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False flag Baltic transits almost 
quadruple throughout 2025

TRANSITS by falsely flagged shadow fleet* tankers nearly quadrupled 
from the first half to the second half of 2025.

As many as 123 transits were made by vessels flying a false flag in the 
second half of last year.

In fact, 14% of all shadow fleet transits through the Baltic in 2H25 were 
made by vessels flying fake flags.

This is according to analysis of Lloyd’s List Intelligence Automatic 
Identification System data.

Lloyd’s List reviewed Maritime Mobile Service Identity Numbers, 
which are unique nine-digit numbers assigned to a vessel by a flag 
registry and are transmitted in AIS, and used data from both the 
International Maritime Organization’s Global Integrated Shipping 
Information System and Equasis to determine the legitimacy of the 
flag each respective tanker was purporting to fly at the time of transit.

Much like an international dialling code, the first three digits of an 
MMSI number correspond to a flag state, for example a ship 
transmitting a MMSI beginning ‘263’ suggests the vessel is flying the 
Portuguese flag.

A vessel is therefore falsely flagged when either it has been designated 
by GISIS or Equasis as being such at the time of transit (i.e. Comoros 
FALSE), or it has not been officially recognised as being flagged by the 
registry its MMSI is associated with at the time of transit.
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Some registries on the other hand, such as Malawi, 
are wholly fraudulent registries and any vessel 
using the MMSI affiliated with a fake registry 
was automatically categorised as flagless.

Comoros, which is a legitimate registry in addition 
to the prevalence of falsely issued certificates, was 
the most popular option for those seeking a fake flag.

This was followed by Benin, which is 
an entirely fabricated registry.

Gambia was the third most popular option for 
Baltic-transiting shadow fleet vessels using fake 
flags. A legitimate registry for Gambia does exist, 
but false certificates are also in circulation.

Falsely flagged tankers do not enjoy the 
same protection under the United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea, which 
governs freedom of navigation even in the 
territorial waters of another nation.

This has been an important line which those nations 
with a Baltic coastline have sought to stay the right 
side of. Overstep the mark, and they risk giving 
carte blanche over to nations to trample over Unclos 
elsewhere in the world (think China and the South 
China Sea, for example), security analysts say.

The desire to act within Unclos has restricted 
which options the Nordic Baltic 8++ group 
of countries have had available to them to 
counter and disrupt Russia’s shadow fleet.

But in June 2025, the group said it was 
“particularly concerned about stateless 
vessels and falsely flagged vessels”.

“Stateless vessels, including those falsely claiming 
to fly a flag, do not have a responsible flag state 
and are not entitled to rights under the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
(Unclos), including freedom of navigation.

“If vessels fail to fly a valid flag in the Baltic Sea 
and the North Sea, we will take appropriate action 
within international law,” the group reiterated.

But since that promise of action, the problem of 
falsely flagged tankers transiting in and out of 
the Baltic Sea has only gotten much worse.

Lloyd’s List was able to identify 123 transits by 
falsely flagged shadow fleet vessels in the second 
half of the year, up from just 32 in the first six 

months of 2025. As a percentage, that means the 
proportion of shadow fleet transits made by falsely 
flagged vessels jumped from 3% to 14%, and that’s 
after the promise of action by the Baltic states.

A declaration made by the EU Council in 
December 2025 reiterated the rights of 
states to board so-called stateless vessels, 
which includes falsely flagged ships.

It reiterated the risks that said tankers pose 
to maritime safety and security as well as 
the potential for environmental damage.

The bloc said it recognised the right of any 
state to take “appropriate action in accordance 
with international and its domestic law, with 
regard to vessels without nationality when 
they navigate through areas over which it 
exercises sovereign rights or jurisdiction”.

The Estonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs told 
Lloyd’s List it was up to states to decide on 
what that appropriate action was, but said 
that the proposed “code of practice” was being 
developed among participating states.

The German Foreign Office told Lloyd’s List 
that German authorities were “coordinating 
closely” with its North Sea and Baltic Sea 
partners on how to handle the shadow fleet.

All measures must take place within the framework 
of Unclos, it said, which allows for “particular 
action” against flagless or stateless vessels.

It also confirmed that German authorities 
have now prohibited falsely flagged vessels 
from entering German territorial waters.

False-flagged tanker Tavian (IMO: 1095337), 
which is really a sanctioned aframax using a 
fabricated IMO number, was forced to exit the 
Baltic in January after German police asked for its 
registration documents, determined it was falsely 
flagged and ordered it not to enter German waters.

However, since Tavian was turned away on 
January 12, 2026, six falsely flagged shadow fleet 
tankers have entered German territorial waters 
on their way either into or out of the Baltic Sea.
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WHAT TO WATCH

No shortage of targets for French interdiction 
in the Mediterranean
MORE than two dozen stateless tankers 
in recent weeks have passed through the 
Western Mediterranean, where an emboldened 
French Navy has been taking an increasingly 
aggressive stance against the shadow fleet*.

At least 25 tankers flying false flags sailed through 
the Western Mediterranean from November 
through January 28, according to Lloyd’s List 
analysis of Automatic Identification System data.

However, those figures rise to 41 when 
including ships flagged by the Gambian 
registry, which undertook a cull in November, 
deregistering 72 sanctioned tankers. The 
current status of those tankers has not been 
confirmed by the Gambian authorities.

