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US sanctions and blockade 
drive Iran’s LPG fleet deeper 
into the shadows

THE fleet of liquefied petroleum gas carriers moving Iran’s LPG 
exports has slipped further into the shadows amid intensifying US 
sanctions and a naval blockade that has disrupted trade routes. 

Two thirds of all gas carriers involved in Iran’s LPG exports are now 
under US sanctions, following a surge in designations in recent 
months.

More than a quarter of the fleet has been blacklisted this year alone. 
And as pressure mounts, Iran’s LPG fleet has leaned deeper into covert 
tactics — cycling through false flags, staging ship to ship transfers and 
hijacking vessel identities.

Despite sanctions being reimposed during the first Trump 
administration, Iran’s LPG exports more than doubled between 2018 
and 2023. But the sector largely escaped Washington’s attention until 
last year. Under “maximum pressure 2.0”, the US Office of Foreign 
Assets Control signalled in April 2025 that it would intensify scrutiny 
of Iran’s shadow LPG fleet*.

Ofac sanctioned more LPG carriers in the second half of last year than 
in the previous six years combined, and the pace has accelerated 
further in 2026. 

Lloyd’s List counts more than 120 LPG carriers in the shadow fleet, 110 
of which are suspected of active involvement in Iranian trades. 
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Seventy four are sanctioned as of May 29, 
along with four additional LPG carriers 
not currently trading Iranian cargoes.

Fewer than 20 non sanctioned VLGCs 
continue to lift Iranian LPG, compared 
with 40 sanctioned VLGCs. 

Shipments to China falter

The US blockade, in force since April 
13, appears to have cut Iranian LPG 
shipments to China by more than half.

Just eight shadow LPG carriers sailed eastbound 
through the Strait of Malacca in May — a two thirds 
drop year on year. Two of the seven VLGCs that 
made the transit did so in ballast, with one later 
loading via a dark STS transfer east of Malaysia.

China’s seaborne imports reflect the decline. 
Lloyd’s List analysis of Vortexa data shows Iranian 
LPG arrivals fell to roughly 167,000 tonnes in 
May, about a fifth of the 2025 monthly average.

While some carriers have slipped past the blockade, 
many have turned back — repeatedly. Lloyd’s 
List Intelligence data shows more than a dozen 
shadow gas carriers have executed U turns in the 
Gulf of Oman and Arabian Sea since mid April.

Most recently, the US sanctioned VLGC Exonave 
(IMO: 9014456) reversed course on Monday 
near the blockade line off Oman’s southeast 
coast, suggesting it was intercepted by US forces. 
Another sanctioned VLGC, Sea Opera (IMO: 
9000883), made multiple failed attempts to 
enter the Gulf of Oman from late April before 
finally crossing the blockade line in late May.

A new STS hub emerges

Waters off Malaysia’s East Outer Port Limit — long 
a hotspot for sanctioned crude transfers — have 
recently attracted shadow fleet gas carriers as 
sanctions on Iran’s LPG trade tightened.

Vortexa data shows the first recorded STS transfer of 
Iranian LPG in the area in recent years occurred  
in October last year, with operations 
continuing since.

Lloyd’s List Intelligence data, meanwhile, 
indicates a sharp rise in shadow gas carriers 
anchoring there, coinciding with the sanctions 
crackdown and the conflict in Iran.

Some AIS positions are spoofed, while 
others vanish entirely when vessels disable 
their transponders, but the overall body of 
evidence point to growing STS operations.

Identity theft and fraudulent flags

Iran’s shadow gas fleet continues to evolve 
its evasion tactics, adopting new flags 
and impersonating other vessels.

The Middle East crisis has seen at least one VLGC 
assume the identity of a scrapped tanker — a tactic 
long associated with sanctioned crude trades.

In mid March, the identity of the recycled liquefied 
natural gas carrier LNG Jamal (IMO: 9200316) 
appeared to be hijacked by an impersonator. 
Satellite imagery and AIS analysis point to the US 
sanctioned Astra (IMO: 9350422) as the vessel 
behind the spoofing. LNG Jamal’s identity has 
resurfaced several times since, most recently in May.

Angola has also emerged as the latest fraudulent 
flag of choice. At least 14 VLGCs and one 
small gas carrier broadcast MMSI numbers 
indicating Angolan registration by mid May — 
more than double the previous month. Several 
previously flew the fake Botswana flag.

An Angolan official confirmed the registrations 
were fraudulent, noting the country does 
not operate an online ship registry.

