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Digital shift
The demand for digitalisation; a 
quest for the box line business6

A booming shipping business 
has seen forwarders face up to 
four weeks’ wait for some 
shipping line services, as 
blanked sailings and higher 
volumes hit the sector.

The result has been an 
unexpected outbreak of profits 
in the industry, with chronically 
impoverished HMM, for 
example, reporting its first 
quarterly profit in 21 
consecutive quarters. The 
carrier posted a net profit of 
US$23 million for Q2 20, 
compared with a loss of $54 
million for the same period of 
2019.

One key indicator of the 
health of the container shipping 
industry is the idle tonnage 
report, which has showed a 

steep drop in inactive capacity. 
In the two weeks up to 3 
August, 49 idled 
ships found work, 
leaving just 5 per 
cent of the global 
fleet idle. The news 
is in stark contrast 
to the end of May, 
when idle tonnage 
hit an all-time high 
with 552 ships, or 
11.6 per cent of the 
global fleet, not 
operating.

Brokers have 
reported that ships 
of more than 5,000 
teu are “almost 
impossible to get 
hold of” – even for “top dollar” 
rates.

Competition for charters of 
ships is likely to be fierce among 

the carriers, with 
owners having to 
decide on accepting 
short-term high 
daily hire rates or 
locking the vessels 
into longer-term 
charters with a 
shipping line at 
lower rates.

“One of our 
owners doesn’t 
want long-terms at 
the moment as they 
feel the market still 
has a way to go, but 
we have another 

owner that could be 
interested in a charter for a year 
or more with the right liner,” 

said the broker.
And Asia-North Europe 

shippers are bracing for a wave 
of FAK rate increases and peak 
season surcharges this month.

The North Europe component 
of the most recent Shanghai 
Containerized Freight Index 
(SCFI) edged up slightly, by $9 
to $910 per teu, in what 
shippers fear is the ‘calm before 
the storm’.

“The market remains strong 
on the Asia-Europe route,” said 
one forwarder.

“We are seeing services out 
of China full for the coming two 
weeks from nearly every port of 
loading. We are also seeing 
South-east Asia services facing 
some space pressure at this 
point.”

Box lines enjoy strong market as shippers brace for delays
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Air cargo slackens as 
market awaits busy Q4

AIR freight rates and load 
factors are beginning to 
subside – although they 
remain at a premium to last 
year, and are expected to 
rise – perhaps significantly 
– in the fourth quarter.

Data released on August 
12 revealed that dynamic 
load factors, a combination 
of weight and volume, 
dipped below 70 per cent 
for the first time in weeks, 
to 69 per cent. 

“It shows that the market 
is slowing slightly,” said Niall 

van de Wouw, manging 
director of Clive Data 
Services, which released the 
load factor information. 

However, he added that 
overall the data was 
“reassuring” for airlines. 

The second week of 
August saw a 2.8 per cent 
increase in capacity, 
week-on-week, showing 
overall volume growth. The 
transatlantic lanes from 
Europe to North America 
saw the biggest capacity 
rises, at 5 per cent, while the 

load factor only dropped 1 
per cent. Asia-Pacific to 
Europe stayed broadly flat, 
week on week.

Overall, load factors are 
still some 7 per cent higher 
than at this time last year.

TAC Index air freight rate 
data showed that only three 
lanes saw price 
rises in the week 
up to 10 August: 
China to Europe, 
up half a per 
cent to $3.53; 
Hong Kong to 
Europe, up 4 per 
cent to $3.34; 
and Frankfurt to 
the US, up 3.6 
per cent to 
$3.75.

All other lanes 
saw rate 
declines, with 
the largest on 
Chicago to Europe, which 
fell 4.5 per cent to $1.71. 
China to the US, Hong Kong 
to the US, Shanghai to 
Europe and Shanghai to the 

US all saw declines of 
between 2 per cent and 2.4 
per cent.

Rates at this time of year 
are traditionally low – but 
the signs of an uptick for the 
last quarter are there, 
according to Freight Investor 
Service.

“The market as 
a whole lacks 
direction in 
terms of the 
week-on-week 
price change, 
however 
overwhelming 
sentiment 
remains in 
favour of a 
bullish Q4,” it 
noted. 

“A 
fundamental 
lack of belly 

capacity persists 
given a slow return of 
passenger traffic, [and] cargo 
is being re-introduced into 
the market in what Clive 
Data Services calls a 'gradual 

but consistent' month-on-
month recovery.”

