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Flag-hopping shadow fleet
starts to settle in Russia

RUSSIA appears to be taking a more direct oversight of the shadow
fleet* by moving dozens of ships into the Russian flag.

Vessels that have previously been switching between fraudulent and
real flags, while carrying out sanctioned trades, are increasingly
moving to the Russian ship register and staying there.

Lloyd’s List has tracked at least 40 ships that have ended a prolific period
of flag hopping to join the growing Russian flag since the end of the July.

The flagging shifts point to a more permanent evolution of the shadow
fleet with direct oversight and protection from Russia.

Since the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Moscow has built up a
so-called shadow fleet of hundreds of tankers, however the clandestine
nature of the opaquely owned ships had previously allowed Moscow
plausible deniability when it came to oversight.

That policy appears to be changing as shadow fleet tankers increasingly
eschew the subterfuge tactics of cycling through multiple flag changes,
often between entirely fraudulent registers.

The heavily sanctioned tanker Nasledie (IMO: 9293002), which has
sailed under several flags and names since 2023, finally joined the
Russian flag in September.

Nasledie briefly became the most visible shadow fleet tanker in the
world in May when, then named Jaguar, it was escorted out of
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Estonia’s Exclusive Economic Zone by a naval ship,
prompting an incursion into Estonian airspace from
a Russian Su-35 fighter jet in response.

Nasledie/Jaguar was operating without a legitimate
flag at the time of the incident, but Russia’s forceful
response and later statements inside the UN
Security Council where Russia accused Estonia

of “piracy”, strongly pointed towards Russian
protection of the shadow fleet.

Since then, Nasledie has moved from signalling
Guinea-Bissau registration to Comoros, before
finally registering in Russia on September 18.

It has continued to load Russian crude throughout
its multiple identities. Meanwhile, the ultimate
beneficial owner, insurer, manager and operator
behind the vessel are all unknown.

Nasledie’s progression through multiple flag and
name changes, only to end up openly flagging in
Russia is a pattern increasingly followed by dozens
of other shadow fleet tankers in recent months.

Several of the shadow fleet ships have cycled
through at least four flag changes, mostly via known
fraudulent operations, before ending up in Russia.

While that trend is now visibly accelerating in the
second half of 2025, there has been a 38% increase
in the overall size of the Russian flag in deadweight
tonnage terms since beginning of the war in Ukraine.

The rapid escalation of sanctions targeting Russia
since 2022 has fuelled the growth of the shadow
fleet to the point that Lloyd’s List Intelligence now
features nearly 20% of tankers by dwt on its Shadow
Fleet Watch List.

That growth has been at least partly responsible for
the corresponding expansion of ships now flagging in
Russia, however the recent shift of shadow fleet ships
is more likely linked to increasing sanctions scrutiny
and enforcement from Western governments.

Both the EU and UK have identified flag registries
as a point of vulnerability and a potential lever
for sanctions enforcement and have been seeking
permission from flag states to board ships
considered to be a risk.

While several big registries have pushed back on
those requests, pressure on the flag registries appears
to have led at least some operators to seek the more
robust security guarantee offered by the Russian flag.
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The shift is also thought to be at least partly related
to recent increased scrutiny on the fraudulent
maritime service providers, including fake insurers
issuing false documentation that is required to
demonstrate valid liability coverage for oil tankers.

The temporary nature of some fraudulent providers
has left even the shadow fleet operators thinking
twice about relying on their services.

Lloyd’s List has seen exchanges of letters between
one shadow fleet operator and the entirely
fraudulent Benin register that ended in the fake flag
deregistering the ship for non-payment of fees for
their fake certificates and registration.

The more immediate rationale behind the recent
shifts, however, is linked to security concerns.

Since spring, Russia has adopted more systematic
countermeasures to protect shadow fleet operations.

According to a recent report from the Center for
European Policy Analysis, these include guidance
instructing captains not to comply with coastal
state demands, efforts to avoid territorial seas
where national powers are stronger, encouragement
to record and livestream confrontations, and the
presence of armed guards framed as anti-piracy
measures. There are also regular Russian naval or
maritime patrols in the Baltic.

