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Russia crude ban would cost 
marine underwriters hundreds 
of millions of dollars

THE recently touted outright European Union ban on the provision of 
maritime services for Russian crude exports would hit Western marine 
underwriters with the loss of hundreds of millions of dollars a year in 
premium income, according to market sources.

The measures — expected to be adopted before the symbolic deadline 
of the fourth anniversary of the Russian invasion of Ukraine on 
February 24, despite objections Greece and Malta — are likely to shut 
the trade down in most cases, lawyers added.

But while the idea of full-on proscription is generating the desired 
media coverage, legal practitioners have pledged to examine closely the 
wording ultimately adopted. Some are already thinking up possible 
workarounds that remain with the letter of the law.

Less scrupulous owners will also have illicit options. Given the laxity of 
controls in some ports, they may fancy their chances of getting away 
with questionable practices.

Some observers also pointed out that it will be impossible to bring new 
rules into force overnight. There would have to a wind-down of several 
months to allow contracts already signed to be carried out.

With the White House applying pressure on the Zelensky government in 
Kyiv to strike a peace deal on terms favourable to the Kremlin, a political 
settlement may well be in place before that period even expires.
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The upshot is that the 20% or so of Russian oil 
exports currently carried on Western tankers 
will simply be lifted by the so-called shadow 
fleet* instead, increasing the probability of 
uninsured major casualties. That prospect 
will please none and worry many.

The probable shape of the impending package was 
outlined in comments last week from European 
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen. 
Non-EU and UK-owned vessels will continue to 
be able to lift the oil if authorised to do by their 
governments, as the EU has no powers to stop that.

Instead, pressure is being ramped up through 
the marine insurance sector. No vessel 
carrying Russian oil will be able to buy 
insurance that has any touch point with EU 
financial services, von der Leyen indicated.

At present, underwriters in the London 
and Nordic markets and continental 
Europe can write such cover, providing the 
consignments comply with current EU and 
UK sanctions based on a floating price cap.

They do nicely from this business. Vessels 
trading with Russia — especially Black 
Sea oil ports — are subject to additional 
premiums [APs] for war risk insurance.

There are no aggregate statistics available, as 
insurance firms keep the pricing commercial in 
confidence. But the income from APs comfortably 
tots up up to hundreds of millions of dollars a year.

Indeed, the traditionally profitable niche is 
something of a marine insurance cash cow. 
While 2025 may have been an exception, thanks 
to a string of casualties resulting from Houthi 
attacks in the Red Sea, it usually brings in enough 
revenue to subsidise bread and butter hull cover.

A high-profile marine underwriter commented: “If 
no tankers can call at Russian ports, that would 
mean a big reduction in premiums from ships that 
are still insured on Western international markets 
or entered in the International Group pool.

“It is difficult to say how many vessels would become 
part of the shadow fleet. But this would upset 
the war market and the marine risks market for 
both hull and P&I.” Such a reduction of premiums 
might also take in the cargo war and ordinary 
risks marine cargo market, he suggested.

One fear is that owners will inevitably shift cover 
to countries not obliged to stick to the Brussels 
rulebook. China is now a core hull insurance 
centre, while Russia, India and some Middle 
East locations also wield a degree of muscle.

But Lars Lange, secretary general of the influential 
International Union of Marine Insurance trade 
association, countered that underwriters will 
take anything required of them in their stride.

“We have lived with sanctions on Cuba, Iran, 
North Korea, Russia and others for a long time 
now. We have learnt to comply with them,” he 
said. “Our key concerns include exactly what is 
sanctioned, how to avoid any breach of those 
sanctions and the internal costs of screening.”

“But we aren’t complaining. If all Russian 
business is banned, it may even be easier 
for insurers to recognise risks.”

Gung-ho attitude

Lloyd’s List also spoke to two lawyers who 
act for shipowners who have until now 
conducted price cap compliant fixtures, 
often at lucrative rates. Both asked not to be 
named so that they could talk more freely.

The first said that his clients have become more 
sensitive to Russia sanctions over the past 
year or so, after instances in which tankers 
were designated after calling in that country 
without doing anything obviously wrong.

As a result, there is reluctance from many 
to take even currently legal opportunities. 
Even those still willing to take the bookings 
could soon find themselves unable to obtain 
insurance cover from their usual providers.

From an underwriter’s perspective, willingness to 
write the risk seems to vary from insurer to insurer.

“Without naming names, there are one or two big 
players in the [insurance] market who are happy to 
underwrite these sorts of voyages,” said the lawyer.

“But they are absolutely covered by the EU regime 
and the UK regime, which will follow suit, no 
doubt. They will have to stop covering them.

“That corner of the Greek [shipowner] market that 
is taking a more gung-ho attitude is either going to 
have to stop doing that or buy cover elsewhere.”
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However, they should consider the quality of 
the security offered by freshly minted marine 
insurers of unattested financial strength.

There are unhappy precedents for marine insurers 
who have folded at the first sniff of a substantial 
payout and done a runner with the premium pot.

Even if the new insurers act in good faith, UK 
rules will presumably preclude them from 
accessing the substantial London reinsurance 
market, which is a crucial aspect of the 
overall workings of marine insurance.

A second lawyer, known to act for some of the 
bolder Greek tanker outfits, contended that the 
existing oil price cap has been a complete flop.

“The whole system is completely flawed. There 
is no proper supervision, there is no real 
enforcement. Frankly, it is a joke,” he said.