However, FIS warned that 
airlines were talking up their 
confidence about the fourth 
quarter in a “very public” 
way, and that there remain 
uncertainties. 

Tech product launches are 
expected to start in 
September, but FIS said: 
“We do not yet know the 
impacts or volumes of 
product releases September 
onwards, and we absolutely 
do not know the future 
impacts of Covid-19 on 
global transport. 

“We are in a wait-and-see 
moment in terms of 
vaccinations, and airlines will 
still be looking to cargo units 
to support long-term 

financial stability at least 
until 2024 (according to 
IATA).

“And yet, we've seen a few 
examples where the 
advantages of airlines 
becoming more cargo-
centric has been shunned. 
So we are hesitant to form 
any sort of long-term 
opinion on the cargo market. 
Volatility, as ever, remains 
prevalent.”

Other signs also indicate a 
strong fourth quarter, with 
freighter operator Atlas Air 
admitting that it has tied in 
several medium-to-long 
term charter deals for 
customers. 

"The market 
as a whole 

lacks 
direction in 
terms of the 

week-on-
week price 

change"

Covid vaccine 
expected to disrupt 
industry
A vaccine for Covid is expected to put enormous amounts of 
pressure on the air freight business, with optimistic forecasts 
suggesting that it might arrive in the fourth quarter – just as 
airlines cope with an ecommerce peak.

A single 777 freighter can carry one million doses of a 
vaccine – meaning it will require about 12,000 freighters to 
supply three quarters of the global population, according to 
Frederic Gomer, partner at B2G Consulting in Singapore.

“With refrigeration constraints, this capacity becomes 
very challenging without a global coordinated strategy.”

He questioned whether the industry would be ready for 
the onslaught.

“Most 3PLs have moved substantial volumes of PPE 
recently by air cargo, but vaccines are another level 
altogether.”

He added that a large number of shippers were “still 
behind”, with outdated technology, especially when moving 
fragile products in huge quantities.

“Product launches are always a headache, so let’s imagine 
for a second what the pharma industry will have to endure 
with the biggest ‘launch’ in history,” he said.

Pete Mento, managing director global customs and duties 
at Crowe LLP, warned: “It will likely cause incredible 
disruptions to every phase of global transport infrastructure 
as it strains capacity. This is going to make an iPhone release 
during a holiday rush seem like a tea party.”

NIALL VAN DE WOUW
Clive Data Services
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Focus ON
Time Critical Logistics

“We are at an interesting 
time for the just-in-time 
model,” commercial manager 
of Espace Global Freight, 
Geoff Yates, tells Voice of the 
Independent (VOTI). 

Unsurprisingly this is linked 
to the ongoing coronavirus 
pandemic. For one of the key 
just-in-time sectors, 
automotive, the picture 
appears “ever changing”, with 
Priority Freight’s director 
Stuart Stobie noting that in 
April and May production for 
manufacturers was around 
the 20 per cent mark. 

“That increased to 
probably 30 per cent in June, 
although it was variable 
dependant on the 
manufacturer,” Stobie tells 
VOTI. “However, in July it 
seems most OEMs started to 
put plans in place to support 
order backlog and there 
came a renewed desire to get 
production volumes back to 
normal. Of course, the sector 
is now on shutdown, so a 
flurry of activity to complete 
outstanding targets normally 
occurs in July which was 
almost a ‘normal’ month for 

us at Priority Freight.” 
Nonetheless, the 

automotive industry was 
severely hit by the 
coronavirus lockdown with 
every major car factory 
across Europe being forced 
to close. More than 6,000 
UK automotive job cuts were 
announced in June. As Yates 
says, the supply 
chain is “rightly 
concerned” that 
further 
significant 
numbers of job 
losses will rear 
up down the 
line. Indeed, 
there is a belief 
that one in six 
jobs connected 
to the 
automotive 
industry could 
be in danger. 
Such is the concern that the 
automotive sector has called 
on the UK Government for 
resources to kick start 
consumer demand at the 
showroom again and ease 
cash flow issues many in the 
industry are experiencing.

“As a company, we relied 
on the government’s 
furlough scheme during 
April,” says Yates. “With 
regular client contact, we 
quickly realised that 
non-automotive industries 
were performing much more 
strongly than we had worst 
case forecast, and it was 
important for us to being 
back to as many staff as 
possible, in order to continue 
the excellent level of 

customer service we are 
known for. 

