival with long-term
positioning.

Alliances will play a pivotal role in how carriers
navigate the coming years. Alliance structures
typically shift every five to six years, and Jensen
expects the next major reshuffle to begin around
2030—2032.

By the early 2030s, new configurations are likely
to emerge, with some lines moving towards
independence and others deepening their
partnerships.

The world’s largest container shipping company,
Mediterranean Shipping Co, has already reached
a scale that enables it to operate alone, and Jensen
views CMA CGM as the next likely candidate to
follow a similar path.

The downturn of 2027-2028 will therefore coincide
with strategic moves to expand, consolidate or
break away, setting the foundations for a reshaped
competitive landscape in the next cycle.

This realignment is expected to coincide with the
next cyclical recovery — a welcome prospect, even if
still several years off.

The path to that point, however, looks set to be
bumpy in the extreme.

This article is part of Lloyd’s List’s 2026 annual
outlook to be published in full later this month

Crude and product tankers: Can strength
carry through into 2026?

IT TURNED out to be a fantastic year for crude
tankers and a healthy one for product carriers,
courtesy of a second-half rate rebound.

Tanker stock traders are already pricing in a
pullback in 2026, with tanker shares falling in
December, even as rates remained strong.

But 2026 is particularly hard to forecast,
with even more variables than usual,
including unpredictable geopolitical factors.
There could be surprises to the upside or
downside.
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“Shipping analysts can be forgiven for longing back

to the good ol days, when only supply and demand
fundamentals and perhaps a sprinkling of market
sentiment actually mattered,” said Roar Adland, global
head of research at SSY, in the brokerage’s 2026 outlook.

Here’s a look at some of the key variables for tanker
markets in the year ahead:

Cargo supply and demand

Crude tanker rates were exceptionally strong in
2H25, due to a surge in unsanctioned cargo supply
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from both the Middle East Gulf and the Americas
(Brazil, US, Guyana), as well as higher sanctioned oil
exports from Russia and Iran.

Unloading delays for sanctioned crude and longer
voyages for compliant crude pushed global liftings
far above global arrivals in the autumn of 2025,
leading to record-high oil in transit.

That dynamic is unwinding. According to Vortexa,
crude liftings fell back into line with arrivals in mid-
December, “putting an end to the oil-on-water rise”.

The International Energy Agency projects that
global demand will average 104.8m barrels per day
in 2026, and that global supply will be significantly
higher than demand, averaging 108.6m bpd.
Trafigura chief economist Saad Rahim warned that
next year could see a “super-glut” of oil.

If so, something will have to give — either the oil
price or export volumes.

If Opec does not defend prices and keeps output
high and oil pricing goes into contango, global
inventories will fill, seaborne volumes will remain
high, and the tanker rate rally will continue. If Opec
pulls back on exports, tanker demand will fall.

Russia-Ukraine war

Rising optimism on a peace deal between
Ukraine and Russia was one reason tanker stocks
fell in December.

The bearish scenario is that Europe goes back to
sourcing oil from Russia, causing suezmax and
aframax tonne-miles to plunge, and sanctions are
lifted on shadow fleet* tankers, causing effective
supply to increase.

It is easy to poke holes in this thesis.

Europe is unlikely to go back to dependence on
Russian energy as long as Vladimir Putin is the
country’s president, if ever.

Furthermore, the majority of the shadow fleet is
unsuitable for mainstream trades, due to age and
insurance costs. The more realistic concern, if
sanctions are lifted, is that shadow fleet tankers will
be abandoned, creating a high environmental risk.

Even if Europe switches back to Russian supply, it
would not be negative for very large crude carriers.
Indian and Chinese buyers of discounted Russian
crude — which is now transported by a shadow fleet

Lloyd’s List | Daily Briefing Monday, 22 December 2025

of aframaxes and suezmaxes — would revert to
buying crude transported on VLCCs from the MEG
and the Americas.

Reopening of the Red Sea

The closure of the Red Sea and reroutings around
the Cape of Good Hope have supported rates for
product tankers. The bearish argument for 2026

is that the end of Houthi attacks on commercial
shipping will bring product tankers back to the Red
Sea route, a negative for tonne-miles.