The cap is based on the underlying contract for 
the sale and purchase of oil, to which owners 
have no access. That leaves them dependent on 
the purported compliance of other parties.

He claims to have seen dozens of price cap 
attestations that struck him as potentially bogus, for 
example by being printed on illegible letterheads.

“I would say, I’m sorry, this detail is incorrect 
here. And they would say, don’t worry about 
it. And in 20 minutes, I’d have a new one.

“The charterers don’t care. They get an 
attestation from down the line and give it to 
the owners and it’s business as usual.”

If the ban is aimed solely at crude, it may not 
include petroleum byproducts. That provides 
an opportunity for sanction circumvention by 
the simple expedient of misdeclaration.

“Who is ever going to open up a tank, take a look at it 
and say, I think this is crude?” he asked rhetorically.

The second lawyer disagreed with the first on 
the possibility of EU owners buying insurance 
elsewhere. Precisely because they are EU based, 
they would be subject to the concept of nexus.

Good Greek owners who aspire to work 
for the big trading houses would be 
foolish to run any reputational risk.

Their more morally flexible counterparts have 
have the theoretical possibility of setting up brass 
plate entities in a suitably opaque flag state and 
throwing their lot in with the shadow fleet.

“The workarounds are mostly going to be illicit 
or illegitimate,” the second lawyer concluded. 
“But there may be lawful ways around [the 
new rules] and I’ll be the first one to lead it.

“Obviously you have to be very careful 
and the Greeks have been very careful. 
But if it’s lawful, I’m happy to advise.”

WHAT TO WATCH

Effect of geopolitics on shipping poised to 
escalate, so ‘buckle up’
GEOPOLITICS has played a role in shipping 
since cargo moved in barrels and sacks on sea 
galleons, but never at the scale it does today.

The global fleet has never been larger, the volume 
of ocean cargo has never been higher, and state 
actors have never been more intent on using 
shipping as a geopolitical lever. The effect of 
geopolitics on shipping — already acute — is 
poised to escalate even further, according to 
speakers at the Hellenic American-Norwegian 
American Chambers of Commerce (HACC-
NACC) conference in New York on Tuesday.

“This is not a spectator sport. The threat is real,” 
said Brian Green, vice president of maritime at 
International Registries Inc, which manages the 
Marshall Islands flag. “It has evolved dramatically, 
specifically for the maritime space, both from a 
conventional and non-conventional perspective.”

“What I would stress is that we’re just in the middle 
of the story,” said Joshua Tallis, advisor to the 
chief of naval operations at the Center for Naval 
Analyses. “We don’t know how the story will end.”
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Escalating actions targeting maritime

“Every five minutes, it seems another hotspot 
is bubbling up,” said John Stratakis, partner 
at Poles Tublin Stratakis & Gonzalez.

Following the Houthi attacks on ships in the 
Red Sea in 2023-2025, and attacks on vessels 
in the Black Sea by both Russia starting in 2022 
and Ukraine in 2025, the US has aggressively 
moved against shadow fleet* tankers serving 
Venezuela since in December 2025.

The US has blocked exports of sanctioned 
Venezuelan cargoes, captured former Venezuelan 
president Nicolas Maduro and seized eight tankers 
through this month (six in the Caribbean, one in 
the North Atlantic, one in the Indian Ocean).

“We’ve traditionally seen the US as the protector 
of the shipping lanes,” said Stratakis. “There’s 
now concern that some of the US actions may be 
threatening the free passage of ships around the 
world — the US, of course, sees it differently.”

Dane Inglis, principal of Rystad Energy, said, “We 
see an increasingly disparate world with the US 
no longer a custodian of global trade, as such.”

According to Green, “I would describe the 
Maduro capture as a true paradigm shift, 
from the standpoint of regional influence 
rebalancing in the Western Hemisphere 
as well as the sanctions landscape.”

“Policymakers in both the US and the EU have 
awoken to the reality that they can pull the maritime 
sanctions lever,” said Tallis, who was offering his 
personal views, not those of the Department of War.

“The US has been applying international sanctions 
in the banking and hydrocarbons space for 
decades, but it has only been in the last five years 
or so, particularly since the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine, that policymakers on both sides of the 
Atlantic have realised that they can leverage this 
resource, which has created an action-counteraction 
dynamic that we’re still in the middle of.”

Risks of further escalation

America’s aggressive move against 
Venezuela will have knock-on effects across 
the global shadow fleet network.

According to Tomer Raanan, maritime risk analyst 

at Lloyd’s List Intelligence, Venezuelan crude that 
previously went on shadow tankers, primarily to 
China, should now move on compliant tonnage. 
As a result, “the shadow fleet will be competing in 
a smaller market, really just Russia and Iran”.

The new EU and UK sanctions package under 
consideration could effectively ban most 
mainstream tankers from the Russian trade. The 
general trend, said Claire Grunewald, co-founder of 
Clarity Compliance Consulting, is that “Russian oil 
is becoming untouchable” for Western shipping.

This increases demand for shadow tankers for 
Russian exports. “Luckily for Russia, there are all 
the ships that are no longer trading in Venezuela 
that could plug some of those gaps,” said Raanan.

Russia still has an ample outlet 
for its crude in China.

“Despite pressure from the US on India, what we 
see is that China has taken up the slack,” said Inglis. 
“China has proven very willing to take all of the 
volume that is uninvestable to the rest of the world.”