“The staff here at Espace 
Europe have been fantastic 
in understanding decisions 
the leadership team has 
made. Their willingness to 
change has allowed us to 
move from survival mode in 
April to thriving mode in July. 

Every member of 
the team can be 
really proud of 
themselves.”

A continuing 
issue, however, 
remains the 
absence of 
demand. With 
new car sales 
plummeting by 
80 per cent in 
April, the need 
to get parts in 
has lessened. 

Had the needs for 
those parts been there, Yates 
says there would have been 
difficulties here too. 

“Getting parts at all has 
been difficult due to 
suppliers being closed too,” 
he says. “It has been difficult 
to get parts in, mainly due to 
suppliers closing. European 
transport lanes have slowed, 
but not stopped as was 
feared. 

“We’ve worked closely 
with our transport suppliers 
to ensure driver safety has 
been paramount and the 
driving staff have responded 
magnificently. There has 
been an increased demand 
for express services to 
supplement scheduled 
services. Whilst production 

tracks have slowed or 
stopped, pre-production and 
product testing has 
continued afoot and we find 
we’ve been moving more of 
these specialist parts than 
usual.”

Yates notes that everyone 
has been affected by this, 
“the entire industry” and not 
just the key European hubs. 
He adds that it offered the 
first instance in his career 
when “force majeure” had 
been claimed; everything 
“stopped for a while”. 

But that era may be 
coming to a close, believes 
Stobie. He expects the sector 
to see an attempt towards 
normality in September 
which, if successful, would 
hopefully leave 
Priority Freight 
and operators 
like it, to salvage 
some of the 
losses wrought 
by the pandemic 
in the fourth 
quarter. 

“Therefore, we 
expect renewed 
sales campaigns 
and good deals 
in the sector 
leading to higher 
production and 
sales,” he 
continues. 
“There may be 
some further consolidation 
as OEMS try to become 
more efficient, during this 
time we expect to be busy 
and hope for a strong final 
quarter of 2020.” 

Stobie’s optimism is one 

shared. There are positive 
signs of regrowth. New car 
sales in the UK rebounded in 
July as the government 
offered further lockdown 
easing measures. Sales of 
electric vehicles continued to 
grow strongly. And July 
figures suggest that growth 
of sales in electric cars 
recorded in the first half of 
2020 will continue. Speaking 
on this, Yates says it’s “a 
really exciting prospect 
which presents a host of new 
challenges in itself”. Stobie, 
however, does not appear to 
fully agree with Yates’ 
assessment. 

“Of course 
environmentally sustainable 
cars are top of the list of 

development 
opportunities 
for all OEMs but 
we have not 
noticed a hike in 
interest due to 
government 
policy regarding 
public transport, 
this is likely to 
be a moving 
feast over the 
coming months 
dependent on 
Covid changes, 
but in my 
opinion is 
unlikely to 

change the 
strategy of the car makers,” 
says Stobie. “Government 
incentives around electric 
vehicles are likely to have the 
biggest impact on sales.”  

And what about the 
just-in-time sector itself? 

Yates says it is one that had 
long been overdue a 
shake-up. Many within the 
industry had expected that 
for the UK, Brexit and the 
country’s withdrawal from 
the European Union would 
be just that shake up. If that 
epoch-defining event had 
companies worried about the 
time they had to make 
changes, the pandemic has 
upended thinking.  

“The coronavirus pandemic 
has brought that thinking 
forwards for many by at least 
six months,” says Yates. 
“Just-in-time works when 
you have control over 
countless number of factors. 
With borders going up, we 
no longer have full control 
over a key one - transit time. 
We can have systems in 
place, crossings booked, 
customs entries and driver 
swaps prepared but we 
cannot control port queues. 
Suddenly just-in-time doesn’t 
work. Many companies 
cannot afford to simply 
stockpile in the event of a 
delay.”

The ever-changing 
just-in-time model

"Getting 
parts at all 
has been 

difficult due 
to suppliers 
being closed 

too"

GEOFF YATES
Espace Global Freight

STUART STOBIE
Priority Freight

"Government 
incentives 

around 
electric 

vehicles are 
likely to have 
the biggest 
impact on 

sales"  



VOICE OF THE INDEPENDENT, AUGUST 2020 5

MAERSK, which could itself 
be accused of the practice of 
cutting out forwarders, has 
claimed that airlines are 
looking to “move closer to 
the shipper”.

In the age-old debate on 
cutting out the middleman, 
Maersk weighed in with a 
blog post suggesting that air 
carriers have a “desire to 
reduce layers of involved 
middlemen”.