The counterargument is that Europe would source
more products from the MEG as opposed to the US,
boosting the tonnes in the tonne-mile equation for
LR1 and LR2 tankers, while lower US-Europe flows
would shift more MR tankers to longer voyages from
the US Gulf to South America, pushing up the miles
in the tonne-mile equation for MRs, negating most
or all of the downside from a Red Sea reopening.

There are also questions on the timing of a
Red Sea return.

According to Adland: “The challenge — in
commodity shipping, at least — is that there aren’t
many incentives to change the status quo.

“The economic inconvenience of the alternative
Cape of Good Hope routing is not large enough for
shippers to push strongly for a change, and owners
and operators, as well as their insurers, certainly
prefer the safer and longer option.

“Hence, while there will be occasional positivity and
talk of resumption in 2026, we lean to the side of ‘no
change’,” he said.

Consequences of tanker orderbook

One of the tailwinds for VLCCs in 2025 was the
virtual absence of newbuilding deliveries.

“This was the second consecutive year of anaemic
VLCC deliveries, with deliveries across 2024-2025
marking the lowest two years on record,” said
brokerage BRS, noting that only five new VLCCs hit
the water in 2025, and one in 2024.

That changes in 2026. “VLCC fleet growth is set
to rebound next year, with 41 units scheduled for
delivery, 66% in the latter half of the year,” said BRS.

It is the beginning of a wave of new capacity.
Clarksons lists 60 VLCCs due for delivery in 2027,
and 49 in 2028.
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“Suezmaxes will also be plagued by a heavy delivery
schedule next year,” said BRS.

After just nine deliveries in 2024, there were 29
suezmaxes delivered in 2025, rising to 43 in 2026
and 54 in 2027, then another 36 in 2028, according
to Clarksons.

But the tanker segment facing the most newbuilding
pressure is coated LR2/aframax tankers.

This segment’s orderbook-to-fleet ratio is at 31%,
higher than in any other tanker category. Clarksons
data shows 56 newbuilds delivered in 2025, with 57
scheduled for 2026, 61 in 2027 and 30 in 2028.

“The clean [tanker] orderbook for 2026 delivery
is the largest that SSY has on record, dating back
to 2000,” said SSY head of tanker research Claire
Grierson in the brokerage’s 2026 outlook.

The saving grace for this segment is that coated
cargo tanks allow operators to switch back and forth
between crude and products, depending on which
earns more.

One reason LR2 rates were profitable in 2025
despite high deliveries was that LR2 newbuilds
quickly switched to crude transport.

Over the past two years, LR2 and aframax rates
have been generally aligned. Starting in September
2025, broader strength in the crude tanker market
pulled aframax rates well above LR2 rates, spurring
more migration of coated aframax/LR2s from
products to crude, which in turn provided support
for LR2 rates.

“The widening aframax-LR2 freight spread created a
clear price signal for LR2s to move into dirty trades,
supporting LR2 rates due to tight supply,” said Vortexa.

The gap was still wide as of mid-December, implying
continued clean-to-dirty migration in 2026.

How different variables interact

Sanctions on Russia play a role in the coated
aframax/LR2 equation.

As more aframaxes carrying Russian crude are
sanctioned, shadow fleet operators buy more vintage
aframax tonnage as replacements, pulling capacity
out of the compliant aframax fleet and making room
for LR2 newbuildings that switch from products to
crude.

Whether this continues in 2026 depends on how
Ukraine-Russia peace talks play out.

It is not the only variable for next year that is
connected to another.

What happens with sanctions will affect the global
supply-demand balance for crude, and thus Opec
decision-making.

Demand for product tankers transiting the Red Sea
on MEG-Europe voyages will depend on whether
Europe resumes purchases of Russian diesel. The
effect of a rise in VLCC newbuildings hinges on
Opec’s policy decisions.

The interplay between the variables renders 2026
tanker markets even more difficult to forecast.

And these are only the “known unknowns”, as
former US defence secretary Donald Rumsfeld
called them. The real market movers in tanker
shipping are the “unknown unknowns”.

This article is part of Lloyd’s List’s 2026 annual
outlook to be published in full later this month

OPINION

Burn, Sea Baby, burn

ADDING the names of more vessels to an ever-growing
list of ships that must be denied port entry and
maritime services is one thing. Blowing up tankers in
the Mediterranean is something else entirely.