Meanwhile, false-flagged (stateless) shadow 
tankers are proving vulnerable to seizures 
under UNCLOS Article 110. In addition to 
the US, false-flagged tankers have recently 
been seized by France and India.

This is driving a move towards more Russian 
flagging. “Before there was the flight to 
suspect registries or lax registries. Now 
we’re starting to see the movement to just 
registering with Russia,” said Tallis.

If Russian crude exports continue to flow to 
China, most of this volume goes on shadow 
tankers, and more of those ships are Russian-
flagged, does that keep Russian flows in the 
clear from Western intervention, or does it raise 
the risk of a more serious geopolitical issue if 
there is a sustained Western intervention?

“My fear is that we end up in a circumstance 
eventually where you have a more bifurcated 
maritime system,” said Tallis. “There’s a 
Western system and there’s a system that’s 
more immune to Western sanctions.

“There are pros and cons to that. It insulates 
either system from its counterpart a bit 
more, but it may lower the threshold or 
barrier to action for either side.”
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Different viewpoints add to uncertainty

Part of the shipping market volatility created 
by geopolitics is due to state actors like the US 
government not understanding the nuances of 
the commercial shipping market, and having 
goals that supersede commercial consequences.

Tallis explained, “The Navy spends day in, day 
out providing for the national prosperity of 
the United States by securing the international 
commons, but spends very little time at a strategic 
level understanding the pressures and demands 
of the commercial maritime economy.”

For example, US military strikes on the Houthis 
in 2025 did not bring commercial shipping back to 
the Red Sea, due in part to high insurance costs.

“From a Navy standpoint, the sort of kneejerk 
instinct was to say, ‘Well, we’re shooting 
down missiles, the odds on an individual 
ship getting hit are actually relatively low, so 
we’ve solved the problem, right?’ The US Navy 
doesn’t really have the domain expertise on 
the pressures from maritime insurance rates 
and war risk insurance,” he explained.

“They also didn’t understand the fact that 
longer routes were kind of a boon, because 
they solved the problem coming out of the 
overcapacity [of containerships] after Covid. 
These are not things on the US Navy’s mind.”

Iran is another potential geopolitical flashpoint 
for shipping that could be imminent.

Tallis said, “With scenarios like Iran, the Navy 
understands, at the top line, that the Strait of 
Hormuz is a critical chokepoint for the movement 
of oil. But from a narrower standpoint — is 
there a backup plan in the wings similar to the 
1990s tanker wars? — to me, that is a much less 
central part of how the Navy thinks of its primary 
mission, which is: in the event of a war, to win 
the war, not protect the folks in this room.

“It’s the same thing in for the contingency 
in the Indo-Pacific,” he said, referring to the 
threat of a Chinese invasion of Taiwan.

“The number-one job of the US Navy as part of the 
joint forces is to win the war. I’m not entirely sure 
that our respective communities have had enough 
conversations where we all equally understand 
who’s doing what in those kinds of scenarios.”

Concerns over possible US-China conflict

At previous shipping conferences, executives have 
dubbed a future armed conflict between the US 
and China over Taiwan as the proverbial “big one”.

There has already been some shipping market 
fallout, albeit limited, following the brief 
imposition on US port fees on Chinese ships and 
foreign-built car carriers in 2025 (which were 
suspended in the US-China trade détente) .

Those fees were meant to raise money to 
support US shipbuilding, and in the case of 
car carriers, incentivise US yard orders. The 
US shipbuilding drive, in turn, is tied to future 
conflict risks in the Pacific and elsewhere.

According to Darrell Conner, government 
affairs counsellor at K&L Gates, “As commercial 
operators, we look through the lens of being a 
conveyance to transport something as cheaply 
and inexpensively as possible from point A to B.

“But the US government has a different objective 
in mind. It has a national security imperative. If 
you look at where we are today as a nation, and 
our ability to project overseas, we are woefully 
inadequate, whether that’s ships, seafarers or 
shipbuilding, and as a result, the US government 
comes at this from a very different perspective.

“We cannot, in the tyranny of distance between 
the US and the Pacific, protect our interests, and 
that is truly what is driving the conversation in the 
United States right now on policy with respect to 
shipbuilding, ships and manpower,” said Conner.

Tallis said, “If we went to war, we obviously don’t 
have the flag capacity we need to move goods 
to sustain a protracted conflict of a scale that 
may unfold. The challenge is that the market 
has voted with its feet: it is not cost-competitive 
right now, based on current conditions, for the 
United States to rapidly scale up its commercial 
maritime industrial base — and so, enter the 
need for concerted industrial policy.”

That nascent industrial policy led to the 
port fees, as well as mooted plans for cargo 
preference rules to support US shipbuilding.

Tallis also warned of another potential shipping 
impact related to US-China tensions. “China, 
just over Christmas, unveiled its capacity to load 
containerships with portable weapon systems. 
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As we move towards the containerisation 
of weapons systems, and we continue the 
conversation on dual-use maritime infrastructure, 
I think there’s actually much worse to come.

“Because right now, most of what we’ve seen has 
been isolated to the tanker space. With the rest of 
the commercial maritime system and the container 
apparatus, I think we’ve only seen the tip of the 
iceberg in terms of the intersection between 
merchant traffic and global maritime security 
concerns for the US and its allies and partners.”

According to Green, “There are Chinese commercial 
vessels now with missile launchers. That is 
significant. If you look at China’s strategic  
doctrine, it talks about China-affiliated vessels  
being subject to military requisition as well  
as being built to defence standards. This is  
significant.