“Cargo airlines intend to 
move closer to shippers and 
to avoid using intermediaries 
such as forwarders, at least 
for parts of their business. 
(The Cargo IQ initiative is a 
good indicator of this trend).”

It added that the first step 
in the process is online 
booking, and increasing the 

percentage of direct booking.
Airlines have for years 

denied that this is the case 
– noting that they do not 
have the capability – or even 
desire – to take on the role 
of forwarders. And most air 
freight booking platforms are 
reserved for forwarders only.

Ariaen Zimmerman, head 
of Cargo iQ, an interest 
group for quality standards 
in air freight, denied that its 
processes help shippers cut 
out forwarders to deal 
directly with carriers.

He said: “One of the 
biggest problems is that it is 
not easy for shippers to buy 
clearly defined carrier 
products and have a clear 
view of their shipments’ 
progress, and Cargo iQ does 

add value in the 
transparency chain. So there 
is value for the shipper in our 
proposition. But it does not 
cut out the forwarder.”

He explained: “We also 
create transparency for the 
ground handler’s processes 
– but that doesn’t mean the 
carrier would be cut out. All 
the participants have a role, 
and the forwarder’s role is to 
ensure sufficient access to 
the right capacity for the 
shipper. Carriers can’t do 
that, it’s too complex to do 
in every market.

“It shows a lack of 
understanding of what the 
forwarder does. Cutting 
anyone from the logistics 
chain is not the answer. Yes, 
the roles of all participants 
may have to be reinvented 
every day as the market 
develops, and yes, we add 
value for shippers using air 
freight.”

He added that Cargo iQ 
had many forwarder 
members, whose aim, like 
the other participants, was 
to raise quality in the sector.

Maersk itself has been 
pursuing a strategy of 
providing end-to-end 
solutions for customers, 
many of which are shippers, 
and it has a forwarding arm, 
Damco.

The shipping behemoth 
also accused airlines of 
favouritism, saying only 
some forwarders were able 
to get air freight capacity.

“Giving all power to 
regional stakeholders bears 
the inherent risk of 
favouritism, which creates 
unnecessary barriers of entry 
for new players and irrational 
preferential treatment of a 
few players — as a forwarder 
you must be ‘in the club’ of 
an airline to get capacity.”

It also cites high 
transaction costs in air cargo, 
owing to inefficient booking 
processes and the untapped 
potential of technology to 
increase utilisation.

Maersk claims airlines are 
looking to cut out the forwarder

ARIAEN ZIMMERMAN
Cargo IQ

Covid triggers ‘worst crisis in a 
century’ in Latin America
LATIN America and the 
Caribbean have been 
particularly badly hit by the 
pandemic, with trade 
expected to contract by 
almost one quarter this year.

While ocean carriers have 
seen a strong recovery in the 
main Asia-Europe and 
transpacific tradelanes, the 
Latin American and 
Caribbean markets continue 
to suffer significantly from 
the impact of Covid-19.

During a virtual session of 
the Inter-Parliamentary 
Monitoring Commission of 
the Pacific Alliance this 
month, executive secretary 
of the Economic 
Commission for 
Latin America 
and the 
Caribbean 
(ECLAC) Alicia 
Barcena said 
that the Latin 
America and 
Caribbean bloc 
was “facing 
the worst crisis 
in a century”.

And she 
warned that nations must 
“deepen cooperation and 
bolster regional agreements”.

Barcena said that the 
pandemic had exposed the 

“structural problems of the 
development model in the 
region”.

The value of exports from 
Latin America and the 
Caribbean is set to fall by 
23per cent this year – the 
worst performance in 80 
years – while the value of 
imports is expected to sink 
by 25per cent, the biggest 
drop in almost 40 years.

The hardest-hit sectors 
are likely to be 
manufactured goods, 
particularly vehicles, textiles, 
apparel and footwear, paper 
and cardboard and 
machinery and equipment, 

she said.
“It is the 

manufactured 
goods that we 
must safeguard 
in the bloc,” said 
Barcena, “Intra-
Pacific Alliance 
trade is small, 
but it is 
important 
because 82 per 
cent of it 

corresponds to 
manufactured goods.

“This is trade that 
contributes to the 
diversification of production 
and exports, to skilled 

employment and to the 
internationalisation of SMEs; 
therefore, it is very 
important that we seek to 
expand it,” she said.

Meanwhile, strict capacity 
management by carriers has 
helped to bolster freight 
rates from Asia to Latin 
America in the past month.