Details of the attack on Qendil (IMO: 9310525)
were still coming in at the time of writing. But the
incident, which took place more than 2,000 miles
away from the theatre of war, ranks as Ukraine’s
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most spectacular destructive exploit aimed at
merchant tonnage yet.

The ante has been well and truly upped, in a turn
of events for which shipping did not ask but is
getting anyway.

Seen from the perspective of a country that has
for almost four years been on the receiving end
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of a brutal, unprovoked and illegal invasion, the
motivation is understandable.

The EU, US and UK have imposed sanctions

on ships servicing Russian crude and products
exports for almost as long as this horrible war has
been running.

The latest round was unveiled earlier this week, with
Brussels adding a further 41 names to the roster of
the shadow fleet*, bringing the total to nearly 600.

Crushed between the conflicting imperatives of
undermining Putin’s war economy and not sending
the price of oil through the roof, the stipulations
have generated a massive compliance headache for
shipowners and marine insurers.

Well-meant officials sitting behind desks in the
Berlaymont Building will no doubt be patting
themselves on the back for their demonstrable if
pragmatic solidarity with those on the frontline,
even if member states cannot reach agreement on
seizing frozen Russian assets.

Forgive families cowering in shelters as bombs
rain down on Zaporizhzhia or Dnipro, with power
outages leaving them unable to turn on the heating
in the middle of an east European winter, for only
finding two cheers in their hearts.

Anything that takes the fight to the enemy will
be good for morale. The targeting of Qendil
comes after Ukrainian drones have taken out a
number of shadow fleet ships in the Black Sea in
recent weeks.

Responsibility for multiple apparent limpet mine
explosions on tankers that have participated in the
Russian oil trade — and, let it be stressed, entirely
lawfully — has not formally been claimed.

But to cite the famous Sherlock Holmes formula
that has assisted generations of crime fiction
readers in working out whodunnit, the Zelensky
government stands out for having the means, the
motive and the opportunity.

Attacks on civilian shipping are in normal
circumstances a war crime. But some lawyers
contend that as the victim of a grand scale war crime
itself, Ukraine may have an arguable legal case.

Unfortunately, the ethical case doesn’t stand
up. To begin with, these actions prejudice
the safety of merchant seafarers, who are by
definition non-combatants.
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The nationality of the Qendil’s crew was not in the
public domain at the time of writing. But that does
not matter, because it is irrelevant.

Nor does it matter that the ship is sanctioned. The
fact that a vessel is on a blacklist does not provide
justification for violently sinking it.

Qendlil is reportedly flagged in Oman, which is not a
belligerent, although we await confirmation on that
point. If that is indeed the case, the Omani government
may well have recourse to international law.

The deleterious environmental consequences
of oil spills from aframaxes are historically
attested. At 115,000 dwt, Qendil is in the same
size bracket as Prestige.

Thankfully, it was in ballast, thereby averting a
possible rerun scenario. Even so, bunker spills can
be nasty to tackle in their own right.

Doubtless the military and intelligence chiefs
behind Ukraine’s strategy will be mindful of
this consideration. But in war, things can and
do go wrong, and the worst sometimes does
come to the worst.

Many shadow fleet tankers are uninsured. The
International Group can’t touch them and the
International Oil Pollution Compensation Funds
does not, as a matter of policy, pay out on spills that
arise as the result of hostilities.

The bill would therefore land with the coastal state,
which would not take kindly to having to fork out for
a huge clean-up.

What of the ramifications for shipping and marine
insurance directly? Here a more cool-headed —
some would say cynical — take is on offer.

The experience of numerous conflicts past tells us
that high levels of danger mean high returns for
shipowners willing to put other people’s lives on the
line. There are no grounds for thinking that this
time will be any different.

Commercial war risk is traditionally an insurance
cash cow. Premiums are priced to be profitable,
which means insurers do well out of elevated war
risk. The clue really is in the name.

The attacks on Kairos (IMO: 9236004) and Virat in
recent weeks saw the cost of Black Sea war risk cover
jump by 250%. Assessing the implications of what
happened to Qendil will disrupt the last weekend
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before Christmas for marine underwriters, but the
conclusion seems a no-brainer, especially given
Putin’s promise of retaliation.