The Swedish Navy recently linked them directly
to shadow fleet protection and has also registered
uniformed personnel on some of these vessels.

According to the Cepa report, in late September,

the Russian Ropucha-class landing ship Aleksandr
Shabalin was anchored for days near Langeland, the
southern entrance to the Great Belt, a key Danish strait.
Danish officials have recorded aggressive manoeuvres,
radar targeting/weapon pointing, and jamming by
other Russian vessels. The Shabalin incident happened
at the time when Denmark experienced multiple drone
incidents that forced the closure of airports, including
Copenhagen, one of Europe’s busiest.

Days after this incident the French navy temporarily
detained Boracay (IMO: 9332810), an 18-year-old
aframax flying the fraudulent Benin flag, loaded
with Russian crude that was suspected of being
involved in the drone launches.

The show of force and willingness to board shadow
fleet vessels under specific circumstances coincided
with several more shadow fleet ships switching to
the Russian flag.
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Analysis of Lloyd’s List Intelligence data shows
there has already been a 201% increase in the total
number of flag movements in the sanctioned fleet so
far this year.

That follows on from a 116% increase in 2024.
*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.
Seasearcher subscribers can activate the Shadow
Fleet list by clicking the link above.

WHAT TO WATCH

Panama accuses intercepted vessel
of disrespecting maritime rules

PANAMA has indirectly backed the US for intercepting
a Panama-flagged VLCC over the weekend, after the US
claimed the vessel was falsely flagged.

Panama’s foreign minister Javier Martinez-Acha
said that Centuries (IMO: 9206310), the Panama-
flagged VLCC that was intercepted by the US at the
weekend, did not respect the country’s maritime
rules and had disconnected its AIS signals while
sailing in Venezuelan waters.

Martinez-Acha, speaking in a TV interview, said
that his country would take measures, without
giving any details.

The 2001-built crude oil tanker Centuries, owned by a
Hong Kong-registered single-ship company, Centuries
Shipping, was not on any sanctions list at the point
that US Coast Guard personnel stopped and boarded
the tanker in the early hours of Saturday morning.

In a post on social media, White House
spokeswoman Anna Kelly wrote: “It was a falsely
flagged vessel operating as part of the Venezuelan
shadow fleet to traffic stolen oil and fund the narco-
terrorist Maduro regime.”

Centuries has been flagged by Panama since
March 2021.

A country can register a vessel, officially providing it a
flag, and can cancel the registration if it is confirmed
that the vessel is not following maritime rules.

According to Vortexa data, the vessel loaded

roughly 1.8m barrels of Venezuelan Merey
crude at José Terminal on December 10, while
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signalling its destination as Malaysia at the point
it was intercepted.

Along with Centuries, the US has intercepted
unflagged, US-sanctioned tanker Bella 1 (IMO:
9230880) over the weekend.

The US first seized unflagged Skipper (IMO:
0304667) on December 10, and signalled that it
would not stop the pressure on the vessels that are
involved in Venezuelan oil trade.

Skipper was sanctioned for allegedly participating in “an
illicit oil shipping network supporting foreign terrorist
organisations” and had last called at a Venezuelan port
before sailing into international waters.

Skipper, Centuries and Bella 1 all feature on Lloyd’s
List Intelligence’s shadow fleet* watchlist.

But interception of Centuries marks the first such
action by the US in recent weeks against a legally
flagged, non-sanctioned tanker.

After the US detained Skipper and boarded two
more vessels off the Venezuelan coast, some shadow
fleet vessels that were sailing towards Venezuela
made U-turns.

Dozens of them are stuck in Venezuelan waters,
avoiding international waters, according to Lloyd’s
List Intelligence vessel tracking.

It is a common practice for shadow fleet vessels to
turn off their AIS while navigating in the waters
of a country that is targeted by sanctions, or while
loading and unloading at its ports.
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That’s why many of them were not traceable during
their journey into Venezuelan waters. Although in
the last few days, dozens of them berthed at the

Venezuelan ports and their AIS destination are only
showing Caribbean for Orders or other Venezuelan
ports, according to Lloyd’s List Intelligence data.