Twelve of the 15 gas carriers using fraudulent 
Angolan identities have been linked to two 
major Iranian shipping and oil networks: eight 
to LPG magnate Seyed Assadolah Emamjomeh 
and four to oil tycoon Hossein Shamkhani. 

* Lloyd’s List defines a tanker as being part of the 
Shadow Fleet if it engages in one or more deceptive 
shipping practices indicating that it is involved 
in the facilitation of sanctioned oil cargoes from 
Iran, Russia or Venezuela. Or it is sanctioned 
for participation in sanctioned oil trades or is 
sanctioned for links to a company that is sanctioned 
for facilitating the export of sanctioned oil. Or it 
participates in a cargo delivery where at some point 
over the course of the delivery one party in the chain 
engages in one or more deceptive shipping practices.

Lloyd’s List defines an LPG carrier as being 
part of the LPG Shadow Fleet if it engages in 
one or more deceptive shipping practices, or 
if it is sanctioned by the US, UK or EU.
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WHAT TO WATCH

Iranian crude exports collapse under US naval 
blockade
IRAN’S crude oil exports plunged in May as the 
US naval blockade tightened its chokehold on 
shipments through the Strait of Hormuz. Vortexa 
data shows exports fell 84% from April to 209,000 
barrels per day — 87% below the 1.6m bpd average 
seen between May 2025 and April 2026.

China remained the top destination, taking 
89% of May’s volumes.  The non profit United 
Against Nuclear Iran attributed the collapse to 
the effectiveness of the blockade, estimating 
a 93% drop in exports from April. UANI 
uses a different methodology to Vortexa, 
tracking tankers as they cross the declared 
blockade line rather than at loading.

“In practical terms, Iran’s once robust sanctions 
busting network has been reduced to a trickle of 
small, high risk voyages while the bulk of its oil sits 
idle offshore,” the group said. The blockade began on 
April 13, with US forces positioned outside the gulf 
to stop ships entering or leaving Iranian ports. As 
of June 2, US Central Command reported disabling 
six commercial vessels and redirecting 122.

Iran shifts to smaller tankers

UANI said the blockade has forced Iran to rely 
on smaller tankers in its shadow fleet as export 
volumes shrink. “Throughout May, most observed 
crude loadings have been on smaller handymax 
or panamax class vessels, each typically able to 
carry under 300,000 barrels per voyage,” the group 
said, linking the shift away from VLCCs to tighter 
US enforcement and higher interdiction risks.

Lloyd’s List Intelligence data shows six tankers 
loading at Iranian ports in the past two weeks 
were smaller than VLCCs. All had their AIS signals 
switched off and are likely headed to China.

Among them is Victory Ari (IMO: 9290919), 
which entered the MEG on May 16, went dark 
two days later, and is now laden with crude 
from Kharg Island. The sanctioned 47,120 dwt 
panamax is believed to be bound for Dongjiakou, 
China. Other vessels include the aframaxes, Alba 
(IMO: 9268112) and Fuyao (IMO: 9250907), the 
suezmax Rima (IMO: 9150377) and the 35,124 
dwt handymax Forest (IMO: 9283760).

Production cuts deepen as storage fills

Iranian crude production fell 10% in May, with 
more than 600,000 bpd offline by June 1, according 
to Wood Mackenzie. The firm said loadings from 
Kharg Island dropped more than 60% in May.  

Woodmac research director Alexandre 
Araman said production has fallen 800,000 
bpd since the blockade began, reflecting 
“the exhaustion of Iran’s storage buffer”.

“With onshore storage at 69m barrels and critical 
hubs nearing 80% utilisation, that buffer is now 
largely exhausted. Iran is being forced to curtail 
output as export constraints bite,” he said.

Saudi flows rise as Yanbu nears capacity

Saudi crude output has increased in recent weeks 
but remains below pre crisis levels. Araman said 
production has risen by 1m bpd since May 18, driven 
by onshore fields, while offshore output remains 
“completely shut in,” keeping around 3m bpd offline.

The recovery is being supported by the East West 
Pipeline to Yanbu on the Red Sea, though the 
terminal is operating near capacity. Additional 
crude is being absorbed by seasonal crude 
demand increases and recovering refinery runs. 
Yanbu has become a critical outlet for Saudi 
Arabia, with its east coast effectively closed by 
the conflict. Vortexa data shows the port averaged 
752,000 bpd in the nine months before the crisis, 
surging to 3.62m bpd across March-May.

Industry concerns have grown over potential Red 
Sea tensions flaring up again, with speculation 
that Iran could encourage Houthi militants to 
resume attacks near the Bab el Mandeb strait. 
But Control Risks associate analyst Arran 
Kennedy told Lloyd’s List that the strait is no 
longer “Iran’s switch to flip,” and that the Houthis 
will determine whether attacks resume.