The confirmed 25 stateless vessels lifted a 
combined 17m barrels between November and 
January, primarily from Russia’s Baltic ports 
to India, according to data from Vortexa. 

While the UK and Europe, and particularly the 
Baltic States, have been signalling willingness to 
take a more aggressive stance against the shadow 
fleet, direct interventions are more likely to happen 
in the western Mediterranean because it is further 
away from Russia compared to the Baltic.

“France’s second seizure combined with Germany’s 
actions signals a potential shift in how Europe 
is addressing the shadow fleet. It is a very 
realistic possibility that more seizures are on 
the cards,” said Bridget Diakun, senior risk and 
compliance analyst at Lloyd’s List Intelligence.

“But this is likely going to be restricted to the 
Mediterranean with Nato members avoiding 
confrontation in the Baltic, as this carries 
greater risk of provoking a Russian response.”

Weeks after the US began interdicting stateless oil 
tankers as part of a blockade on Venezuela, France 
executed its own operation, seizing the shadow 
fleet tanker Grinch (IMO: 9288851), which was 
laden with Russian crude loaded in Murmansk.

It marked the second time that France 
has taken direct action against a shadow 

fleet vessel, having temporarily detained 
Boracay (IMO: 9332810) in September.

Without explicitly naming Grinch, French President 
Emmanuel Macron said in a social media post 
that the seizure operation was carried out “with 
support of several of our allies”. He noted that the 
vessel was “suspected of flying a false flag” and 
that France opened a “judicial investigation”.

“We are determined to uphold international law and 
to ensure the effective enforcement of sanctions. The 
activities of the ‘shadow fleet’ contribute to financing 
the war of aggression against Ukraine,” said Macron.

So far, Russia’s responses to a limited 
number of European efforts to interfere 
with stateless or non-Russian-flagged 
tankers carrying its oil has been mixed. 

In May 2025, Russia scrambled a fighter jet 
to the Baltic when Estonian forces sought to 
divert aframax Nasledie (IMO: 9293002), 
formerly known as Jaguar, to Estonian 
waters while it was heading to Russia.

However, it has thus far not responded to France’s 
seizure of Grinch, nor to Germany essentially forcing 
a tanker using a fabricated IMO number inbound to 
Russia’s Baltic ports to turn around in the Danish 
Straits, with both incidents taking place last month.

Some analysts believe that Russia response 
to these events, if any, would be muted.

“These incidents and toughened rhetoric signal 
the beginning of a coordinated effort among 
some Nato members to disrupt Russian oil 
exports physically”, risk consultancy Control 
Risks said in a report late January, adding that 
“further similar seizures or blocking of passage 
are likely near Nato-dominated maritime 
chokepoints, albeit limited to stateless tankers”.

“Despite a year of escalatory behaviour 
at sea, Moscow’s response will likely be 
balanced and not escalatory, because it lacks 
the capability to win a physical conflict with 
Nato forces at sea,” said Control Risks.
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However, the report cautioned that grey zone 
operations at sea will likely continue, while Russia 
“remains capable of considering a stronger response 
in the coming months if the Western campaign 
leads to an extensive drop in Russian oil revenues”.

Flag hopping leads to Russia

By the end of January, 16 of the 41 mostly stateless, 
shadow fleet tankers that sailed through the 
western Mediterranean were transmitting AIS data 
indicating they have registered under a new flag, 
suggesting recent actions against stateless tankers 
— from Ukrainian drone strikes to interdictions 
— have changed some operators’ calculus on the 
desirability of sailing without a legitimate flag, 
even when some of the new destinations are 
themselves known as shadow fleet sanctuaries. 

Those that reflagged primarily moved from 
Gambia, and mainly to Russia, Cameroon 
and Sierra Leone, according to their Maritime 
Mobile Service Identity numbers.

A MMSI is a unique nine-digit number assigned 
to a vessel by a flag registry for identifying and 
communicating via radio and AIS, with the 
first three digits denoting the flag registry.

Lloyd’s List has previously reported how 
Russia has been taking a more direct oversight 
of the shadow fleet by expanding its flag.

According to Lloyd’s List Intelligence data, 116 
shadow fleet tankers broadcast MMSI numbers 
indicating they were flagged by Russia in November, 
rising to 137 in December and 144 in January.

China gathers Panama flag data amid 
escalating rhetoric over port ruling
BEIJING is collecting detailed data on shipping 
links between China and the Panama flag registry, 
a move that coincides with Chinese government 
warnings that Panama will face consequences 
following a Supreme Court ruling that voided 
CK Hutchison’s port concession contracts.

Lloyd’s List understands that Chinese authorities 
are gathering information through domestic 
shipping institutions on several metrics.

Those include the number of Panama-flagged 
vessels calling at Chinese ports annually, the 
size of the Panama-flagged fleet owned by 
Chinese entities, the proportion of newbuilds 
delivered to Chinese owners registered under 
the Panama flag, and the annual fees each 
vessel pays to the Panamanian government.

The data collection, sources say, will be submitted 
to China’s maritime authorities, which are in 
discussions with the Ministry of Commerce over 
potential retaliatory measures linked to last week’s 
Panamanian court ruling, which is not yet final.