Last week’s Shanghai 
Containerized Freight Index 
(SCFI) component for Santos 
was stable at $963 per teu.

This represents a recovery 
from the lows of circa $500 
per teu recorded by the SCFI 
last month, but is still 
substantially adrift of the 
highs of more than $2,000 
per teu of a year ago.

"It is the 
manufactured 

goods that 
we must 

safeguard in 
the bloc"

ALICIA BARCENA
ECLAC

WCA members 
rapidly react to aid 
Beirut's suffering
MEMBERS of WCA's family of networks have reacted 
quickly and decisively to come to the assistance of members 
and the people of Lebanon, following the devastating blast 
in Beirut port.

The explosion destroyed and damaged vast swathes of 
the port and the city causing hundreds of deaths, thousands 
of injuries and bilions of dollars of damage.

WCA member companies based in or near the port saw 
warehouses and offices destroyed and employees 
hospitalised, but have reacted with great resolve to help 
clear up the damage, resume operations and start bringing 
vital aid and supplies.

WCA launched an appeal to its members around the 
world to support this effort and a strong response is already 
underway. WCA is helping cordinate aid and supply 
shipments with the help of local members.

Member companies from around the world have offered a 
range of solutions, inluding free shipping for aid and 
donated goods, monetary donations and free consolidation 
services. Vital shipments from countries such as Australia, 
Egypt, Germany, UAE, Netherlands and China are 
underway. 

In addition, in conjunction with Lebanon-based member 
Sea Sky Services, WCA is supporting the Lebanese Red Cross 
and local NGO groups to bring aid and reconstruction 
materials to the country. 

"The response from members shows the compassion and 
generosity of independent forwarders even though they are 
facing their own challenges caused by Covid-19", said 
WCA's CEO, Dan March.

"Through offers of free services, space donations, and 
coordination of aid shipments, alongside very generous 
monetary donations to the Lebanese Red Cross, their 
solidarity with their fellow members in Beirut and the 
Lebanese people is clear. We continue to urge any company 
that can offer assistance to contact WCA at dmarch@
wcaworld.com."
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FORMER Maersk executive, 
Thomas Bagge, has been 
chief executive and statutory 
director of Digital Container 
Shipping Association (DCSA) 
for nearly 18 months, in an 
attempt to pull the shipping 
industry into the 21st 
century. It is, he says, not an 
easy quest, but the first fruits 
of his labour are starting to 
show.

“The container shipping 
industry is currently not a 
digitally advanced industry. 
We are, however, seeing a 
shift as many companies are 
thinking about how to 
change their supply chain to 
be more efficient and reliable 
through digitalisation. There 
is a clear and increasing 
demand for more 
digitalisation in the industry,” 

he believes.
The DCSA membership 

comprises nine of the largest 
container shipping lines, who 
want to create a “digitally 
interconnected” industry, 
which will give customers 
“seamless, easy-to-use 
services”. Non-profit and 
independent, the 
association’s aim is to drive 
and develop technology 
standards and frameworks 
– a crucial step forward.

“Taking a standardised 
approach to digitalisation is 
crucial to enabling 
interoperability, as this 
industry depends on 
collaboration from all 
industry stakeholders to 
maximise the benefits of 
digitalisation,” explains 
Bagge.

“Since the launch of DCSA 

in April 2019, we are 
encouraged by the support 
we’ve received from many 
industry stakeholders for 
digital standards. We look 
forward to collaborating 
more with shippers as well as 
all supply chain participants.”

One of its major efforts has 
been introducing an e-bill of 
lading (eB/L), which, it 
believes, could save the 
industry up to $4bn a year, 
even if only half the B/Ls 
were digital. The DCSA 
worked with IATA on the 
data, which has spent a 
decade trying to introduce 
e-freight and e-air waybills, 
and which currently have 
about 68 per cent market 
penetration.

“If we start on 
standardising eB/L now, we 
have reason to believe a 50 
per cent adoption rate is 
feasible by 2030.”

But, admits Bagge, “as part 
of the overall digitalisation of 
documentation effort, it is a 
major undertaking for the 
container shipping industry”.

“Carriers cannot do it 
alone. It requires key 
stakeholders such as 
regulators, banks and 
insurance companies to 
accept eB/L as the 
equivalent of paper bills of 
lading to drive widespread 
adoption. Not every 
government has provisions 
for an electronic form.”