“So, what I would say to everyone here 
about the next five years is: buckle up 
and maintain due diligence, because this 
is going to be a wild five years.”

Greek shipowners pile up crude tanker orders 
at China’s Hengli Heavy Industries
EVANGELOS Marinakis’ Capital Group has signed 
newbuilding contracts for 11 very large crude 
carriers at Hengli Heavy Industries in China.

The move brings the number of VLCCs the 
Greek shipowner has on order at the yard to 13, 
adding to two ships contracted in December.

Signing of the newbuilding contract follows 
the delivery from the yard this week of the 
306,000 dwt Aristotelis II (IMO: 1097775), 
which Capital acquired last year as a resale.

The latest move by Capital comes at the same time 
compatriot owner George Prokopiou clinched a 
new order for nine suezmax tankers at Hengli.

Marinakis’ VLCC orderbook at Hengli now has an 
estimated worth of more than $1.5bn and is not 
his only business with the expanding builder.

Capital ordered two long range two 
tankers from Hengli in 2025, along 
with seven capesize bulk carriers.

The new series of 11 effectively doubles the 
owner’s commitment to the VLCC sector.

Hengli has been especially successful in winning 
large tanker newbuilding contracts. According 
to data tracked by Lloyd’s List, including the 
latest orders by Capital and George Prokopiou, 
the Dalian-based shipyard has won newbuilding 
contracts for 13 suezmax tankers and 44 
VLCCs since the fourth quarter of 2025.

The majority have been contracted 
by Greek shipowners.            

In addition to the two Hengli orders, Capital 
has three VLCCs under construction at Hanwha 
Ocean for delivery in early 2027, and six 
LNG dual-fuel VLCCs ordered from China’s 
Dalian Shipbuilding Industry. Four of these 
are expected in 2027 and two in 2028.

The owner is dynamically re-establishing 
a presence in the sector after selling nine 
VLCCs to Bahri two years ago for $1bn.

It has also agreed to sell two remaining 2010-
built VLCCs to Sinokor, the South Korean 
owner that, in co-operation with Gianluigi 
Aponte, has been making a huge play in 
the sector over the past few months.

“I think the VLCC sector has potential. It’s 
a different map today with new players,” 
Marinakis commented to Lloyd’s List.

Meanwhile, Prokopiou’s nine-ship order, estimated 
to be worth more than $750m, brings his Dynacom 
Tankers suezmax orderbook to 35 units.

The suezmaxes are spread among several yards, 
In addition to the nine vessel contract at Hengli, 
New Times Shipbuilding in China and South 
Korea’s Samsung Heavy Industries are also 
building suezmax tankers for Dynacom.

Dynacom is understood to be negotiating its 
own bumper series of VLCC newbuildings 
in China, replacing a dozen it has agreed 
to sell to Sinokor earlier this year. 
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Danish IMO bid for quick win on biofouling hits 
the buffers
DENMARK’S bid for a quick diplomatic win 
on biofouling has fallen flat at the IMO despite 
growing concerns about the need for action.

The International Maritime Organization, 
on Tuesday, started what promises be a 
protracted diplomatic effort to draw up binding 
regulations to stop the spread of invasive marine 
critters by hitching a ride on ships’ hulls.

Denmark said states should amend the Marpol 
marine pollution convention to include controls 
on biofouling. “By choosing this option, we can 
achieve an almost total fleet coverage and real 
environmental impact in as little as 16 months,” 
Denmark told the IMO’s pollution subcommittee.

“Developing a brand-new, standalone convention 
on biofouling, on the other hand, would be both 
time-consuming, unnecessary and impractical.”

Denmark said any new convention that had to be 
adopted using the IMO’s old “explicit acceptance” 
procedure (in which states must each write to the 
Secretariat to give the nod, even after they vote 
for it) would take too long to implement and be 
hard to amend in the future. “We simply cannot 
afford to wait 10 years or more for a new separate 
convention for biofouling,” Denmark said.

A mandatory biofouling code in Marpol Annex VI 
(which deals with air pollution) would also reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions, since hull crusties 
increase drag and thus fuel consumption.

“This solution is the only pragmatic path to 
address the urgent threat of invasive species 
without unnecessary delay,” Denmark said. But 
the Danish proposal won little support, except 
from Belgium and green NGOs, whose views 
matter less at IMO than those of member states.

States and industry groups warned that bolting 
on biofouling rules to Marpol’s air pollution 
annex could create legal uncertainties.

The UK said the purpose of the regulation 
was to minimise transfer of invasive aquatic 
species, rather than to cut air pollution, so a 
standalone regulation would be better.

 South Korea agreed, while warning that drafting 
regulations without first coming up with agreed 
control points and a work plan, would be “premature 
and ineffective”. But it estimated a legally binding 
framework could be achieved within four years.

South Africa said a standalone instrument would 
give more time for developing countries to adjust.

Shipowner association BIMCO said it was 
premature to start drafting detailed provisions 
at this stage, adding that the IMO should agree 
objectives before deciding on structure.

PPR chair Anita Mäkinen, of Finland, 
proposed the subcommittee set up a drafting 
group on control and management of 
ships’ biofouling, to be led by Canada.

ANALYSIS

Structural shortage fuels latest wave of 
suezmax and VLCC newbuilding orders 
THE wave of new orders for suezmax and very large 
crude carriers from the fourth quarter of 2025 is 
being driven less by near-term earnings and more 
by a structural shortage of compliant vessels.