The ruling throws into question the fate of the 
Panamanian terminals, which were included in 
CK Hutchison’s proposed sale to a consortium 
led by BlackRock and Mediterranean Shipping 
Company, and was widely seen as a diplomatic 
victory for US President Donald Trump. China 
had opposed the deal and pushed for state-owned 
Cosco Shipping to take a controlling stake.

Beijing has responded forcefully following the 
court decision. Foreign Ministry spokesman 
Guo Jiakun said that the ruling contradicts the 
laws under which Panama originally granted 
the concession, adding that China would take 
all necessary measures to protect the legitimate 
rights of Chinese enterprises. The Hong Kong and 
Macao Affairs Office warned on February 3 that 
Panama would pay a “heavy price” politically and 
economically if it persists with the decision.

While there is no evidence Beijing has decided to act, 
industry observers suggest the flag registry could be 
one of the easiest entry points for punitive measures.

Potential options include imposing special 
port fees on Panama-flagged vessels entering 
Chinese ports — a tactic similar to one the Trump 
administration deployed last year to deter certain 
countries from supporting the International 
Maritime Organization’s Net-Zero Framework.

Administrative orders directing Chinese shipowners 
away from the Panama registry represent another 
possible lever, though such a move would require 
owners to bear reflagging costs and potential 
operational disruptions during the transition.

According to Lloyd’s List Intelligence data, 
approximately 4,612 Panama-flagged vessels called 
at Chinese ports in 2025. Roughly half were dry 
bulkers, with the remainder comprising around 
736 general cargo carriers, 507 containerships, 
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494 oil tankers, more than 180 car carriers 
and a similar number of gas carriers.

Among the active fleet beneficially owned by 
Chinese entities — defined as vessels with 
AIS data no older than six months — 765 
vessels fly the Panama flag, accounting for 
7.5% of the total Panama-registered fleet.

Annual tonnage taxes and inspection fees add 
to the recurring revenue stream that has long 
made the registry a significant source of foreign 
income for the Central American nation.

The data gathering forms part of a broader Chinese 
retaliation campaign that is already under way. 

According to Bloomberg, Beijing has asked state-
owned enterprises to halt negotiations over new 
projects in Panama, a move that could derail 
potential investments worth billions of dollars. 
Chinese customs authorities have also stepped 
up inspections on Panamanian imports such as 
bananas and coffee, while shipping companies 

have been asked to consider rerouting cargo 
through alternative ports where feasible.

The developments underscore how geopolitics 
continues to buffet the shipping industry, 
forcing shipowners and operators to navigate 
an increasingly complex web of trade 
restrictions and political pressures.

Should Beijing follow through on retaliatory 
measures targeting the Panama flag, it could 
disrupt vessel operations and trade flows, adding yet 
another layer of uncertainty to an industry already 
buffeted by geopolitical crosswinds, from Red Sea 
diversions to tariff-driven shifts in trade patterns.

Panama currently ranks as the world’s second-
largest ship registry after being overtaken by Liberia 
in 2023. The gap between the two has continued 
to widen, and any Chinese measures against the 
Panama flag could accelerate that trend further.

Lloyd’s List has approached China’s Ministry of 
Transport and Ministry of Commerce for comment.

Malaysia’s shadow fleet transfer hub persists 
despite seizure scrutiny
THE number of shadow fleet* ship-to-
ship transfers off Malaysia’s east coast has 
doubled during the past 12 months, but 
activity has recently been moving west.

While the bustling anchorage off East Johor 
remains the epicentre of both mainstream 
and shadow fleet STS activity, tankers have 
started gravitating towards Malaysia’s north-
western shore off Penang island — a much 
quieter location that has not routinely been 
used for such activity for over six years.

It was there that a Penang State Maritime patrol 
boat caught two sanctioned tankers last week, 
Cameroon-flagged very large crude carrier 
RCELEBRA (IMO: 9286073) and stateless 
tanker Nora (IMO: 9237539), in the process of 
carrying out an unlicensed transfer operation.

The Malaysian authorities detained the crews 
and initially announced that the cargo, valued 
at $129m, was being seized. After highlighting 
the seizure and reported “arrest” of the captains 
of the tankers, the ships quietly slipped away.

Penang’s state maritime director later confirmed 
to Lloyd’s List that representatives of the vessels 
had paid bonds valued $76,300 (RM 300,000). 
While the ships were technically still under 
investigation, the bill of lading confirmed that 
the cargo originated in Iraq, he explained.

The maritime director did not respond to the 
satellite imagery and vessel-tracking data supplied 
by Lloyd’s List confirming that Nora had loaded 
266,000 tonnes of sanctioned Iranian heavy crude 
from Iran’s Kharg Island on September 23.

Despite a pledge to crackdown on shadow 
fleet STS operations more than six months 
ago, Malaysia’s authorities have shown no 
signs of enforcement operations up until 
the brief seizure of Nora and Rcelbra.

At least three other STS transfers took place 
off Penang in January involving Iranian oil 
cargoes without enforcement action, raising 
questions about whether enforcement was 
the result of a sustained regulatory posture 
or a single operational opportunity.
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More importantly, the incident inevitably draws 
attention to the far larger concentration of 
shadow fleet activity at the Eastern Out of Port 
Limits (EOPL) anchorage off eastern Johor. The 
scale of STS operations there is many times 
greater, involving ageing, high-risk tankers 
operating in congested waters with significant 
environmental exposure and safety implications 
for legitimate shipping and seafarers alike

Malaysia’s Maritime Enforcement Agency has not 
responded to Lloyd’s List’s questions on the matter.