Covid, as has been found 
in many other areas of 
business, has accelerated 
digitisation, and Bagge says 
progress is now being made.

“A number of DCSA 
members have reported a 
sharp increase in eB/L 
adoption in an effort to keep 
trade moving. By developing 
an industry-standard 
language and definitions for 
eB/L, DCSA aims to make it 
easier for government 
authorities and other 
stakeholders to accept an 
electronic replacement.”

While Covid has 
accelerated some trends, 
such as a move towards 
more digital documents and 
use of technology, it has 
slowed other aspects, 
explains Bagge.

“The Covid-19 pandemic 
has caused many companies 
to shift their priorities to deal 
with operational issues. 
However, while the impact of 
the pandemic may slow some 
projects down, the focus of 

our standardisation work and 
the commitment from our 
member carriers to drive 
standards adoption remain 
unchanged. For eB/L, 
adoption has even 
accelerated as the industry 
acted quickly to find 
solutions for not being able 
to pass paper B/Ls from 
location to location.”

It is not just the $4 billion 
in savings that shipping line 
customers could enjoy; 
digitisation boosts efficiency. 

“There are significant time 
benefits to digitisation in 
addition to cost benefits, and 
eB/L is a good example. 
When the cargo is loaded 
onto a ship, eB/L will enable 
the destination port to have 
visibility of the cargo and 
expedite processing upon its 
arrival. Regulators can 
reduce clearing time; 
shippers, ports and other 
stakeholders will all benefit 
from the time saving. As 
Covid-19 continues to cause 
disruptions around the 
world, 
digitalisation 
enables people 
to work from 
home and 
minimise or 
even eliminate 
potential 
delays.”

‘Digitisation’ 
covers a 
multitude of 
facets, and to 
bring the 
industry into 
line, the DCSA 
had to prioritise; 
it decided on 
track and trace 
and operational vessel 
schedules (OVS) as its first 
moves.

“We set the DCSA 
priorities jointly with our 
carrier members who bring 
insights from their customer 
base. 

“For shippers and freight 
forwarders, having visibility 
of where the cargo is has 
been an issue for more than 
a decade. This is why we 
published the Track & Trace 
standards in January 2020, 
simplifying shipment visibility 
across multiple carriers to 
enable better planning and 
shipment handling for 
shippers. 

“OVS is another area that’s 
in urgent need of 
improvement,” he adds. 
“Today carriers lack a 
standard and digital way of 

sharing vessel schedule data 
between themselves, their 
vessel sharing agreement 
(VSA) partners and 
operational service providers. 
OVS standards will enable 
automatic sharing of vessel 
schedule data among 
different parties and build a 
higher degree of 
effectiveness and efficiency 
into the fabric of container 
shipping processes.”

Port call optimisation 
technology is also on its way, 
to drive both efficiencies and 
environmental gains.

“Today ships often speed 
across the ocean, burning 
more fuel than necessary, 
only to find themselves 
waiting outside of a 
congested port, burning 
more fuel in the process. 

“DCSA Port Call 
Optimisation (PCO) 
standards will aim to enable 
the just-in-time port call by 

aligning 
operational 
processes and 
data 
communication 
between 
carriers, ports, 
terminals and 
other 
stakeholders. 

“PCO 
standards will 
create a more 
efficient and 
harmonious 
ecosystem that 
will drive 
increased trust 

and visibility 
among stakeholders, reduced 
ship waste and emissions, 
and improved schedule 
reliability,” he says.

He urges forwarders and 
other stakeholders to engage 
with the association.

“At DCSA, we actively 
invite all stakeholders to 
engage with us in order to 
develop standards that are 
useful for the industry and 
drive rapid adoption of 
standards. We have been 
working with the freight 
forwarder community and 
welcome more feedback. 

“DCSA standards are open 
source, free for everyone to 
use. It is our strong belief 
that by adopting digital 
standards, supply chain 
participants can improve 
efficiencies and unlock 
opportunity to innovate.”

Spotlight ON
Thomas Bagge

Digital Container Shipping 
Association (DCSA)

The quest to digitise 
container shipping

"Today 
carriers lack 
a standard 
and digital 

way of 
sharing 
vessel 

schedule 
data"
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OCEAN carrier second 
quarter results were being 
published just as Voice of 
the Independent went to 
print - with early indications 
suggesting that the major 
container lines have 
weathered the storm of the 
pandemic well.

With millions of people 
around the world still 
impacted by the deadly virus 
it is perhaps offensive to 
even suggest that carriers 
have had a “good” pandemic, 
but in terms of 
their financial 
results, that is 
exactly the take 
away.