“With Iran firmly in control of the SOH, the 
Houthis have less reason to escalate right 
now — particularly given the risk of retaliatory 
airstrikes and strain on the Houthi Saudi truce 
neither side wants to unravel,” he said.
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Alternative fuel boxship newbuild orders stall 
as focus shifts to feeder fleet replacement
ORDERS for dual fuel containerships have 
slumped in 2026, signalling a sharp shift in 
fleet investment priorities as carriers pivot from 
the large vessels that dominated recent years 
toward smaller feeder and regional ships.

Lloyd’s List data shows more than 200 
containerships have been ordered so far this 
year, but only 25% feature dual fuel propulsion, 
a steep drop from the 60% share recorded in the 
first five months of 2025. Analysts say the decline 
reflects changing vessel-size dynamics rather 
than any retreat from decarbonisation goals.

“Recent newbuilding activity reveals a 
striking reversal in alternative-fuel adoption,” 
said Braemar analyst Jonathan Roach.

In 2024, alternative-fuel capable ships accounted 
for 60% of all orders, with LNG dual fuel vessels 
making up 46% and methanol-capable ships 
14%. Momentum slowed through late 2025, with 
the year ending at 38% alternative-fuel uptake 
— a trend that has accelerated into 2026.

Large dual fuel projects continue 
but they are now the exception

Despite the slowdown, several major 
dual fuel orders have proceeded. 

In May, Singapore-headquartered container 
line Ocean Network Express placed an 
order for six 15,900 teu dual-fuel LNG 
containerships at South Korea’s HD Hyundai 
Heavy Industries. The vessels are scheduled 
for delivery during the second half of 2029.

A month earlier, COSCO Shipping Holdings 
contracted 12 dual-fuel LNG neo-panamax 
vessels from Hudong Zhonghua Shipbuilding 
in China. The 14,000 teu ships, destined for 
operation with Cosco subsidiary OOCL are 
scheduled for delivery between 2029 and 2030.

Meanwhile, the world’s second largest container line 
Maersk confirmed in February that it had contracted 
eight gas-fuelled ultra-large containerships (ULCS) 
from Chinese shipyard New Times Shipbuilding. 
Not all alternative-fuel investment has focused on 
the largest vessel classes. CMA CGM confirmed 

earlier this year that it had signed firm contracts 
for six 1,700 teu LNG-fuelled containerships at 
India’s Cochin Shipyard, converting a letter of 
intent signed in late-2025 into a confirmed order.

Roach believes the changing profile of vessel sizes 
being ordered provides the clearest explanation 
for the decline in dual-fuel uptake. “The wave of 
neo panamax and ULCS orders that dominated 
2024 has subsided, replaced by feeder, regional 
and mid sized vessels. At smaller scales, the cost 
premium per slot becomes harder to justify.”

Alternative fuel systems offer long term 
emissions benefits, but the higher capital 
cost of engines, tanks and systems is more 
difficult to recover on short haul trades.

Carriers hedge fuel strategies while 
awaiting regulatory clarity

The slowdown does not signal weaker 
environmental ambition. Most carriers are pursuing 
a portfolio approach: deploying alternative fuel 
systems on larger ships where emissions gains 
are greatest, while relying on highly efficient 
conventional fuel vessels for regional trades. 

Roach noted that investment in alternative fuel 
ULCS and neo panamax ships can offset emissions 
from smaller conventionally fuelled vessels. He 
also stressed that new conventional ships are far 
more efficient than the tonnage they replace.

Methanol orders collapse

Methanol-capable ships accounted for 14% of orders 
in 2024 and 6% in 2025, but none have been ordered 
so far in 2026. LNG has also lost momentum 
but remains the dominant alternative fuel.

Fuel-price volatility does not fully explain 
methanol’s decline. Methanol prices have been 
relatively stable over the past five years, Roach 
said. Instead, LNG’s entrenched infrastructure 
advantage, from bunkering networks to supply 
chains, has strengthened its competitive position.

Regulatory uncertainty is also weighing on 
decisions. The delayed rollout of the IMO’s 
Net Zero Framework has prompted some 
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carriers to pause long-term fuel commitments. 
Limited availability of green methanol 
further undermines the business case. 

Retrofit programmes continue — but 
future commitments look uncertain

Even as new methanol orders dry up, major 
retrofit programmes are progressing.