The attack remains a one-off. But if risk perceptions
for the Mediterranean are raised, the impact will be
felt by many owners previously untouched by the
Ukraine-Russia hostilities.

Meanwhile, the prospects for poor besieged
Ukraine look ever more bleak. Trump and Putin
continue to discuss a deal with little input

from Zelensky, who may yet be forced to sign a
humiliating settlement, sealing a fate the country
does not deserve.

Desperation is understandable. But any chance
of a peace treaty with some slight semblance of
honour depends on the continued goodwill of the
rest of the West.

If the gut reaction of many Ukrainians reduces
to ‘burn, Sea Baby, burn’, we get it. But this is not
the best way to secure the desired outcome.

MARKETS

Maersk makes first Red Sea transit

in almost two years

MAERSK has begun cautiously testing the
Red Sea route, completing what it described as
an initial transit through the Bab el Mandeb
Strait and into the Red Sea, but stopping short
of signalling a broader return of its east—west
network to the Suez corridor.

In a Friday customer advisory, the Danish giant said
the 6,500 teu Singapore-flagged Maersk Sebarok
(IMO: 9315238), currently operating on its MECL
service, transited the Bab el Mandeb and the Red
Sea on 18—19 December, 2025.

Maersk said the “highest possible safety measures”
were applied during the passage, reiterating that
the safety of its crew, vessels and cargo “remains of
utmost importance”.

A Maersk spokesperson underscored the significance
of the move, saying: “It is the first time a Maersk
vessel transits the strait in almost two years.”

Still, the company was careful to frame the transit
as a limited, early step rather than a turning point.
“Whilst this is a significant step forward, it does
not mean that we are at a point where we are
considering a wider east-west network change back
to the trans-Suez corridor.”

Assuming security thresholds continue to be met,
Maersk said it was considering a stepwise approach
towards gradually resuming navigation via the Suez
Canal and the Red Sea, beginning with this initial
sailing followed by “a limited number” of additional
trans-Suez passages. However, it stressed that there
are no planned sailings currently.
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The announcement lands amid a broader, cautious
re-engagement with the region by parts of the
industry, after years of widespread diversions
around the Cape of Good Hope.

Recent reporting has pointed to a gradual
improvement in traffic numbers at key chokepoints.
Lloyd’s List Intelligence data showed 1,128 transits
through Bab el Mandeb in November 2025, up

3% month on month, and the highest level since
January 2024. Suez Canal transits in November also
hit their highest level since January 2024 at 1,004.

Yet the rebound remains partial. Bab el Mandeb
transits were still down sharply versus pre-crisis
levels, and capacity measures show a deeper decline.

Other liners, including CMA CGM, Ocean Network
Express and Zim, have also signalled interest while
keeping their options open, as the Suez Canal
Authority steps up efforts to lure carriers back.

For now, Maersk is signalling that any broader shift
will depend on sustained security improvements.

The carrier said it would continue to update customers,
and that vessel contingency changes would be
communicated on a case-by-case basis via its scheduling
tracker. It also noted that Red Sea disruption-related
surcharges — including its Transit Disruption Surcharge
and Emergency Contingency Surcharge — remain in
effect for cargo affected by the disruptions.

Security specialists have warned that the threat
picture can change rapidly, and that a single attack
could reset confidence.
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V Group confirms first containership orders

V GROUP has clinched a first move into the
containership market after making its shipowning
debut in tankers over the past year.

The Greece-based group has inked orders for
two feeder containerships at CSSC Huangpu
Wenchong, it confirmed.

The contract, which foresees deliveries in 2028 and
2029, includes options for another two identical
1,00 teu vessels.

The Vyron Vasileiadis-led group, which includes
environmental services company Antipollution,
acquired its first vessels earlier this year

when new offshoot Venergy Maritime acquired

two modern medium range tankers from
the fleet of Italy’s Premuda.

It has since grown with a third secondhand
acquisition, of a 2020-built MR2 from Scorpio
Tankers, and four MR2 newbuildings that have been
ordered from K Shipbuilding in South Korea.

Recently, it also clinched orders for two larger long
range two tankers at New Times Shipbuilding in China.