ANALYSIS

Shipowners may face billion-dollar hit
for Baltimore bridge payout shortfall

SHIPOWNERS may face a billion-dollar-plus

collective hit if the claim for last year’s Baltimore bridge
collapse exceeds the International Group of P&I Clubs
reinsurance cover, a leading broker has warned.

The prediction is contained in the report on the
protection and indemnity niche published
annually by Tysers.

The firm also believes most IG affiliates will unveil
a loss-making technical underwriting performance
when they publish their numbers for the current
policy year, with some chance of a supplementary
call at the American Club.

In other seasonal bad news, it suggested the pool
scheme, by which clubs share claims over a $10m
retention, is probably some $720m in the red.

Tysers highlighted a casualty in March last year,

in which Singapore-flagged boxship Dali (IMO:
9697428) allided with the Francis Scott Key Bridge
spanning Baltimore harbour.

The vessels owners and managers have filed for
limitation of liability under US domestic legislation
and the scale of the payout is set to be decided in
court next year.

Whichever way the decision goes, the matter is
almost certain to go to appeal and perhaps reach
the Supreme Court, with the litigation likely to
drag on for many years.

Initial estimates were that the claim would come
in at just under $2bn, well within the IG’s elaborate
$3.1bn reinsurance programme, which shipowners
fund through an annual general excess of loss or
GXL levy on top of their P&I premiums.

In the wake of the Dali incident, GXL payments for
boxship owners jumped by 24% in 2025 and will

climb by another 15% for 2026, largely on the back of
heightened reinsurer risk perception for that vessel type.
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But best guesses for bridge replacement and
related costs currently range from $4.3bn-$5.2bn,
making it perhaps the second most-expensive
marine loss ever after the explosion at the Chinese
port of Tianjin in 2015.

On the hook

Clubs are, legally speaking, membership-owned
mutual entities. While owners get the year-in year-
out benefit of not-for-profit pricing, the downside is
that they could find themselves on the hook if the
worst-case scenario materialises.

Club rulebooks have a built-in last resort protection
against such eventualities, known as an overspill
call, empowering them to demand additional
contributions in this circumstance.

This clause has never actually been invoked since the
inception of the IG in 1899. But it is there in the small
print and this time may actually have to be used.

Most clubs are expected to suffer underwriting
losses this year, and there is concern the volatility of
large claims could lead to another difficult year if the
winter proves harsh, it continued.

However, investment markets have done well of late
and should provide returns that more than offset
lacklustre underwriting performance.

Tysers said that it expected free reserves — the cash
piles on which clubs sit to ensure stability — to rise
even higher than the $5.96bn recorded at the start
of this year.

General or target increases for 2026 range from 5% to
8%, with the average 6%, compared to 5.2% and 6.5%
for the previous two years. Deductible increases will
also be applied by all clubs except Gard.

The 8% increase at Steamship Mutual is described
as a surprise, and Tysers expressed disappointment
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that Shipowners’ Club is seeking a 5% rate hike
without any form of credit to members from its
substantial free reserves.

Supplementary call

As yet, no club has felt the need for additional
unbudgeted calls. But there are what Tysers calls
“ominous signs” the American Club will need a
supplementary call for the 2024/25 year.

The justification for the increases is social inflation,
mainly affecting US personal injury claims, and general
inflationary factors such as tariffs and trade disruption.

Adjusting deductibles can offset this problem for
attritional claims, the maritime equivalent of
fender benders.

But the extreme volatility of serious casualties, in
both number and size, remains a challenge.

One or two clubs are also becoming concerned about
premium erosion due to an expected increase in
churn, as high-paying older vessels are scrapped

or cancelled due to sanctions and replaced by new
tonnage paying lower premiums.

At the halfway point of the current policy year, five
pool claims had been notified, compared to seven of
considerably higher value last year.

The total value of pool claims for 2025/26 year stood
at $89m as of August 2025, substantially down on
the $165m seen at the same stage last time round.

“While the number of claims is down this year,
values are elevated, and the IG will be hoping
for a quieter winter to avoid another very
expensive year.”