Scrutiny of the issue, however, is growing and 
Singapore took the opportunity this week to urge 
international cooperation to curb shadow fleet 
vessels operating just beyond its territorial waters.

“Singapore fully implements United Nations 
Security Council resolutions and does not 
condone illegal or deceptive activities by shadow 
fleet vessels,” acting transport minister Jeffrey 
Siow said in a written reply to a parliamentary 
question. He added that illicit vessels may be 
denied entry or detained in Singapore.

The Straits of Malacca and Singapore have become 
a focal point in efforts to police the global shadow 
fleet, as aging tankers carrying sanctioned oil 
increasingly use the region for ship-to-ship 
transfers that can obscure cargo origins.

The subject is routinely on the agenda during 
bilateral discussions with the US which has 
previously urged Malaysia to act on STS operations.

The waterway’s strategic location — connecting 
Europe and the Middle East to East Asia 
— makes it a vital transit route but also a 
challenging environment for enforcement.

The seizure of Nora and Rcelbra, however, looks 
much more like administrative enforcement 
under the Merchant Shipping Ordinance 
than a coordinated sanctions crackdown.

While the Malaysian authorities have declined 
to discuss the matter, the interception is thought 
to have been driven by illegal anchoring and 
unauthorised STS and documentation issues that 
were provable at the time of boarding, rather than 
a broader effort to target shadow fleet activity.

That Malaysia specifically referenced the bill 
of lading being of Iraqi origin is quite telling in 
that respect. These kinds of cases are often the 

easiest for authorities to act on because they rely 
on clear jurisdictional breaches and paperwork 
irregularities, which also helps explain the 
relatively quick release after bond was posted.

“Enforcement in these situations often comes 
down to what can be proven immediately on 
scene,” said Vortexa’s director of maritime 
risk and intelligence Claire Jungman.

“Other STS operations off Penang may not 
have presented the same clear regulatory 
violations at the time, even if the underlying 
cargoes were suspicious,” she continued.

As for the location shift, seeing STS activity reappear 
off Penang after several years strongly suggests 
displacement behaviour, according to Jungman.

“As scrutiny and congestion increase at the Johor 
EOPL anchorage, operators tend to diversify 
locations to reduce visibility and spread risk. 
Penang offers proximity to major east-west 
shipping lanes, less congestion, and historically 
less sustained monitoring than the established 
Johor hub. It doesn’t necessarily imply a new 
Malaysian logistics ecosystem — more likely 
operators testing alternative geography as 
pressure builds on traditional hotspots”.

Why Penang enforcement but not Johor is in 
all likelihood more practical than strategic.

The scale of activity at Johor is enormous 
and deeply embedded in legitimate shipping 
flows, making consistent enforcement far 
more complex and resource-intensive. Acting 
against a smaller cluster in a new area is 
operationally much simpler and lower risk.

If the outcome of unauthorised STS is 
an administrative penalty rather than 
detention or prosecution, operators may 
interpret that as a manageable cost of 
doing business rather than a deterrent.

All of which adds up to the likely conclusion 
that, despite Singaporean scrutiny and a 
recent seizure, shadow fleet transfers are 
not about to stop off Malaysia’s coast.

Of the 105 tankers anchored off Malaysia’s east 
coast earlier this as Malaysia was releasing 
Nora and Rcelbra, 53 of them were registered 
as being fraudulently flagged according to the 
International Maritime Organization’s database.
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EU confirms maritime services ban for 
Russian crude
THE European Commission has proposed a 
ban on maritime services for Russian crude 
oil as part of its 20th Sanctions Package.

A statement made today by EU President Ursula 
von der Leyen confirms what Lloyd’s List reported 
in December 2025, that the bloc would move 
to implement a full maritime services ban.

That means EU companies would not be able 
to provide financial, insurance or technical 
services for the transport of Russian crude, 
whether sold under the price cap or not.

“As important peace talks are underway in 
Abu Dhabi, we must be clear-eyed: Russia will 
only come to the table with genuine intent if it 
is pressured to do so,” von der Leyen said.

The maritime services ban, if endorsed 
by EU member states, “will slash further 
Russia’s energy revenues and make it more 
difficult to find buyers for its oil”, she said.

“As shipping is a global business, we propose 
to enact this full ban in coordination with like-
minded partners after a decision of the G7.”

Alongside the ban, an additional 43 more tankers 
have been sanctioned as part of the package, 
the commission confirmed, taking the number 
of tankers sanctioned by the EU to 640. 

Von der Leyen urged member states to endorse the 
package to send a “powerful signal ahead of the grim 
fourth anniversary” of Russia’s war in Ukraine.

She said Russia’s oil and gas revenue dropped 
by 24% in 2025, the lowest level since 2020, and 
that revenues in January 2026 will be the lowest 
since Moscow’s invasion was launched in 2022. 

“This confirms what we already knew; our sanctions 
work, and we will continue to use  
them until Russia engages in serious  
negotiations with Ukraine for a 
just and lasting peace.”