It holds options for additional vessels at both yards.
Reportedly, a separate company, OceanV, has

been launched to manage the group’s move
into boxships.

Newly revived Jiangsu yard wins new order

ANOTHER restructured Chinese shipyard has
stepped back into the spotlight after landing its first
order for a newcastlemax dry bulker.

Xiangshui Wanlong Heavy Industry, a builder
created from the former Suncia Shipbuilding in
Jiangsu province, has signed a contract with Hainan-
based owner Anli International Shipping for a 211,000
dwt bulker.

The yard did not disclose the price or delivery
schedule. By comparison, China Merchants
Shipbuilding Industry’s Qingdao yard this week
announced a contract with ArcelorMittal for four
bulkers of the same size, with market estimates
putting the unit price at about $74m.

Wanlong said the newbuilding will be fitted with

a scrubber and a selective catalytic reduction SCR
system, allowing compliance with IMO Tier III NOx
requirements, as well as global sulphur emission rules.

The revived yard, established in October 2024,
is positioning itself around dual-fuel bulkers and
containerships, alongside offshore engineering
and shiprepair.

Suncia Shipbuilding was founded in 2007 during the
previous shipbuilding boom, targeting private yachts,
as well as smaller dry bulkers. In October 2008, it
announced it would withdraw from the newbuilding
business after failing to secure refund guarantees.

The deal comes as the newbuilding boom, since
late 2020, has driven capacity expansion among
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established builders, while also bringing idle
capacity back into play — most notably with the
rise of Hengli Heavy Industries.

Industry sources said Wanlong’s emergence
underlines how some restructured private yards
are finding openings amid the current order cycle.
They expect the yard to gain a foothold in the
bulker and containership markets, supporting
local shipbuilding development.

Construction of the reorganised shipyard began in
March, with a total planned investment of Yuan1.8bn
($248.5m) to be deployed in three phases. Once fully
operational, the yard’s annual shipbuilding capacity is
expected to reach 1m dwt.

Wanlong has already started building a 3,300

teu containership for Fujian-based owner Shishi
Hongzhou Shipping, which the yard said will trade on
regional routes between Southeast Asia and China,
according to its official social media account.
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ICTSI makes new appointments amid
port enhancements and expansions

PHILLIPINE-headquartered box terminal operator
International Container Terminal Services Inc has
appointed a new corporate secretary and independent
director, following a slew of investments and business
decisions in the last three weeks.

ICTSI has hired Amabelle Asuncion as its new corporate
secretary, following the retirement of her predecessor.
Enrique Aboitiz will take on a multitude of roles
including his main role of independent director.

Aboitiz was hired following the demise of former
independent director Cesar Buenaventura and will
serve the remainder of Buenaventura’s term.

The terminal operator had been busy in the weeks
leading up to these appointments.

Last week, it signed a 25-year partnership
agreement for the Durban Container terminal pier
2 with Transnet. This follows a court ruling that
rejected APM Terminals’ challenge for the tender.

The two firms will develop the second pier with
works slated to begin on January 1.

Transnet is the majority shareholder, while ICTSI will
operate the terminal. The exact ownership distribution
was not disclosed. The collaboration will raise Pier 2's
handling capacity from 2m teu to 2.8m teu. It also aims
to improve gross crane moves per hour from 18 to 28
and ship working hours from 60 to 120.

Beyond Southern Africa, ICTSI this week invested
$172m into expanding and modernising the Rio
Brasil Terminal at the port of Rio de Janeiro. The
project will be executed between this year and 2029.

The terminal’s operating capacity will rise from
440,000 teu to 750,000 teu by the end of the works.
This is a 70.5% increase.

“It’s an investment of almost R$1bn ($180.9m)
that will be essential for us to expand operations
here at the port, going from 440,000 to 750,000
teu and, in the future, perhaps reaching 1.2m,”
said Brazil’s minister of ports and airports,
Silvio Costa Filho.

Planned works include unifying and expanding
storage yards, rearranging buildings to optimise
internal flows, purchasing new equipment for
container handling, modernising utility systems
and electrical infrastructure, as well as investing in
technology and automation to boost efficiency.

Filho went on to point out that the port had grown
14% in cargo movement as of the end of November.