An additional eight claims have been reported for
2024/25, bringing the total for that year to 23. There has
also been deterioration on previously reported claims,
with the total value of pool claims increasing by $147m
to $614m between February and August 2025.

Tysers understands that there has been considerable
further deterioration in the third quarter, with
estimates now totalling $720m, making it the
costliest pool year on record.

The actual amount is not on public record. Rival
brokers have projected sums as high as $750m,
while some club figures have said privately that their
expectation is slightly more than $700m.

In terms of ratings agency standings, the

only change in the past 12 months is Standard
& Poor’s recent decision to change its outlook
on the Swedish Club from stable to positive,
with the Insurer Financial Strength Rating
unchanged at BBB+.

MARKETS

VLCC rates fall like ‘lead balloon’ in steepest
one-day plunge in over half-decade

SPOT rates of very large crude carriers are
extremely volatile. There can be massive daily
swings to the upside or downside. That was on full
display on Monday when a key VLCC index plunged.

The Baltic Exchange’s TD3C time charter equivalent
index, measuring spot rates on the Middle East Gulf-
China route, sank 20% versus Friday, to $87,711 per day.

It was the lowest reading for the TD3C index since
October 27 and the largest one-day fall in percentage
terms since June 26, when upside from the Iran-
Israel-US conflict evaporated.

Monday’s TD3C drop of $22,357 per day versus
Friday was the steepest single-day nominal decline
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in over five-and-a-half years, since May 1, 2020 at
the end of the Covid-era floating-storage boom.

“Not the start to the week that owners would have
wanted, with TD3C dropping like a lead balloon this
afternoon,” wrote brokerage Braemar on Monday.

“With four market quotes today, two of which
collected 10-plus offers, and with lists opening up,
this was likely to happen, but not many expected
this much of a drop-off.”

Brokerage BRS said on Monday, “Despite the
expectations and hopes of a strong first decade as of
January, the MEG remained mostly quiet the whole of
last week, which prompted the start of a downturn in
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rates as prompt available tonnage started to grow. As
of today [Monday], it had fallen even further.

“Cargo counts are still low for the first decade, so
many are questioning if all these cargoes have really
been covered privately already or will at some point
pop back up to steady the ship.”

The sinking TD3C pulled the Baltic’s global weighted
average VLCC index down to $83,882 per day on
Monday, its lowest point since October 16.

The Baltic’s TD15 West Africa-China VLCC TCE
index was at $84,001 per day on Monday, down 11%
versus Friday, with the TD22 US Gulf-China index at
$79,935 per day, down 3% from Friday.

“Large tankers will always be a volatile sector,” said
DHT chief executive Svein Moxnes Harfjeld during a
Capital Link crude tanker roundtable on December 16.

“When you are in a strong market like we have now, the
volatility in nominal terms can be quite scary numbers
— you can have things flipping $20,000 or $30,000 per
day. But that should not be a reason to be worried.”

Frontline chief executive Lars Barstad said during
the same panel, “I'm always afraid of jinxing things,
but December is a short month because charterers
and owners go on holiday too.

“The Baltic index doesn’t print between Christmas
and New Year, so there is a chance that we can still
have some hectic days as the January stems in the

Middle East need to get covered, and that’s basically
going to start happening any minute now.”

Barstad’s fear of “jinxing things” proved prescient.
The pre-Christmas boost for January stems he
hoped for never happened.

But to put Monday’s drop in perspective, VLCC rates
are still exceptionally profitable. Prior to the current
rally that began in September, the Baltic Exchange’s

global average VLCC index had not been at Monday’s
levels since April 30, 2020, at the end of the floating

storage boom.

Meanwhile, the broader strength of the crude tanker
market remains intact. Suezmax and aframax rates
have not declined.

The Baltic Exchange’s global weighted average
suezmax index came in at an extremely strong
$91,465 per day on Monday, the highest level since
November 27.

The suezmax index was $7,583 per day above
the VLCC index on Monday. This is the highest
premium of suezmax rates to VLCC rates since
September 4, at the very beginning of this year’s
VLCC rate rally.

Aframax rates also remain very strong.
The Baltic’s global weighted average aframax index

closed at $61,978 per day on Monday, the highest
level in almost two years, since January 22, 2024.