US presses on with Iran sanctions amid 
ongoing talks in Oman
SHORTLY after talks between the US and 
Iran concluded in Oman on Friday, the State 
Department announced fresh sanctions targeting 
Iranian oil and petrochemical exports.

The talks, which were held indirectly, come 
amid heightened tensions between Washington 
and Tehran and a US military buildup in the 
Middle East. Another round of discussions 
is said to be slated for next week.

The situation appeared to escalate on Tuesday, 
with US forces shooting down an Iranian drone 
in the Arabian Sea, while hours later, a warship 
and aerial assets were called to assist a US-flagged 
tanker harassed by Iranian Revolutionary Gurad 
Corps forces as it transited the Strait of Hormuz.  

Friday’s sanctions targeted two individuals, 15 
entities, and fourteen vessels, including nine tankers 
and five liquefied petroleum gas carriers. The LPG 
sanctions largely focused on Iranian ammonia 
shipments with a Turkish nexus (LPG carriers can 

carry ammonia in addition to LPG).Among the 
newly sanctioned LPG carriers is White Shark (IMO: 
9155626), formerly Alba Gas and Lady Sarah. 

The San Marino-flagged medium gas carrier 
was previously highlighted by Lloyd’s List 
for manipulating its Automatic Identification 
System to pretend it was loading in Iraq, and 
cleverly moving its signal away from berth 
when another vessel genuinely entered it.

According to the State Department, White Shark 
“transported Iranian-origin ammonia and LPG on 
at least five occasions in 2025”. Vortexa data shows 
the vessel shipped Iranian ammonia and LPG to 
Türkiye, India, Sri Lanka and Pakistan last year. 

Panama-flagged Fortune Gas (IMO: 9471123) 
was similarly accused by the State Department of 
shipping Iranian ammonia “on at least 10 occasions 
in 2025”, while Palau-flagged Rayyan Gas (IMO: 
9133109) did so “on at least seven occasions” during 
the same period. According to Vortexa, Rayyan Gas’ 
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delivered five Iranian ammonia cargoes to Türkiye 
last year, while Fortune Gas delivered multiple 
Iranian ammonia cargoes exclusively to India.

The State Department sanctioned Türkiye-
based shipmanagers Mars Oceanway Inc and 
MHK Shipping Corp, the managers of White 
Shark and Fortune Gas, respectively, and 
United Arab Emirates-based Mphasis Marine 
Solutions FZE, which manages Rayyan Gas. 

Two others LPG carriers affiliated with these 
entities,  Gaz Crystal (IMO: 9318618), managed by 
Mphasis Marine, and Fortune Gas (IMO: 9471123) 
managed by MHK Shipping, were also blocked.

Gas River appears to be only LPG carrier 
designated on Friday not involved in Iranian LPG 
or ammonia trades. The State Department also 
sanctioned three Türkiye-based petrochemical 

traders for importing Iranian-origin 
petrochemicals, and one UAE-based company 
for exporting Iranian-origin petrochemicals.

The manager of one of the Turkish companies, 
a Turkish national, was also sanctioned.

“Time and time again, the Iranian government 
has prioritized its destabilizing behavior over 
the safety and security of its own citizens, as 
demonstrated by the regime’s mass murder of 
peaceful protestors,” the State Department said.

“The United States will continue to act against  
the network of shippers and traders involved  
in the transport and acquisition  
of Iranian crude oil, petroleum products,  
and petrochemical products, which  
constitutes the regime’s primary source  
of income.”

ANALYSIS

Container shipping preparing for old ships 
shake out
CONTAINER shipping is sliding toward another 
overcapacity phase as the post pandemic-era boom 
orders hit the water, just as vessels return to the Red 
Sea and Suez Canal and demand growth moderates.

That imbalance is increasingly pressuring freight 
rates, undermining the commercial viability of 
older tonnage, and is expected to finally trigger 
significant fleet removals, ending nearly five 
years of minimal container ship recycling. 

Speaking during Maersk’s investor call on Thursday, 
the carrier’s leadership highlighted that a significant 
number of ageing vessels on the water will struggle 
to remain economically viable at prevailing rate 
levels. As a result, Maersk expects a growing share 
of older ships to be recycled, idled, or returned 
to their owners as charter periods expire.

With the container shipping boom now 
widely viewed as having run its course, 
industry participants anticipate that capacity 
oversupply will become a defining feature 
of the market in 2026 and 2027.

As additional newbuildings enter service, 
attention is expected to shift away from growth 
and toward effective supply management.

 Vessel recycling is expected to become 
a central theme from the second half of 
2026, with momentum building into 2027 
especially as escalating carbon abatement 
taxes and stricter shipping regulations 
intensify to add to pressure on older ships.

After years of historically low recycling levels, the 
sector may finally see a structural correction as 
owners move to balancing supply with demand.

Braemar container market analyst Jonathan 
Roach told Lloyd’s List that after years of strong 
earnings, container lines will have to be more 
focused on vessel capacity management as the 
industry moves back to oversupply. “Looking 
ahead, we believe the container shipping 
market will become increasingly supply-driven 
rather than demand-driven,” Roach said.