The expansion of the Rio Brasil Terminal will allow
the terminal to continuously operate large vessels
on the full berth, including new panamax and
post-panamax vessels, up to 366 m long and with a
capacity of more than 13,000 teu.

ICTSI expects the terminal to operate at 75%
utilisation between 2029 and 2030.

It also unveiled new cranes for the Adriatic Gate
container terminal in Croatia at the port of Rijeka
yesterday. These are the first units of the latest
generation of super post-panamax quay cranes.
The cranes have an outreach of 67.5 m, equivalent
to 24 rows across.

These moves come on the back of what is turning out
to be a strong fiscal year for the operator. Its third-
quarter earnings revealed a 16% rise in year-to-date
revenues to $2.3bn.

Earnings before interest, tax, depreciation and
amortisation rose 17% to $1.5bn. Consolidated
volumes rose 11% year on year to 10.7m teu.

Onex Elefsis clinches first shipbuilding
contract for modern tugs

ONEX Elefsis Shipyards has landed an order for up
to four tugs that has been touted for some time as a
potential first step towards a revival of commercial
shipbuilding in Greece.

An agreement for the construction of two high-
specification tugs, with options for two more, was
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inked between the yard and Greece-based Megatugs
Salvage & Towage on Friday.

The two firm vessels are scheduled to be

delivered in November and December of 2026,
according to the contract.
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The ASD escort/terminal tugs are based on the
internationally recognised RAstar 2800 design by
Robert Allan Ltd.

According to the yard, they are high-powered vessels
suitable for a variety of roles, including firefighting
and cleaning up oil spills.

Onex chief executive Panos Xenokostas said that the
contract showed that “Greek shipyards can produce
modern, sophisticated and operationally critical
ships with quality and reliability comparable to that
of leading European shipyards”.

“For Onex, the construction of the two new tugs is
part of a broader plan for the steady restoration of
shipbuilding production in Greece, with an emphasis
on know-how, human resources, and the creation of
real added value for the country,” said Xenacostas,
who is president of the Hellenic Shipyards Association.

Onex is based in the US and Greece and has invested
in two Greek shipyards in recent years, Neorion on
the island of Syros and Elefsis close to Athens.

Megatugs chief executive Paul Xiradakis said that
the choice of Onex reflected the company’s belief in
the capabilities of the country’s shipbuilding sector.

“We are actively supporting the revival of the
Greek shipbuilding industry by being the first to
invest in new, modern, high-specification tugboats
that significantly enhance safety and operational
efficiency in Greek and international waters.”

The signing ceremony took place in the presence
of officials headed by Greece’s minister of
shipping and island policy, Vassilis Kikilias, and
recently-installed US ambassador to Greece,
Kimberly Guilfoyle.

Kikilias said that “the security of our ports

and seas is a priority for the Greek government.
Today’s agreement underlines this priority

in action.

“Shipping and shipbuilding are sectors that the
Greek government supports, recognising their role
in security, growth and the overall strengthening of
the Greek economy,” he added.

Guilfoyle said that the ceremony provided proof of
strategic co-operation between the US and Greece.

American finance was supporting the
project, she said.

The yard is planning to grow its production line with
an additional 20 tugs in the first phase. Sources in

the sector told Lloyd’s List that there are already
negotiations with non-Greek interests for this number.

At the same time, domestic needs have been
estimated at about 60 modern tugs, representing
investments of about €700m ($820m) in the sector.

Classification society Bureau Veritas is supporting
the project with technical co-operation and
classing the tugs.

OTHER NEWS

Battery-powered ships are
charging ahead

ALTERNATIVE fuels for shipping
may be slow to catch on, but
batteries are advancing rapidly.

The two systems, with a total
capacity of 17 megawatt hours,
will be installed on two ferries
owned by Vestlandske Trafikk
for use on the Unesco World

Heritage-listed Geirangerfjord, in

Norwegian tech firm Nereida
Energy this week signed its first
contract to supply huge battery
systems to Frydenbo Elmarin, a
supplier of electric and hybrid
propulsion systems.
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western Norway. Zero-emissions
restrictions for vessels there
enter into force next year.
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Classified notices follow
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Looking to publish a judicial sale, public notice,
court orders and recruitment?

Please contact: marketingservices@lloydslistintelligence.com
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