While stronger freight markets and tonne-mile 
demand have supported owner confidence, the 
more decisive factor is the shrinking pool of usable 
crude tonnage, Xclusiv Shipbrokers analyst Dimitris 

Roumeliotis told Lloyd’s List. Of the global fleet, 
an estimated 114 of 698 suezmaxes and 154 of 913 
VLCCs are currently engaged in sanctioned trades.

Even in scenarios where sanctions ease, such as 
potential changes affecting Venezuelan exports, 
many of these ships are unlikely to re-enter the 
mainstream market smoothly due to technical 
degradation, insurance hurdles, class issues 
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and charterer restrictions. “Effective crude oil 
tanker supply is materially lower than headline 
fleet numbers suggest,” noted Roumeliotis.

Global crude tanker contracting has accelerated 
sharply, with 115 vessels ordered since the beginning 
of October 2025, underlining renewed confidence 
in the long-term outlook for oil transportation.

The latest ordering spree comprises 40 
suezmaxes and 75 VLCCs with Greek shipowners 
emerging as a major force behind the wave 
of renewed newbuilding order activity.

Among the most active buyers, Dynacom has 
placed orders for at least eight VLCCs and the 
same number of suezmax units in the past few 
weeks. George Economous-owned TMS Group 
has followed with contracts for four VLCCs and 
two suezmaxes, while Laskaridis Shipping has 
committed to at least four VLCC newbuildings.

Outside of Greece, the UK’s Zodiac Maritime has 
also made a significant push into new crude oil 
tanker tonnage, contracting up to six suezmaxes 
and eight VLCCs when options are included. 
Meanwhile, Chinese state-backed giant Cosco 
has ordered six VLCCs in recent weeks.

Chinese shipyard Hengli Heavy Industries 
confirmed it won four crude tankers earlier 
this week, comprising two VLCCs and a pair 
of suezmaxes, underscoring the yard’s growing 
presence in the big tanker segment.

The VLCCs were contracted by an undisclosed 
Singapore-based owner, rumoured to be 
Eastern Pacific Shipping, while the suezmaxes 
were placed by Greece’s Minerva Marine. 

Last month, Mediterranean Shipping Co was 
linked to an order for eight VLCCs at the same 
shipyard, marking a watershed moment for 
the world’s largest container line as it moves 
into tanker ownership for the first time.

The VLCCs are believed to have been 
contracted in partnership with South Korean 
shipowner Sinokor, although the precise 
structure of the deal remains opaque.

MSC is already a major client of Hengli Heavy 
Industries. The company has at least 20 megamax 
containerships on order at the yard, contracted 
across 2024 and 2025, and is widely regarded 
as one of Hengli’s most important customers. 

 Chinese shipbuilders have secured around 60% 
of all crude oil tankers contracted since the fourth 
quarter of 2025, data tracked by Lloyd’s List shows.

South Korea followed as the second-largest winner 
of new orders, capturing 39% of contracts during 
the period. They won orders for a combined 45 
crude oil tankers since the beginning of October. 
The remaining crude oil tankers contracted since 
October, comprising a pair of VLCCs, were ordered 
from Japanese shipbuilder Japan Marine United.

The numbers underline China’s shipbuilding 
influence across almost all vessel sectors.

Most recent newbuilding orders are speculative 
rather than tied to long-term projects or 
time charters but vessel owners appear to 
be taking a long-term strategic view.

Instead of chasing short-lived freight spikes, 
ordering decisions are increasingly based 
on expectations of longer-term scarcity in 
compliant crude tonnage, argues Roumeliotis.

But the sheer scale of ordering since the fourth 
quarter of 2025 has prompted concerns about over-
ordering. However, those fears should be tempered 
when the age profile of the fleet is considered.

Headline orderbook-to-fleet ratios stand at roughly 
22% for suezmaxes and 18% for VLCCs. When 
sanctioned vessels are excluded, these ratios 
rise to around 26% and 22%, respectively.

“But the fleet is ageing rapidly, with approximately 
275 Suezmaxes and 376 VLCCs already 
older than 16 years,” said Roumeliotis.

This suggests that a substantial portion of 
the current orderbook is replacement-driven, 
offsetting ageing and non-compliant ships 
rather than adding significant net capacity.

Whether the ordering of new crude oil tankers 
will continue at the current pace remains to be 
seen, but the 2026 outlook could be tempered 
by shipyard capacity, as most top-tier shipyards 
have full orderbooks through to at least 2028.   

“Ordering interest is expected to continue into 
2026, but shipyard capacity is emerging as a 
binding constraint,” noted Roumeliotis.
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MARKETS

Tariffs and Chinese exports reshaping vehicle 
carrier market, says Wallenius Wilhelmsen 
chief executive
WALLENIUS Wilhelmsen chief executive 
Lasse Kristoffersen expects shifting trade 
patterns and ongoing volume volatility, driven 
by tariffs and geopolitical tensions, to define 
the vehicle carrier sector through 2026.

“We are going from a world where we had one 
global rule for trading to a world which is more 
bilateral but world trade is not stopping — it’s just 
changing,” Kristoffersen said after presenting 
the company’s fourth-quarter results. He noted 
that while some countries have introduced 
protective tariffs, others are adjusting policies 
in ways that could create new trade flows.