Cosco has completed conversions of four 
containerships — two 20,000 teu and two 13,300 
teu — to dual fuel methanol. Maersk concluded 
the industry’s first methanol containership 

retrofit in 2024, at a Chinese shipyard, on the 
Maersk Halifax (IMO: 9784271), with up to 10 
sisterships potentially following by 2027.

CMA CGM is advancing plans with Qingdao 
Beihai Shipbuilding to convert up to six 9,300 
teu ships. Germany’s Hapag-Lloyd recently 
completed the conversion of the 10,100 teu 
Seaspan Yangtze (IMO: 9630389), the first of 
five chartered vessels slated for retrofit. However, 
with new methanol orders evaporating and LNG 
dominating alternative fuel investment, owners 
may reconsider future conversion options, 
which typically cost $20m–$25m per vessel.

ANALYSIS

Shipping risks widening seafarer competency 
gaps unless it acts collectively, industry warns
SHIPPING is failing to match the training demands 
created by new technology and alternative fuels.

Somewhere between 250,000-700,000 seafarers 
will require additional training, depending on 
how quickly the sector transitions to new fuels, 
according to various studies. But the industry is 
not on course to deliver, DNV regional maritime 
academies manager Marina Papaioannou told 
BIMCO’s Crewing the Future session — one of many 
platforms ringing the alarm at Posidonia this year.

“That’s a reality and we need to face this,” she 
said. “I’m not sure we’re trying enough.”

Lloyd’s Register chief growth officer Andy 
McKeran said the shortage — “both in capacity and 
capability” — is one of his biggest current concerns. 
But geopolitical crises have dominated attention, 
leaving little space for a conversation about one 
of shipping’s most fundamental challenges.

Seafarer shortages have long been treated 
as “a problem for the future”, he said. “As an 
industry, we need to build in resilience as well 
as efficiency… If we want to bring in future 
generations of seafarers, we’ve got to make 
it a more attractive industry to work in.”

Wista International president Elpi Petraki noted that 
shipping still fails to reach “50% of the population”, 
with women representing just 1% of global seafarers.

Rising complexity, rising pressure

Fleet growth and increasingly complex vessels 
are intensifying the need for higher skilled 
crews. Dual fuel engines, digital systems and 
unfamiliar fuels all demand new competencies.

This is making it “increasingly challenging to recruit 
and select talent”, said OSM Thome chief crew 
management officer Julia Anastasiou. “Dual fuels, 
new technologies, new regulations — all of this is 
creating gaps and challenges.” The fight, she said, 
“is for talent, as opposed to a fight for recruitment”.

But more training cannot simply be piled onto 
crews. It must not erode rest hours or become an 
endless stream of onboard modules, Anastasiou 
said. The industry must identify the most 
critical gaps — whether AI literacy or ammonia 
safety — yet uncertainty persists over what 
future training will actually be required. 

Poaching threatens early movers

High turnover is compounding the problem. 
Bimco chief environment officer Aron Frank 
Sørensen said 90% of seafarers have changed jobs 
in the past five years, a sharp rise since the 2021 
Seafarer Workforce Report. This churn discourages 
companies from investing in training, Anastasiou 
warned. “We see owners ready to invest now, but 
seniors get poached by those waiting on the fence.”
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Unless the industry gets its “act together” and 
agrees on how to train future talent, she said, daily 
competency gaps will emerge. Regulators and 
flag states must align on requirements to prevent 
fragmented standards and wasted investment.

Regulation lagging behind innovation

Petraki said the International Maritime 
Organization’s updated Standards of Training, 
Certification and Watchkeeping — due at the 
end of the decade — will already be outdated on 

arrival. Industry bodies such as Bimco, Intertanko, 
Intercargo and the International Chamber of 
Shipping should “set the pace”, she argued. 
Sørensen stressed that the STCW convention only 
defines minimum standards and will “always be 
behind because development is accelerating”.

New fuels illustrate the point: “You cannot put 
the blame or responsibility on the convention 
itself. Everybody has a responsibility so 
that seafarers can be up to speed with 
technologies that are introduced.” 

Greek campaign against NZF makes life 
awkward for green tech sector
GREEK shipowners’ show of force against 
the IMO’s Net-Zero Framework at Posidonia 
has sharpened awkward questions for 
companies relying on its adoption.

Tanker owners led by Maria Angelicoussis have 
escalated their PR offensive in Athens, backed by 
US-based open registries, class societies and  
Greek shipping minister Vassilis Kikilias. 
Billionaires Angelicoussis, George Prokopiou, 
Evangelos Marinakis and others have 
sought to project a unified front against 
the NZF, arguing it would do little for the 
climate while damaging economies.