“As a result, the industry narrative is expected 
to shift toward capacity management, vessel 
removals and scrapping activity, beginning in the 
second half of 2026 and accelerating into 2027.” 
He anticipates heavy fleet removals through 
to 2030, driven by ageing tonnage, regulatory 
pressure, rising carbon compliance costs and 
declining competitiveness of older vessels.
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Until the second half of last year, most 
container lines concentrated their newbuilding 
ordering activity on ships with capacities above 
10,000 teu, resulting in an exceptionally big 
orderbook for large vessels while demand for 
ships below 5,000 teu remained muted.

There are currently around 200 containerships 
on order of over 14,000 teu, with the surge in 
large ship ordering being largely driven by liner 
companies holding substantial cash reserves 
following the pandemic-era freight boom.

“Shareholder pressure to invest in ‘green’ assets 
accelerated orders for dual-fuel newbuildings, 
particularly in larger vessel classes where 
decarbonisation gains are most visible,” said Roach.

The scale of ordering has led to historically high 
orderbook coverage in the largest segments. 
Vessels in the 14,000-17,999 teu range now have 
an orderbook equivalent to 52% of the active fleet, 
while the 18,000 teu segment is even more extreme, 
with newbuildings representing approximately 
96% of the existing fleet in vessel number terms.

“This clearly indicates a saturated market for 
large ships and should significantly reduce 
the attractiveness of further investment in 
these size categories,” Roach added.

As a result, investor and owner attention is 
increasingly shifting toward feeder and mid-
size vessels. These segments offer comparatively 
low orderbook coverage and greater operational 
flexibility — characteristics that are better 
aligned with today’s more fragmented and 
uncertain global trade environment.

But the feeder fleet is ageing rapidly, a trend 
exacerbated by the prolonged lack of investment in 
smaller vessels during the recent period of intensive 
ordering of large container ships. As replacement 
demand becomes more acute, investment in smaller 
ships is expected to strengthen in the coming years.   

Boxship recycling volumes fell to their lowest 
level in 2025, with just 12 small containerships 
totalling only 6,900 teu removed from 
service through scrapping, underscoring 
shipowners’ reluctance to dispose of older 
tonnage amid strong market conditions.

Healthy freight and charter markets, supported 
by Cape of Good Hope diversions and sustained 
global cargo demand, have played a central 
role in keeping elderly vessels trading. 

Rather than sending ships to the breakers, 
owners have opted to maximise earnings in 
relatively strong market environments.

Higher-than-expected cargo volumes, combined 
with a continued shortage of available charter 
tonnage, have also extended the commercial lives 
of containerships that would typically be recycled 
upon reaching 25 years of age. As a result, liner 
operators have increasingly traded boxships 
well beyond their originally intended lifespan.

According to Lloyd’s List Intelligence data, there are 
516 containerships of more than 1,000 teu in service 
that are 25 years old or older. A further 879 vessels 
fall into the 20-24 year age bracket, highlighting the 
scale of ageing tonnage still active in the global fleet.

Most key container lines continue to operate ships 
aged 25 years or more, but Mediterranean Shipping 
Co owns 143 containerships built before 2002, the 
largest such fleet among liner operators by far.

Many of these vessels were acquired from 
competitors that had deemed them uneconomical 
to operate. While it remains unclear whether 
MSC intends to pursue further acquisitions 
of older ships, such a strategy appears less 
likely in the event of a market downturn.

Within the ageing fleet, 136 containerships 
were scheduled to undergo their fifth special 
survey, required at 25 years of age, during 2026. 
Another 61 vessels, reaching 30 years old this 
year are due for their sixth special survey.

These surveys, typically conducted alongside 
class renewals and requiring drydocking, 
represent a significant financial burden for 
owners. Should earnings be weak, many of these 
ships will be prime candidates for recycling.

Environmental regulation should also accelerate 
scrapping in less favourable market conditions.

Older vessels with the lowest Carbon Intensity 
Indicator ratings (D and E) have so far remained 
in service largely by operating at reduced 
speeds. However, in a downturn, these ships are 
increasingly likely to be withdrawn and recycled 
as compliance and operating costs mount.
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NorthStandard confirms firm P&I renewal round
PRICING in the current P&I renewal round 
— the process under which a large majority 
of the world fleet buys its annual third-party 
liability insurance — is looking firm, according 
to the managing directors of NorthStandard.

The comments chime with the position expressed by 
a leading broker in a recent Lloyd’s List interview, 
who described the tone as “pretty hard” right now.

Even so, the UK’s biggest marine mutual still expects 
to unveil a negative underwriting performance 
when it announces it renewal outcome next month.

Jeremy Grose, who jointly leads the UK’s 
biggest marine mutual with Paul Jennings, 
insisted that clubs in general are pretty 
much getting what they were asking for.

General or target increases this year have 
clustered in 4%-8% bracket, the latest of a run 
of hefty premium hikes in recent years.

NorthStandard is in the middle of the 
pack, asking members for an additional 
5%, on a par with the modal average for 
the International Group as a whole.

But there is always substantial wriggle room. 
Owners with big fleets can use that leverage 
to cut a deal. There is also weighting by loss 
record. Operators with fewer claims pay less, and 
those with more claims end up paying more.

“It won’t be a 5% premium increase across 
the board,” Grose admitted. “But we have 
a set budget which is built around a 5% 
general increase and I think we’ll end up 
achieving what we set out to achieve.”