“Canada is reducing tariffs on a limited number 
of Chinese cars, while Mexico has introduced 
higher duties on Chinese imports. The European 
Union has entered into trade agreements 
with India and Mercosur that could benefit 
European exporters,” said Kristoffersen.

Meanwhile, the US has suggested that South 
Korea could face additional tariffs on top of a 
previously announced 15% levy on autos.

“We are seeing a new emerging trading system 
while Asian exports are constantly surprising 
us on the upside,” Kristoffersen said.

Global auto shipments rose 4% quarter on 
quarter and 2% year on year in the fourth 
quarter. Asian export volumes increased 
2% year on year in Q4, driven by continued 
acceleration in Chinese vehicle exports.

For full-year 2025, global auto shipments 
were up 3%, with Asian exports rising 7% 
on the strength of Chinese volumes.

Exports from Japan and South Korea were 
broadly stable, while trade imbalances between 
East and West widened. Total exports declined 
4% in Europe and 6% in North America.

Chinese manufacturers gained significant 
market share across most regions in 2025 at the 
expense of legacy automakers, cementing China’s 
position as the world’s largest vehicle exporter.

Wallenius Wilhelmsen expects the trend to 
continue into 2026, barring major trade barriers.

Kristoffersen said this shift is positive for 
shipping demand, as longer trade routes 
increase car-mile demand even if overall 
car volumes remain relatively flat.

“The moving rolling cargo market is not 
growing much — not too many more 
cars are being sold — but more cars are 
being transported by ship,” he said.

Chinese car exports rose by 2m units in 2025, a 
22% increase compared with the previous year.

Kristoffersen expects Chinese automakers to 
ship an additional 2.3m vehicles in 2026 — well 
above many automotive analysts’ forecasts — 
citing discussions with manufacturers that 
suggest much higher upside potential.

“Forecasts need to be revised upwards on the 
back of strong Asian exports, fuelling underlying 
demand for tonnage and a continuation of 
rising east-west imbalance,” he said.

On the vessel supply side, however, Kristoffersen 
said that while the newbuilding delivery pipeline 
remains heavy for 2026, with some 50 additional 
pure car and truck carriers scheduled for delivery 
in 2026, increased export demand from China 
will largely match capacity entering the market.

Despite the influx, fleet removals have been minimal 
over the past five years. Strong demand for vehicle 
carrier capacity — driven by surging Chinese 
exports, diversions around the Cape of Good 
Hope, and persistent ro-ro terminal congestion 
— has absorbed much of the new tonnage. “We 
don’t see any weakening in demand — hardly 
any ships are available for charter and shipping 
capacity remains very tight,” Kristoffersen said.

 Wallenius Wilhelmsen will continue to steer 
clear of the Red Sea and Suez Canal route for 
the foreseeable future, despite some major 
container lines resuming transits through the 
waterway, the company has confirmed.
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Speaking on the security situation in the 
region, Kristoffersen said the threat posed 
by Houthi rebels remains a key concern.

“When you look at the Red Sea, do the Houthi rebels 
have the capability to still attack? Unfortunately 
yes, even if the intention is not there,” he said. 
“The situation in the Middle East is volatile — 
while we are preparing for an eventual return, 
we are not planning to do so any time soon.”

The decision underscores the continued caution 
among most vehicle carrier operators, even as 
parts of the container shipping sector begin to 
re-enter the Suez Canal following two years of 
rerouting around the Cape of Good Hope.

Kristoffersen noted that even if Wallenius 
Wilhelmsen were to resume Red Sea transits, 
the capacity gains would be smaller than 
previously anticipated due to structural changes 
in global vehicle trade flows. “When we started 
to avoid the Red Sea in 2024, we said it took 
6% of our capacity out,” he explained. “Then 
the world fleet increased service speed a little 
bit, but world trade has since changed.”

Over the past two years, vehicle export 
growth from China has increasingly shifted 

toward markets outside Europe, particularly 
in the southern hemisphere. As a result, 
more vessels are now deployed on routes 
less dependent on the Suez Canal.

“In the past two years, growth from China has been 
bigger to outside Europe and more vessels are going 
to destinations that are affected by going through the 
Red Sea — so vessels are less affected,” Kristoffersen 
said. “Rather than getting 5-6% capacity back from 
a Red Sea return, it will be more like 3-4%.”

The world’s largest operator of PCTCs reported 
total revenue of $1.26bn for the fourth 
quarter of 2025, down 6% year on year and 
5% below the $1.33bn reported in Q3.

Earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation and 
amortisation for the fourth quarter was $379m, 
down 16% year on year and 22% lower than Q3.

The company said that, based on its strong 
book of business, and continued solid demand 
going into 2026, it expects 2026 to be “another 
strong year for Wallenius Wilhelmsen”.

It expects adjusted Ebitda for 2026 to be 
in the range of $1.65bn to $1.75bn, below 
expected 2025 Ebitda of around $1.8bn.

India’s Russian crude oil imports unlikely to 
stop despite US trade deal
WALLENIUS Wilhelmsen chief executive 
Lasse Kristoffersen expects shifting trade 
patterns and ongoing volume volatility, driven 
by tariffs and geopolitical tensions, to define 
the vehicle carrier sector through 2026.

“We are going from a world where we had one 
global rule for trading to a world which is more 
bilateral but world trade is not stopping — it’s just 
changing,” Kristoffersen said after presenting 
the company’s fourth-quarter results. 

He noted that while some countries have introduced 
protective tariffs, others are adjusting policies 
in ways that could create new trade flows.