Zim in ‘advanced stages’ of considering
takeover bids, says board

SHARES of Israeli carrier Zim are on the rise after
the company’s board posted a progress report on its
strategic review.

After market close on Monday, the board revealed
that an entity owned by Zim chief executive Eli
Glickman and Israeli shipowner Rami Ungar had
come back with a sweetened take-private offer after
the board rejected the first one.

“After careful consideration, the Zim board of directors
concluded that this proposal significantly undervalued
the company and informed the management-led entity
that its revised proposal was declined.”

The board began its strategic review several months
ago, hiring Evercore as financial advisor, after
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rejecting the initial Glickman-Ungar take-private
offer. The board said the strategic review is now in
its “advanced stages”.

There are “competitive proposals from multiple
strategic partners to acquire all the outstanding
ordinary shares of the company”, the board said.

Israeli media previously cited MSC, Hapag-Lloyd
and Maersk as potential suitors.

An MSC spokesperson told Lloyd’s List on December
17 that MSC was not interested in buying Zim and

that an offer had never been on the table.

Israeli publication Calcalist reported on Tuesday that
Zim had received binding offers from Hapag-Lloyd
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and Maersk, and that “there was the possibility that
a third bidder could join in the coming week”.

Calcalist also said that the Zim workers’ union was
continuing its efforts to lobby the Israeli government
to use its golden share in Zim to block a sale.

Hapag-Lloyd told Lloyd’s List on Tuesday: “We never
comment on market rumours.”

Lloyd’s List requested comment from Maersk,
emailing multiple public relations representatives.
Lloyd’s List was mistakenly cc’d with a message from
one to another that said “Suggest we ignore”.

The initial offer from Glickman and Ungar was

reported to be about $20 per share, implying that
the second take-private offer, and those of strategic
interests, was higher.

In early trading on Tuesday, Zim was up around 10%
versus Monday’s close, at just under $22 per share.

Zim’s board said it “does not intend to provide
additional updates until an agreement is reached or
the review is otherwise completed”.

The conclusion of the strategic review will follow
a shareholders meeting on Friday to elect new
directors. The board announced on December 16
that it had reached a settlement with a group of
dissident shareholders on director nominations.

Vintage tonnage remains in demand as
MSC picks up panamax trio from Sinokor

MEDITERRANEAN Shipping Co is said to have
purchased four secondhand containerships from
South Korean container line Sinokor.

According to brokers, the world’s largest container
line has bought the 2005-built panamax Antwerp
Bridge (IMO: 9297527). The 4,800 teu boxship had
been purchased by Sinokor from German non-
operating owners in 2014.

MSC is also understood to have picked up the 5,000

teu sister vessels Beijing Bridge (IMO: 9292230) and
Grace Bridge (IMO: 9292266), also both built in 2005.
Both vessels were bought by Sinokor on the secondhand
market in 2015, in this case both from Japan’s K Line.

All three ships were constructed by South Korean
shipbuilder HD Hyundai Heavy Industries.

Meanwhile, Sinokor has also sold the feedermax
Port Klang Voyager (IMO: 9275385) to MSC,
according to broker Braemar. The 2,762 teu ship
was built in 2003 for Japanese owners and was
purchased by Sinokor in 2015.

No price has been disclosed for any of the deals.

Their acquisition brings the combined total of
secondhand boxships bought by MSC since the
beginning of the year to 62 vessels.

Contrary to our December 17 article regarding

the sale of the Turkon Line-operated sister vessels
Mukaddes Kalkavan (IMO: 9365829) and Nevzat
Kalkavan (IMO: 9365867), Turkon Line has clarified
the vessels have not been sold to MSC and remain in
operation with the company.

Some 330 containerships with a combined
capacity of 828,000 teu changed hands in 2025,
according to Braemar data. This is down from the
360 vessels sold in 2024 but up from the deals for
314 ships in 2023.

Sales momentum held strong throughout

2025 with modern tonnage scarce and charter
rates holding firm, buyer appetite shifted
decisively toward vintage units, keeping demand
consistently elevated.