Adding 
support to the 
surprisingly 
optimistic 
outlook for the 
liner industry is 
the turnaround 
Q2 profit of 
serial loss-
making carrier 
HMM.

The South 
Korean 
container line 
reported a 
US$23 million 
profit for the 
second quarter – its first 
positive return after 21 
consecutive quarters of 
losses and a possible sign 
that the carrier can one day 
survive independently from 
its state sponsorship.

Liner profits in the midst 
of a global health crisis, with 
so many countries around 
the world either in or about 
to enter into recession, has 
confounded the analysts.

In early June, it was not 
just a case of if carriers 
would lose money this year 
but rather: how much will 
they lose?

Predictions ranged from a 
‘best case’ cumulative loss of 
$5 billion for 2020, to a 
‘worst case’ thumping, 

bankruptcy-threatening, $23 
billion deficit for the full year.

The rationale of the 
analysts was that a sharp 15 
per cent to 20 per cent 
contraction of volume across 
tradelanes, due to Covid-19 
lockdowns and weak 
consumer demand, would 
significantly hit top line 
carrier revenue and thus 
severely damage the 
industry’s bottom line.

Moreover, the analysts 
were in general agreement 

that, as in previous 
recessions, the 
first casualty in 
liner shipping 
would be rate 
discipline: it was 
a racing 
certainty that a 
rate war would 
break out on the 
major tradelanes 
as carriers 
scrambled to fill 
half-empty 
ships.

We know now 
that carriers 
have made 
money in Q2, 
despite those 
lower volumes, 

driven by higher 
average freight rates.

Indeed, from Asia to the 
US west coast ports of Los 
Angeles and Long Beach, 
spot rates are now 120 per 
cent up on their value of a 
year ago, following four 
consecutive general rate 
increases by transpacific 
carriers since early July.

Although not as dramatic 
in terms of increases, Asia to 
North Europe shippers have 
also seen rate hikes along 
with the introduction of 
what seemed highly unlikely 
only two months ago: the 
peak season surcharge.

The aggressive capacity 
management of the carriers 
to mitigate the impact of 
Covid-19 at the outset of 

the outbreak has kept supply 
tight on the major routes.

But with a better-than-
expected pick-up in demand 
- as lockdowns have eased 
and consumers have started 
to spend again - substantial 
roll-over pools of containers 

have built up in Asian hub 
ports for shipment to North 
Europe and the US.

The pressure for shipment 
has led to accusations that 
container lines deliberately 
overcooked their blanking 
strategies in order to push 

up rates.
My view is that I do not 

believe that the carriers had 
any better visibility than the 
rest of us on how demand 
would look during the 
pandemic, and perhaps erred 
on the side of caution with 
their capacity management 
decisions.

However, now that the 
demand is back, it is just not 
good enough for the 
alliances to hope to make do 
with extra loaders and 
sweeper vessels – the 
carriers should reinstate 

their suspended loops as a 
matter of urgency.

Insights IN
Seafreight – comment by Mike Wackett

Carriers must reinstate 
suspended loops

MIKE WACKETT
Sea Freight Consultant, FICS

In early 
June, it was 

not just 
a case of 
if carriers 

would lose 
money this 

year but 
rather: how 
much will 
they lose?



VOICE OF THE INDEPENDENT, AUGUST 20208

turkishcargo.com.tr

TURKISH CARGO
CONTINUES TO RISE.

TURKISH CARGO BECAME THE ONLY AIR CARGO 
BRAND TO HOLD IATA CEIV PHARMA, IATA CEIV 

ANIMALS AND IATA CEIV FRESH CERTIFICATIONS,
ONE OF THE MOST PRESTIGIOUS CERTIFICATES FOR 

THE AIR CARGO INDUSTRY.

THE flow of data along supply chains 
involving hazardous materials needs to be 
improved, according to a new study. The 
2020 Global Dangerous Goods Confidence 
Outlook, a survey of 258 hazmat 
professionals sponsored by Labelmaster, 
Hazardous Cargo Bulletin and IATA, calls for 
more effective communication, upgraded 
technology and better remote training 
capabilities.

The study was looking at the ramifications 
of the Covid-19 pandemic in terms of supply 
chain challenges for dangerous goods 
transport.