“Canada is reducing tariffs on a limited number 
of Chinese cars, while Mexico has introduced 
higher duties on Chinese imports. The European 
Union has entered into trade agreements 
with India and Mercosur that could benefit 
European exporters,” said Kristoffersen.

Meanwhile, the US has suggested that South 
Korea could face additional tariffs on top of a 
previously announced 15% levy on autos.

“We are seeing a new emerging trading system 
while Asian exports are constantly surprising 
us on the upside,” Kristoffersen said.

Global auto shipments rose 4% quarter on 
quarter and 2% year on year in the fourth 
quarter. Asian export volumes increased 
2% year on year in Q4, driven by continued 
acceleration in Chinese vehicle exports.

For full-year 2025, global auto shipments 
were up 3%, with Asian exports rising 7% 
on the strength of Chinese volumes.

Exports from Japan and South Korea were 
broadly stable, while trade imbalances between 
East and West widened. Total exports declined 
4% in Europe and 6% in North America.
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Chinese manufacturers gained significant 
market share across most regions in 2025 at the 
expense of legacy automakers, cementing China’s 
position as the world’s largest vehicle exporter.

Wallenius Wilhelmsen expects the trend to 
continue into 2026, barring major trade barriers.

Kristoffersen said this shift is positive for 
shipping demand, as longer trade routes 
increase car-mile demand even if overall 
car volumes remain relatively flat.

“The moving rolling cargo market is not 
growing much — not too many more 
cars are being sold — but more cars are 
being transported by ship,” he said.

Chinese car exports rose by 2m units in 2025, a 
22% increase compared with the previous year.

Kristoffersen expects Chinese automakers to 
ship an additional 2.3m vehicles in 2026 — well 
above many automotive analysts’ forecasts — 
citing discussions with manufacturers that 
suggest much higher upside potential.

“Forecasts need to be revised upwards on the 
back of strong Asian exports, fuelling underlying 
demand for tonnage and a continuation of 
rising east-west imbalance,” he said.

On the vessel supply side, however, Kristoffersen 
said that while the newbuilding delivery pipeline 
remains heavy for 2026, with some 50 additional 
pure car and truck carriers scheduled for delivery 
in 2026, increased export demand from China 
will largely match capacity entering the market.

Despite the influx, fleet removals have been minimal 
over the past five years. Strong demand for vehicle 
carrier capacity — driven by surging Chinese 
exports, diversions around the Cape of Good 
Hope, and persistent ro-ro terminal congestion 
— has absorbed much of the new tonnage. “We 
don’t see any weakening in demand — hardly 
any ships are available for charter and shipping 
capacity remains very tight,” Kristoffersen said.

Wallenius Wilhelmsen will continue to steer 
clear of the Red Sea and Suez Canal route for 
the foreseeable future, despite some major 
container lines resuming transits through the 
waterway, the company has confirmed.

Speaking on the security situation in the region, 
Kristoffersen said the threat posed by Houthi rebels 

remains a key concern. “When you look at the Red 
Sea, do the Houthi rebels have the capability to still 
attack? Unfortunately yes, even if the intention is 
not there,” he said. “The situation in the Middle East 
is volatile — while we are preparing for an eventual 
return, we are not planning to do so any time soon.”

The decision underscores the continued caution 
among most vehicle carrier operators, even as 
parts of the container shipping sector begin to 
re-enter the Suez Canal following two years of 
rerouting around the Cape of Good Hope.

Kristoffersen noted that even if Wallenius 
Wilhelmsen were to resume Red Sea transits, 
the capacity gains would be smaller than 
previously anticipated due to structural 
changes in global vehicle trade flows.

“When we started to avoid the Red Sea in 2024, we 
said it took 6% of our capacity out,” he explained. 
“Then the world fleet increased service speed a 
little bit, but world trade has since changed.”

Over the past two years, vehicle export 
growth from China has increasingly shifted 
toward markets outside Europe, particularly 
in the southern hemisphere. As a result, 
more vessels are now deployed on routes 
less dependent on the Suez Canal.

“In the past two years, growth from China has been 
bigger to outside Europe and more vessels are going 
to destinations that are affected by going through the 
Red Sea — so vessels are less affected,” Kristoffersen 
said. “Rather than getting 5-6% capacity back from 
a Red Sea return, it will be more like 3-4%.”

The world’s largest operator of PCTCs reported 
total revenue of $1.26bn for the fourth 
quarter of 2025, down 6% year on year and 
5% below the $1.33bn reported in Q3.

Earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation and 
amortisation for the fourth quarter was $379m, 
down 16% year on year and 22% lower than Q3.

The company said that, based on its strong book of 
business, and continued solid demand going into 
2026, it expects 2026 to be “another strong year for 
Wallenius Wilhelmsen”. It expects adjusted Ebitda 
for 2026 to be in the range of $1.65bn to $1.75bn, 
below expected 2025 Ebitda of around $1.8bn.
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HMM joins Maersk in flagging boxship glut risk
SOUTH Korea’s HMM has sounded the 
alarm on container market oversupply after 
reporting a sharp drop in 2025 earnings.

The carrier’s cautious outlook echoes concerns 
raised by its major European peers in recent 
weeks as freight rates continue to slide and 
profitability comes under pressure.

HMM, which controls the world’s eighth 
largest boxship fleet, reported full-year 
revenue of Won10.9trn ($7.5bn) for 2025, 
down 6.9% year on year, with operating 
profit falling 58.4% to Won1.5trn and net 
profit declining 50.3% to Won1.9trn.