As is always the case, it has proven impossible 
to strike terms with a handful of owners, 
who have the option of looking elsewhere, 
on pain of paying a so-called release call.

But departures from NorthStandard will be 
minimal and there has been organic growth 
throughout the year, thanks to the addition 
of tonnage newly acquired by members.

NorthStandard has also secured some business 
wins and picked up new members Grose added, 
without naming those who have recently signed up.

The club is aiming for a balanced P&I book, both in 
terms of vessel type and geographical distribution, 
so as not to take on two much risk in any one niche.

Heavyweight owners who number their ships in the 
hundreds tend to split their entries between the 12 
affiliates of the International Group as a prudent 
measure not to put all their eggs in one basket.

In some cases, they negotiate quota share 
mechanisms, with multiple clubs each 
taking a slice of risk on the same ship.

In the past, this practice was largely confined to 
cruiseships, which are famously the most expensive 
P&I insurance propositions. But owners of merchant 
tonnage are now adopting this strategy as well.

While NorthStandard did not discuss individual 
clients, market sources believe that it covers 
hundreds of entries from MSC on this basis.

Jennings commented: “Increasingly we are 
coming in as the second or third club on an 
entry, which is becoming more typical than 
owners suddenly deciding they are going to 
move 50 ships from one club or another.”

In terms of underwriting performance, the 
club seems to be heading for a small loss and 
its combined ratio looks set to come in the 
wrong side of the 100% break-even point.

That said, it will probably represent an improvement 
on the 114% mark hit in 2024, which equates to 
losing 14 cents in payouts and operating costs 
for every dollar in through the front door.

“We are focused on ensuring that combined 
ratio keeps improving, so we are not 
going soft at this stage,” Grose said.

“We would prefer it in the long term to be 
homing in on 100%. But we can live with a 
small loss, thanks to the reserves we have.

“This has been a good year for investments. 
We can’t rely on that every year, but 
certainly that has been positive. So a loss 
this year is bearable and wearable.”

The investment portfolio is weighted towards 
beyond and would not be badly hurt if predictions 
of a crash in AI stocks come to fruition.
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Jennings described technical pricing across 
the IG as a whole as still having some way to 
go, a climate in which further increases can 
be expected in 2027 and perhaps beyond.

When it comes to getting the job currently on 
hand done, Grose estimates that NorthStandard 
is about 85% of the way there, with just 
over two weeks to go until the hard renewal 
deadline of noon on February 20.

All major members have either renewed already or 
are on the cusp of doing so shortly, Jennings added.

The P&I system has been under pressure in 
recent years, thanks to a run of expensive 
casualties, not least including an allision 
involving Singapore-flag boxship Dali (IMO: 
9697428), which brought down the bridge 
spanning Baltimore harbour in March 2024.

Commentary has focused on the pool 
scheme, the mechanism by which IG 
clubs share claims over $10m.

Last year, NorthStandard notified five pool 
claims, more than the three that would be 
expected pro rata from its market share. But as 
Jennings and Grose argued at the time, marine 
insurance is inherently volatile and that could 
reasonably be attributed to simple bad luck.

This situation for the current policy looks better, 
with just three pool claims and a slice of a fourth.

While neither would name the casualties involved, 
the fourth can safely be deduced to be MSC Elsa 
3 (IMO: 9123221), the Aponte boxship that sunk 

off India last May, with the state government 
of Kerala seeking $1.1bn in compensation.

Market sources suggest that the cost of the casualty 
has already topped the IG’s $100m collective 
retention and entered the reinsurance layer.

The consensus is that 2024/25 will be the 
worst pool year on record, with predictions 
that the deficit could hit $700m-$750m. 
But Jennings pointed out that that figure is 
constantly evolving as the settlements pan 
out and could get either worse or better.

Much of that burden is down to the Dali casualty. 
A hearing to determine the principle of the 
owner’s bid to cap liability at $44m is set to begin 
on June 1. If the application is unsuccessful, 
the potential payout could run to $5bn or more, 
making it the largest marine loss ever.

Whatever the outcome of the trial, the side that 
doesn’t get its way is almost certain to appeal. 
The working assumption among P&I insurers is 
that the case will run all the way to the Supreme 
Court, with a definitive outcome delayed until the 
2030s, making it a problem for another day.

NorthStandard is openly seeking to emulate 
the diversification model pioneered by its 
Scandinavian peers, by which they write non-P&I 
classes such as hull on a commercial basis 
and use the profits to subsidise mutuality.

“We are very much a club in the diversification camp, 
as opposed to a monoline club,” argued Jennings. 
“Existing lines continue to build well for us, as do 
new ones. It’s very much an area of focus for us.”

MARKETS

India-EU trade deal to favour some shipping 
sectors more than others
TRADE flows between India and the EU are 
set to increase on the back of the recently 
agreed trade deal, but it will benefit some 
shipping sectors more than others.

The deal will effectively see India eliminating 
or reducing tariffs on 96.6% of goods imported 
from the EU by value. The EU will similarly 
reduce tariffs on 99.5% of Indian imports.