Their campaign has resonated with many in the 
industry who harbour deep doubts about the NZF, 
distrust the broader green agenda and oppose 
carbon taxes in the absence of scalable green fuels.

Supporters of the Greek-US push frame it as 
overdue pragmatism as shipping grapples 
with the cost and complexity of decarbonising 
relative to its share of global emissions.

But the backlash has made for a difficult  
week for companies at Posidonia selling  
future focused decarbonisation technologies 
— many of which depend on global greenhouse 
gas regulation to justify investment or 
scale existing compliance businesses.

Daniel Mann, chief commercial officer of 
Spanish sailmaker Bound4blue, said of the 
anti NZF camp: “It would be good to hear what 
solutions they have, not just the criticism. 
[The NZF] might not be perfect, but it’s a 
solution to further decarbonise shipping.”

He noted that scrapping the NZF would not halt 
emissions trading schemes in the EU, UK, Türkiye 
and potentially China. “Maybe the IMO rules will 
take longer to get clarity on,” he said. “But I don’t 
think they can fight every policy that’s coming.”

Navaris chief executive Boy Sleddering, whose 
Rotterdam firm helps small- and mid-sized 
owners comply with EU ETS and FuelEU rules, 
warned that fragmented regional regulation 
would hit smaller players hardest through 
added paperwork and carbon penalties.

“Ideally it’s global regulation, because 
the world doesn’t exist only of companies 
the scope of Mr Marinakis,” he said.

Sleddering acknowledged that views on the NZF 
vary by trade and exposure to penalties, but said 
the global debate had to begin somewhere. 

“The best negotiation is that everybody loses a 
bit — that’s the essence of this,” he said. “No one 
can win it, and no one should want to win it, 
because we have to stick together as an industry.” 
He added that without compromise, “some players 
will lose very big, and only a few will survive — 
which is not good for the market as a whole”.

The split between liner operators, who tend to 
cautiously support the NZF, and tanker and 
bulker owners backing the more hard line stance 
has put classification societies in a PR bind.

Class societies, long eager to showcase 
their green credentials, have sharply toned-
down environmental messaging since the 
MEPC extraordinary session in October. 
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None approached by Lloyd’s List would 
comment on the Angelicoussis coalition’s 
performance at Capital Link on Monday, citing 
their neutrality as technical advisers.

DNV decarbonisation director Jason Stefanatos 
said opposition to the NZF should not be 
conflated with opposition to decarbonisation or 
support for LNG as fuel. “We tend to merge all 
in one, but they are not the same,” he said.

He noted that some owners opposing 
the NZF still prefer global rules over a 
patchwork of regional schemes.

Stefanatos said there was too little detail 
on the Liberian IMO proposal — the 
Angelicoussis coalition’s preferred 
alternative — to judge its effectiveness. 

The plan would strip out economic measures 
in favour of technical mandates. Modelling by 
UCL and the Maersk Mc-Kinney Møller Centre 
suggests the so called “Panlibarg” plan would 
leave fossil LNG as the only compliant alternative 
fuel and deliver negligible emissions cuts.

More clarity on the NZF is expected after 
the IMO reconvenes in October.

Trump’s Cuba sanctions ramp up fines three 
times over
DONALD Trump’s latest restrictions on Cuba 
leave anyone trading with that country facing 
fines set more than three times higher than under 
the previous rules, a partner in the New York 
office of Watson Farley & Williams has warned.

Executive Order 14404 — to give the measures their 
formal title — also brings non-US persons into the 
net for the first time by establishing a secondary 
sanctions programme — including shipowners 
and marine insurers — Daniel Pilarski added.

This brings Cuba sanctions into line with other 
US sanctions regimes, which are enforced by 
the Office of Foreign Assets Control, as most of 
them also contain a secondary component.

The key distinction between the two categories 
is that primary sanctions apply only to US 
persons, generally defined as US citizens or 
permanent residents, entities organised in 
the US and any other persons in the US.

But in practice, even non-US persons may be 
required to fall in line if there is any US nexus to a 
relevant transaction, under broad rules prohibiting 
US persons from facilitating such deals.

However, if there is no US nexus whatsoever, 
a non-US person that engages in a transaction 
with a sanctioned party or country generally 
does not fall foul of US primary sanctions.

In contrast, secondary sanctions apply to non-US 
persons, even if in the absence of a US nexus. 
“The US has had a primary sanctions policy 

targeting Cuba for over 60 years, although 
there were plenty of ways those sanctions were 
relevant to non-US persons,” said Pilarski.

“But until last month, there was never a 
secondary sanctions programme, and this 
is something new. That is quite big.”