Fourth-quarter results reflected the continued 
deterioration, with operating profit tumbling 
68.3% year on year to Won317 billion.

HMM’s struggles mirror those of its global peers 
Maersk reported a €153m loss in earnings before 
interest and taxes for its ocean shipping business in 
the fourth quarter, leaving consolidated net earnings 
at a €70m deficit, despite positive contributions 
from its logistics and terminal divisions.

Hapag-Lloyd fared slightly better, posting 
preliminary ebit and net profit estimates of 
around €200m for the quarter, partly aided 
by non-cash extraordinary items. “A large 
volume of new container vessel deliveries is 

expected to result in oversupply, while demand 
growth remains weak, likely to exacerbate 
supply-demand imbalances,” said HMM.

According to Linerlytica, the containership 
orderbook has reached a 15-year high of 35.7% of 
the existing fleet, with carriers continuing to chase 
tonnage even as profitability deteriorates. That 
said, newbuilding deliveries scheduled for this year 
are significantly lower than 2024 and 2025 levels, 
but are expected to pick up again from 2027.

The consultancy noted that the later timing of 
Chinese New Year this year has lifted teu-mile 
demand on a year-on-year basis, keeping charter 
rates elevated as carriers continue to chase tonnage.

However, freight rates have continued to weaken 
heading into the holiday period, and carriers’ 
attempts to impose peak season surcharges on 
the transpacific in March face long odds given 
soft volumes and the limited relief offered 
by post-holiday blank sailings, it added.

To navigate the challenging environment, HMM 
said it plans to expand its hub-and-spoke network 
and strengthen low-emission service offerings to 
capture market share and improve cost structures.

In its bulk segment, the company aims to 
diversify its portfolio and identify new business 
opportunities to achieve stable growth.

Danaos will need to place LNG carrier orders 
‘in a couple of years’
DANAOS is looking at ordering liquefied 
natural gas carriers “in about a couple of 
years’ time” in connection with its new 
investment in the Alaska LNG project.

Giving further details of the diversification to 
analysts in an earnings call, the company’s 
chief executive John Coustas said that 
“between six and 10” LNG carriers will be 
required to transport LNG from the project, 
which is scheduled for completion in 2030.

The final number of vessels would partly depend 
on the exact routeing to markets in the Far East 
from Alaska. The project is likely to keep the vessels 
employed for about 20 years, Coustas added.

The US-listed containership and dry bulk carrier 
owner last month unveiled a new strategic 
partnership with Glenfarne Group, which is 
majority owner and developer of the project.

Greece-based Danaos has committed to 
a $50m investment in Glenfarne Alaska 
Partners and has said it will be the preferred 
provider and operator of the vessels.

As well as a pipeline catering for Alaska’s domestic 
needs, the project will add an LNG liquefaction 
terminal and other infrastructure to export an 
estimated 20m tonnes annually. So far the project 
has secured preliminary commercial commitments 
for an aggregate 11m tonnes per annum from LNG 
buyers in Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and Thailand.
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For many years a leading provider of container 
tonnage, Danaos’ first diversification came in 2023 
with the acquisition of secondhand capesize bulkers.

The owner has just unveiled its first new order 
in the sector — a contract for two newcastlemax 
newbuildings — that seem set to boost its capesize 
fleet to 13 vessels when they are delivered in 2028. 

“We wanted to expand in the segment, and 
secondhand prices have gone dramatically 
up,” Coustas told the earnings call. “We 
decided really to move into the newbuildings 
because we believe it is a much better value 
proposition.” He said that Danaos wanted “to 
ride the spot market” in the dry bulk segment.

Later, it would probably seek index-linked 

time charters for the two newbuildings, which 
is another form of exposure to spot rates. 

The company has continued investing in new 
ships for its core container business, Coustas 
added. “Despite concerns that tariff and 
geopolitical uncertainty would cause a slowdown, 
it has not materialised,” he commented.

Recent orders for six 1,800 teu feeders 
and four 5,300 teu mid-sized vessels have 
brought its orderbook to 27 boxships.

Four of the recently contracted ships have 
been chartered for 10 years and the company’s 
total contract revenue increased to $4.3bn 
as of end of 2025, giving “great earnings 
visibility into the future,” Coustas said.

IN OTHER NEWS

DP World investor halts deals 
amid Epstein links to CEO
A MAJOR investor in DP World 
has halted any further investment 
amid links between the logistics 
giant’s boss and Jeffrey Epstein.

Quebec-based pension fund 
La Caisse has joint ventures 
with DP World in Canada and 
elsewhere around the world.

The fund has a 45% stake in 
DP World Canada, which runs 
the container terminals for the 
UAE-based country in Canada. 
The subsidiary recently signed a 
deal to expand the Contrecoeur 
container terminal in Montreal.

Both vessels at fault for 
collision that killed five
WATCHKEEPERS on two vessels 
that collided in the North 
Sea in 2023 were “willing to 
accept inappropriately close 
passing distances”, an accident 
investigation report found.

Isle of Man-flagged general 
cargoship Verity (IMO: 9229178) 
and Bahamas-flagged bulk 
carrier Polesie (IMO: 9488097) 
collided in the German Bight 

Traffic Separation scheme 
on October 24, 2023.

Verity subsequently 
sank, causing the deaths 
of five seafarers.
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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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