“The deal is significant as it covers a market of 
over 2bn people and a large share of global gross 
domestic product and trade. For India, it offers 
expanded exports, cheaper inputs and deeper 
integration into global value chains. For the 
EU, it secures market access in a fast-growing 
economy and strengthens strategic ties amid 
shifting global trade alignments,” said National 
University of Singapore Institute of South Asian 
Studies honorary senior fellow Vinod Rai.
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Key highlights of the deal include areas where 
India will be reducing tariffs on goods that it 
has not granted other partners. This includes 
slashing tariffs on European cars from 110% 
to 10%, and eliminating tariffs on machinery, 
chemicals and pharmaceuticals, which 
stand at 44%, 22% and 11% respectively.

India on the other hand will see a boost in 
agricultural and some marine exports as it 
gains preferential market access. This covers 
exports of textiles, leather and footwear, tea, 
coffee, spices, sports goods, toys, gems and 
jewellery, certain marine products, and shrimp. 
These goods will either see immediate duty 
elimination, duty elimination in three-to-five 
years, tariff reductions or tariff rate quotas.

Imports of European agri-food products 
have been included, reducing tariffs on wines 
from 150% to 20% over time, olive oil from 
45% to 0% over five years. Tariffs on bread 
and confectionary, currently at 50%, will be 
eliminated. India and the EU have also put in 
place safeguards for agricultural segments.

In FY2024-2025, bilateral merchandise 
trade between India and the EU was at 
$137bn. Indian exports accounted for $76bn. 
The EU expects the trade deal to double 
EU goods exported to India by 2032.

Containers and dry bulk to see more 
immediate benefits than car carriers

The EU will see an increase in exports from the agri-
food, chemical, pharmaceutical, machinery, medical 
devices, avionics and automotive sectors. India will 
see a boost in exports from its fisheries, chemicals, 
textiles, footwear and pharmaceuticals industries.

Most of the goods that have seen tariff reductions 
are shipped on bulk carriers or container 
carriers, flowing in both directions. And with 
some goods seeing immediate tariff reductions 
or eliminations, container flows should also rise 
once the trade deal has been formally adopted.

With US tariffs on India remaining high, despite 
a cut from 50% to 18% this week, Dutch bank ING 
sees tariff reductions giving Indian exporters an 
opportunity to pivot from the US since India’s 
export basket to both the EU and the US are similar.

Tariff reductions in the automobile sector may 
need more time for benefits to take effect, delaying 
potential benefits on car carriers. Under the trade 

deal, up to 250,000 European made cars will now 
be allowed into India at preferential tariff rates.

But ING sees the dominance of Japanese brands 
limiting the impact of this. It said: “The Indian car 
market is dominated by well-established Japanese 
brands such as Suzuki and Hyundai, which together 
account for more than 50% of the total market. It 
certainly won’t be easy for European carmakers 
to penetrate the Indian market, given that they 
currently have a market share below 3%.”

The outlook for clean tankers on this trade 
lane is less clear. Recent EU sanctions on oil 
products made from Russian crude oil could 
make Indian exports to the EU challenging.

Importing crude oil barrels at market prices 
to produce clean petroleum products that will 
be exported over a great distance to Europe 
could eat into margins of Indian refiners.

Furthermore, the recent reduction in tariffs by 
the US to 18% remains higher than the initial 
2%-3% before US President Donald Trump’s 
second term. New Delhi may look to reassess 
its priorities to see if importing more expensive 
crude oil imports, at market prices, are worth it.

The India-EU trade deal is also viewed as more 
than just a trade deal, but a tool for both the 
EU and India to diversify trade. This is a deal 
that has taken 20 years to come to fruition.

“The sudden momentum that pushed the agreement 
across the finish line in early 2026 was driven 
less by economics than by geopolitics. Both 
New Delhi and Brussels have found themselves 
exposed to increasingly unpredictable US 
trade politics,” said Shameek Godara, adviser 
at the Norwegian Embassy in Australia.

He sees the agreement giving the EU a 
platform to reduce its “overreliance on both 
the United States and China while expanding 
partnerships with like-minded economies.”
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IN OTHER NEWS

Dorian eyes strong market this year 
as LPG exports hit new record
DORIAN LPG, the US-listed 
owner and operator of very 
large gas carriers, is expecting 
a strong market for the whole 
of 2026, despite risks of 
geopolitical disruption and a 
hefty newbuilding orderbook.

The company, which employs 
its fleet of 21 owned and six 
chartered-in VLGCs through 
the Helios Pool, averaged time 
charter rates of more than 
$50,000 per day per vessel in 
the final quarter of 2025.

This compared with average 
daily rates of $36,071 in the 
same quarter of 2024 and 
resulted in a 48.7% increase in 
revenues, that reached $120m.

Rio Tinto no longer 
considering Glencore bid
MINING giant Rio Tinto has 
confirmed it is no longer 
considering a merger with 
commodities trader Glencore, 
after the possibility of a deal 
was resurrected last month.

UK-based Rio Tinto said it could 
not reach an agreement with 
Glencore that would “deliver 
value to its shareholders”.

In a corresponding statement, 
Glencore said the terms of the 
potential offer meant Rio Tinto 
retained both the chairman and 
chief executive roles, which it 
said, “significantly undervalued 
Glencore’s underlying 
relative value contribution 
to the combined group”.
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Looking to publish a judicial sale, public notice,  
court orders and recruitment? 

 
Please contact: marketingservices@lloydslistintelligence.com

Classified notices follow
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