If Ofac determines that a non-US person has 
violated secondary sanctions, that person 
may be added to the Specially Designated 
Nationals and Blocked Persons list. Vessels and 
aircraft can also be added to the SDN list.

In some cases, SDN status can be worse than 
being found in violation of primary sanctions. 

Financial penalties for a primary sanctions 
violation can be large. But once the fine is paid, 
the relevant party can continue doing business.

In contrast, when an entity is added to the 
SDN list, it generally cannot trade with 
US parties or access dollarised financial 
markets until it is removed from the list.

The existing Cuban Assets Control Regulations 
in principle ban US persons — including 
non-US entities controlled by a US person — 
from transacting with Cuba, although there 
are again multiple licensed exceptions.

But the CACR ban does not extend to 
non-US persons. In some circumstances, 
they can even engage in dollar transactions, 
under the so-called U-Turn Licence.
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Additionally, a special rule provides that vessels 
that deliver certain cargo to Cuba cannot call 
at a US port for 180 days after the call.

Separately from CACR, the Bureau of Industry 
and Security maintains a comprehensive 
embargo on Cuba that prohibits the export 
or reexport of most US origin items.

Furthermore, Title III of the Helms-Burton 
Act provides a private right of action that 
permits US nationals whose property was 
expropriated following the 1959 revolution to 
sue those who traffic in expropriated property.

This has led to lawsuits against major 
cruise companies for allegedly “trafficking” 
in expropriated Cuban ports.

Cuba is also on the State Department’s list of 
state sponsors of terrorism, and the Trump 
administration has used tariffs and other trade 
mechanisms to ramp up the pressure on Havana.

Under EO 14404, any person determined to operate 
in the energy, defence, metals and mining, financial 
services, security or any other sectors designated 
in future may find themselves on the SDN list.

This may also be the case if they are deemed 
to have “materially assisted, sponsored, or 
provided financial, material, or technological 
support for, or goods or services to or in 
support of, the government of Cuba”.

The term “government of Cuba” includes any person 
owned, controlled, or acting for or on behalf of the 
government, whether or not separately designated.

This includes both Grupo de Administracion 
Empresarial, known as GAESA, and Moa Nickel, 
two companies owned by the Cuban armed forces. 
The former company alone is thought to control 
up to two thirds of the domestic economy.

EO 14404 was issued under the International 
Emergency Economic Powers Act 1977, while the 
older Cuba sanctions falls under the authority 
of the Trading With the Enemy Act 1917. 

Probably the biggest practical difference 
is the size of penalties at stake. 

The highest civil penalty per transaction under 
IEEPA is generally the greater of twice the 
value of the underlying transaction and an 

inflation-adjusted figure of $377,700. In contrast, 
civil penalties per transaction under TWEA are 
capped at an inflation-adjusted $111,308.

An added complication is that a number 
countries have what are known as “blocking 
statutes” that make it an offence to 
comply with unilateral US sanctions.

In practice, blocking statutes are rarely 
enforced, on account of a realistic 
appraisal of US weight in world trade. 

Nevertheless, it will be a case of damned if 
you do and damned if you don’t for owners 
and insurers in these jurisdictions.

“That puts UK, EU, Canadian and some other 
companies in a potentially significant bind with 
respect to their Cuba business,” Pilarski went on.

“They may be at risk of violating one jurisdiction’s 
law or another jurisdiction’s law and they 
will have to make a risk-benefit analysis. But 
it’s absolutely difficult, no question.”

Another issue is that the wording of EO 14404 refers 
to foreign actors who “operate or have operated” 
in targeted sectors of the Cuban economy.

That opens up the theoretical prospect of 
retrospective enforcement, with owners 
and underwriters finding themselves 
hammered for historical calls that were 
entirely above board at the time.

But Pilarski said he would be surprised if Ofac 
went after a party that is complying with current 
sanctions on the grounds of past activities.

“I would interpret the wording as putting the entire 
world on notice that if you operate in these sectors at 
any time going forward, you are potentially at risk.”

The other apparent contradiction is the Trump 
administration — which includes secretary of state 
Marco Rubio, the son of Cuban immigrants — and 
which has openly stated that it is keen to open up 
the island’s communist economy to the private 
sector, including for investment from Cuban ex-pats.

That logically entails permitting a degree 
of maritime trade. As a result, Pilarski 
expects Ofac will be fairly relaxed when 
it comes to issuing licences, at least for 
deals that dovetail with this agenda.
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OPINION

Hormuz crisis exposes critical weaknesses in 
autonomous shipping, warns ClassNK chief
GPS jamming, Automatic Identification System 
manipulation and irregular signal patterns 
in the Strait of Hormuz have exposed a core 
weakness in the maritime sector’s drive toward 
autonomous operations, according to ClassNK 
president and chief executive Hayato Suga.