“The Covid-19 pandemic has greatly 
impacted the global dangerous goods supply 
chain,” remarked Labelmaster vice-president 
Robert Finn. “Yet even as the industry has 
shown tremendous resilience, this crisis has 
shed light on weaknesses related to DG 
organisations’ ability to keep shipments safe 
and compliant, and the need for further 
investment in DG training, technology and 
infrastructure.”

Not surprisingly, many challenges are not 
hazmat-specific but apply to other types of 

cargo as well, such as receiving goods on 
time (mentioned by 82 per cent of 
respondents) or lack of carrier availability (73 
per cent), but several were identified as 
specific to dangerous goods transport. More 
than two thirds of respondents had problems 
with information flow, and training and 
certification of staff came across as 
challenges of similar magnitude.

Information flow ranks high on hazmat 
professionals’ priorities, with 88 per 
cent stating that accurate and 
complete dangerous goods data 
are important for the future of 
their company. Receiving timely 
and complete information from 
partners was identified as a 
challenge as a result of Covid-19 
by 75 per cent, while 66 per cent 
have found this difficult to 
provide to their partners.

Digitisation should be a 
catalyst for improvement in this 
respect. At Frankfurt airport a 
pilot project is currently in 
progress using a digital format of 
the dangerous goods declaration 
through the community portal 
run by IT provider Dakosy. Once 
this is completed the question 
will be how broadly the user base 
will adopt it. The electronic 
dangerous goods declaration (eDGD) has 
been around for a couple of years now, but 
only a small fraction of hazmat shipments are 
tendered with eDGDs. Without a broad user 
base, the concept cannot bring its full 
benefits.

Two years ago IATA launched its DG 
AutoCheck to catch errors at reception of 
documents. A number of operators, such as 
Air France KLM and handler Pudong Air 
Cargo Terminals in Shanghai, have taken it on 
board and reported significant improvements, 
but overall IATA has reportedly found the 
uptake less enthusiastic than hoped.

Beyond catching errors, eDGDs can also 
speed up processes in the warehouses, 
particularly if they are used in combination 
with scanners. Technology is improving. In 

July technology provider Smiths Detection 
unveiled new detection algorithms for 
dangerous goods and lithium batteries to be 
used with its scanning hardware using x-ray 
or EDS technology. They help identify lithium 
batteries as well as flammable liquids and 
solids and compressed and liquefied gasses.

The Labelmaster study found that hazmat 
professionals were satisfied with the support 
they received from suppliers as well as from 

their industry organisations and 
IATA during the pandemic. On 
the other hand, 25 per cent of 
respondents stated that their 
national authority was not 
helpful, and 23 per cent were 
dissatisfied with the help from 
carriers.

The lack of support from 
official institutions is a concern 
with regard to certification and 
training. Re-certification of staff 
was identified as a challenge by 
69 per cent in the survey, and 68 
per cent saw training of 
employees as challenging. In 
light of the restrictions imposed 
in many jurisdictions in response 
to Covid-19, online training is an 
area where hazmat professionals 
see an urgent need to ramp up 

capabilities.
For IATA this has been a priority. The 

association has moved to offer virtual hazmat 
training for refresher courses. These still 
involve instructors to provide interaction for 
the students, noted David Brennan, assistant 
director, cargo safety & standards.

“We are also working on the development 
of virtual training for the initial dangerous 
goods acceptance course,” he remarked. 
Currently this is a five-day course in the 
classroom with a final assessment that 
typically takes about three hours to 
complete.

“The challenge is to be able to move this to 
a virtual platform that still provides time and 
opportunity for interaction between the 
instructor and the student to ensure that the 
learning objectives are being met,” Brennan 

said. The plan is to have a five-day course, 
followed by one-and-a-half or two days for 
the final assessment.

“From our experience with the virtual 
refresher training it has become clear that 
trying to deliver virtual training in the same 
time as is taken for a classroom course is just 
not possible if the same level of quality and 
achievement of competence by the student is 
expected,” he commented.

Recent surges in Covid-19 infections have 
forced operators and observers to push back 
their projections for a return to pre-pandemic 
conditions. The Labelmaster survey, which 
was conducted 1-19 June, found that 19 per 
cent of respondents reported that their 
business had already returned back to 
normal, and another 35 per cent expected to 
get there before the end of this year. The 
largest group (42 per cent) reckoned it would 
take until 2021 and beyond, while 4 per cent 
thought it would never return to normal.

Hazmat study urges data flow 
and training improvements
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pandemic 
has greatly 
impacted 
the global 
dangerous 

goods 
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ROBERT FINN
Labelmaster