MSC emerged as the clear market leader, steadily
growing its fleet through secondhand acquisitions
across a wide range of sizes and vintages.

Yang Ming bets on dry bulk growth with
$150m order for four supramaxes

TAIWANESE carrier Yang Ming’s bulk shipping arm,
Kuang Ming Shipping, has placed orders for four
bulk carriers, with a total contract value of NT4.9bn-
NT5.4bn ($150m-$165m), underscoring the carrier’s
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longer-term confidence in dry bulk shipping demand.

The orders comprise two supramaxes at Nihon
Shipyard and Imabari Shipbuilding, priced at
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NT1.2bn-NT1.4bn apiece, and two supramaxes
ordered from Oshima Shipbuilding and Sumisho
Marine, at NT1.2bn-NT1.4bn each, according to
a filing by Yang Ming to the exchange. Delivery
schedules were not disclosed.

Kuang Ming operates a fleet of six panamaxes and
four supramaxes, alongside a long-term chartered
capesize. Yang Ming has previously noted that
Kuang Ming Shipping’s young, fuel-efficient fleet
supports its competitiveness.

The new orders reflect the company’s long-term
view that global dry bulk trade will continue to grow
steadily, while also renewing the fleet to enhance
fuel efficiency, reduce greenhouse gas emissions,
and provide flexibility in meeting the International
Maritime Organization’s increasingly stringent
decarbonisation regulations.

At a briefing on Tuesday, Yang Ming stated that
recent shipping volumes have been affected by

the Lunar New Year, with pre-holiday stocking
boosting shipments, resulting in a minor

peak season. Overall, despite these seasonal
challenges, the company remains cautiously
optimistic about market conditions for the first
quarter of 2026, while noting that full-year
demand remains uncertain.

Yang Ming also provided an update on the Red
Sea route, in which it said members of the Premier
Alliance were continuing to plan and prepare,
noting that any resumption would require careful
consideration of crew safety, cargo security, and
vessel safety, alongside fleet scheduling. As such, a
return to the route in the first quarter of 2026 was
still some way off.

According to the latest data from Alphaliner, Yang
Ming ranks ninth globally among container carriers,
operating 99 vessels with total capacity of 716,000
teu, alongside an orderbook of 18 newbuildings
totaling 236,660 teu.

OTHER NEWS

UK Court of Appeal upholds ‘pay first’
clause in marine liability policy

IN MS Amlin Marine NV v King
Trader and others (2025) the
Court of Appeal has delivered
an important judgment for

the marine insurance market,
confirming a “pay first” clause

in a charterer’s liability policy
was valid, enforceable and not
overridden on transfer of rights
under the Third Parties (Rights
against Insurers) Act 2010, save
for the statutory exception in
death and personal injury cases.

The court rejected challenges
based on inconsistency with the
insuring clause, the so-called “red
hand” (onerous clause) doctrine
and incorporation.

India and New Zealand to sign free
trade agreement

NEW Zealand and India yesterday
signed a new free trade
agreement that will see India
benefit from 0% duties on its
exports to New Zealand.

New Zealand will see duties
removed from 95% of its imports
into India. New Zealand industries
that stand to benefit would
primarily be forestry, agricultural
exports, horticulture, fish, seafood
and honey, wine, services and
industrial products.

Trade between India and New
Zealand stood at $2.1bn in the first
half of this year. The value was
almost evenly split between the
two, with New Zealand exporting
slightly more to India at around
$1.1bn.

Worker killed in fall at Samsung Heavy
Industries Geoje shipyard

A SOUTH Korean worker at
Samsung Heavy Industries’ Geoje
shipyard fell approximately 20 m
while preparing for dust removal
work inside a tank of a crude

oil tanker at around 1500 hrs on
December 22. The injured worker
was urgently taken to hospital, but
ultimately died.
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The company halted all work on
the vessel following the accident.

The shipyard suspended
production from 0800 hrs to 1200
hrs on December 23 to conduct
special safety training, resuming
operations at 1300 hrs on the
same day.
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Classified notices follow

Lloyd’s List‘>

Looking to publish a judicial sale, public notice,
court orders and recruitment?

Please contact: marketingservices@lloydslistintelligence.com
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