Speaking to Lloyd’s List at Posidonia in Athens, Suga 
warned that the industry risks overestimating the 
reliability of autonomous and AI driven systems in 
regions where data integrity cannot be guaranteed.

The recent instability in Hormuz, he said, 
showed how easily the inputs that autonomous 
systems rely on can be disrupted.

“If the geopolitical and actual safety risk is 
high, AIS jamming and irregular signals will 
be a host to the AI and control systems. It is, 
I think, a very dangerous situation,” he said. 
Autonomy, he argued, is only as strong as the 
signals feeding it — and in high risk regions, 
those signals are often the first to fail.

Suga drew a distinction between operationally 
challenging waters and those shaped by geopolitical 
tension. Autonomous systems are “very, very 
usable” in congested or technically demanding 
areas, where their ability to support navigation is 
well established. But the equation changes when 
vessels enter regions where human intent and 
political instability dominate the risk profile.

The Hormuz disruptions offered a real time 
demonstration. As ships experienced sudden AIS 

losses, degraded sensor inputs and deliberate 
interference, the fragility of autonomy became 
clear. Human crews could adapt; autonomous 
systems, dependent on uninterrupted and 
trustworthy data, could not. A vessel navigating 
a narrow channel can trust its sensors. A vessel 
navigating a geopolitical flashpoint cannot.

Despite these limits, Suga stressed 
that AI still has value — but only as a 
support tool, not a decision maker. 

“AI can still help collect and organise the 
information needed to respond to such events,” 
he said. In high risk regions, its strength lies 
in shoreside intelligence: aggregating fast 
moving information, analysing risk indicators 
and supporting human judgement.

“It is not yet realistic, and also not safe, for 
AI to make decisions alone,” he said.

This, he added, raises broader governance questions. 
As AI becomes embedded in safety critical systems, 
issues of explainability and accountability become 
unavoidable. Suga pointed to the “black box” nature 
of many AI tools and the need to determine “who 
makes the final decision, who takes responsibility.”

ClassNK is developing frameworks to assess 
AI reliability, though Suga acknowledged 
the work is still “under development”.

Classification societies, he said, must track 
technological progress closely as standards evolve.

MARKETS

Vehicle carrier orderbook swells as K Line 
orders four newbuildings in China
THE global pure car and truck carrier sector is 
experiencing a renewed wave of newbuilding 
orders with Japanese shipping group K Line 
becoming the latest owner to sign shipbuilding 
contracts amid sustained demand for vehicle 
transportation. K Line confirmed today, June 

4, that it has entered into firm contracts with 
China Merchants Jinling Shipyard Nanjing for the 
construction of four “distribution-type” PCTCs.

The new vessels, with a capacity of 1,380 ceu, have 
been ordered for its wholly-owned subsidiary K 
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Line European Sea Highway Services (KESS) and 
will be deployed in European short-sea trades.

In common with most PCTCs ordered since 
2021, the new vessels will be equipped with 
dual-fuel liquefied natural gas propulsion. They 
are scheduled for delivery in 2029 and are being 
built to Ice Class 1A specification, enabling 
year-round operations in the Baltic Sea.

According to Lloyd’s List Intelligence data, KESS 
currently operates 11 PCTCs built between 1993 and 
2007, ranging in capacity from 750 ceu to 2,130 ceu. 

K Line’s announcement follows confirmation 
that Greek intra-European vehicle carrier 
specialist Neptune Lines ordered up to four 
additional mid-sized PCTCs from Fujian 
Mawei Shipbuilding earlier this week.

The agreement includes two firm orders and options 
for two additional vessels. The 4,200 ceu ships are 
scheduled for delivery in 2029 and will replicate 
four vessels ordered from the same yard in 2023.

The first vessel from that earlier 
series, named Neptune Pireas (IMO: 
1034084), entered service in April.

After a quiet 2025, newbuilding activity 
in the vehicle carrier market has 
accelerated sharply throughout 2026.

In May, London-based Zodiac Maritime returned to 
Yantai CIMC Raffles Shipyard with a new order for 
two LNG dual-fuel ships of 7,000 ceu. The vessels 
are slated for delivery in 2028 and follow a previous 
series of 10 ships ordered between 2021 and 2023.

The month previously, HD Hyundai Heavy 
Industries secured an order from Israeli 
owner Ray Car Carriers for two 7,700 ceu 
PCTCs valued at nearly $135 million each.

In February, United European Car Carriers, 
a joint venture between Japan’s NYK Line 
and Swedish shipowner Wallenius Marine, 
ordered two mid-sized vehicle carriers 
from China Merchants Jinling Nanjing.

Additional orders have also emerged from 
Norwegian tonnage provider Global Car Carriers 
(GCC), formerly known as Gram Car Carriers.

According to Alphaliner-linked AXS RoRo, GCC 
has quietly ordered eight PCTCs during 2026, 
following its acquisition by the MSC Group in 2024.

The newbuild programme includes four 7,000 
ceu vessels and four larger 8,580 ceu ships to be 
built by Guangzhou Shipyard International and 
China Merchants Jinling Shipyard Weihai.

Once delivered, the new vessels will 
expand GCC’s fleet to 30 PCTCs, all 
employed on long-term charters with major 
vehicle transportation operators.

The global vehicle carrier fleet is on course for 
another year of substantial expansion. Following 
record growth in 2025, approximately 60 new 
PCTCs are expected to be delivered during 2026. 
The sector received 72 new PCTCs in 2025. 

A notable feature of the current orderbook is the 
emergence of a new generation of Large Car and 
Truck Carriers (LCTCs) capable of carrying more 
than 9,000 ceu. These larger vessels are designed 
to meet rising demand from global automotive 
trade while improving transport efficiency.

Meanwhile, vessel recycling has remained 
exceptionally limited, with only seven ships 
scrapped over the past five years. The last major 
recycling cycle occurred in 2020, when pandemic-
related shutdowns severely disrupted vehicle 
production and left large portions of the fleet idle.

Strong earnings and tight capacity, due 
to the meteoric rise of Chinese vehicle 
producers, have since reduced incentives 
for owners to retire older ships.

Forecasts indicate Chinese vehicle exports could 
increase by approximately 13% in 2026, supported 
by strong international demand for electric vehicles, 
a segment in which Chinese manufacturers 
continue to strengthen their competitive position.

At the same time, diversions around the Cape of 
Good Hope, ongoing trade imbalances between 
Asia, Europe and North America, and sustained 
growth in long-haul vehicle shipments have 
pushed vessel utilisation rates to record levels.
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IN OTHER NEWS

Competitiveness and sustainability 
can be combined, says global 
shipping ‘powerhouse’
GREEK shipping’s importance 
for global trade, for Europe 
and for Greece as a country 
has been underscored in the 
latest annual report of the 
Union of Greek Shipowners.

The UGS, which is the world’s 
largest national shipowners’ 
association, calculated that 
Greek shipping, “a globally 
and universally trusted 
powerhouse”, accounts for 
19.1% of the global fleet.

The Greek-owned fleet of 5,800 
vessels of 458m dwt capacity 
included 26% of all oil tanker 
capacity, 23% of the world 
liquefied natural gas carrier 
fleet and 22% of bulk carriers.
According to the UGS, Greeks 
are the leading force in oil 
tankers and LNG carriers, and 
they rank second in bulkers.

Yangzijiang completes $825.7m deal 
for 10% stake in Seaspan parent
YANGZIJIANG Shipbuilding 
has completed its acquisition 
of a 10% stake valued at 
$825.7m in Poseidon Corp, 
the parent of Seaspan Corp, 
deepening the Chinese 
shipbuilder’s ties with one of 
its key long-term customers.

The Singapore-listed shipbuilder 
said in a filing on May 30 that 
the deal closed on May 29 and 
was fully funded in cash from 
internal resources. Following the 
completed acquisition, Poseidon 
has become an associated 
company of Yangzijiang.

In March, Yangzijiang agreed to 
buy a minority stake of 29.2m 
Poseidon shares from affiliates 
of Fairfax Financial Holdings 
and the Washington family for 
$825.7m, as part of a broader 
transaction involving the sale 
of up to 34% of Poseidon.

Poseidon owns Atlas Corp, 
which in turn owns Seaspan 
Corp, the world’s largest 
containership tonnage provider.

Middle East port update: 
Thursday, June 4
Kuwait airport Terminal 1 is 
closed following a drone attack 
on Wednesday. Terminals 4 
and 5 are operational and 
Kuwait airspace is open.

In UAE, Ras al Khaimah 
ports remain open and are 
operating normally. 

RAK Ports Group will implement 
a Marine Risk Surcharge 
applicable to all vessels 
calling at its ports, harbours, 
anchorages and approaches.

THE situation in the Middle 
East Gulf remains fluid and 
conditions may change at 
short notice in response to 
local authority guidance.
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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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