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All eyes on the skies
Drones to reduce road freight 
as spirit of innovation grows6

OCEAN freight forwarders on 
the main deepsea east-west 
trades are buckling under 
astonishing spot freight rate 
rises, and find themselves caught 
between irate customers, 
congested ports and carriers 
without capacity.

What little capacity there is 
available on the Asia-North 
Europe and transpacific spot 
trades is now being bought and 
sold at unprecedented levels.

As this issue of The Voice of 
the Independent went to press, 
spot rates on the Asia-Europe 
trades soared past US$5,000 per 
FEU. As of 11 December, the 
Shanghai Containerised Freight 
Index (SCFI) spot rate for its 
Shanghai-North Europe leg 
stood at $2,948 per teu, a rise of 
$574 per TEU on the week 
before.

The Shanghai-Mediterranean 
route stood at $3,073 
per TEU, a rise of 
$690 week-on-
week, while the 
Shanghai-US west 
coast spot rate was 
unchanged at 
$3,948 per 40ft.

However, the 
reality on the ground 
is far different, with 
independents 
reporting to VOTI 
that rate levels 
currently quoted by 
carriers and 
Chinese-based 
agents is far higher 
than the SCFI’s 
published level.

“Rates are now 
topping $10,000 for 
a 40ft high cubed on some lanes 

on the prepaid market in China 
– the FAK rate – which 

is way higher than 
the SCFI. The whole 
thing has gone mad,” 
one UK-based 
forwarder said.

Liner analyst Lars 
Jensen, chief 
executive Sea-
Intelligence 
Consulting, 
commented: “As the 
capacity problems 
continue in the 
container trades, the 
SCFI spot rates also 
continue to escalate. 

“And in this 
context, it should be 
noted that the 
market is at a point 

where the SCFI is in 
some cases significantly 

underestimating the actual rates 
paid as there are additional fees 
related to equipment and space 
availability. 

“Anecdotal evidence already 
points to de facto rate levels for 
some shipments of up to 
$10,000 on Asia-Europe and 
transpacific trades.”

The current bull run is down to 
three interlocking factors: the 
expanded number of blank 
sailings earlier this year which 
restricted the normal 
repositioning of empty 
containers; a post lockdown 
demand surge which 
exacerbated that shortage; and a 
congestion crisis that has spread 
across ports and terminals 
globally which has limited the 
industry’s ability to resolve the 
first two factors.

Spot rate rises find ocean freight forwarders caught between irate customers and congested ports
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Share Logistics has over 65,000m2 
warehouse capacity in the Port of 
Rotterdam and at Amsterdam Airport.

Share Logistics has it’s own fleet of vehicles, 
including refrigerated for smooth pick-ups and 
deliveries. We organise ocean freight, air freight, 
project cargo, customs consultancy,  
fiscal representation, multimodal transport,  
4th-party logistics and cargo insurance services.

Benefit from the power of the best connected hub 
in Europe. With it’s infrastructure and tax structure, 
the Netherlands is the true gateway to Europe, 
connecting 170 million consumers within 24 hours 
of Amsterdam or Rotterdam, making it the perfect 
springboard into European markets.

Looking for available warehousing capacity? 
Call +31207630082 or mail 
warehousing@sharelogistics.com

READY FOR  
BREXIT? WE ARE!
We have warehouse capacity available 
for your cargo in the Netherlands

www.sharelogistics.com

 Our warehouses
 > Licensed for bonded cargo
 > GDP-certified staff and systems
 > WMS logistics software (customised)
 > Real-time inventory solutions
 > State-of-the-art security

 Our Expertise
 > Perishable and fresh cargo (-24º to 16º)
 > General cargo
 > Green energy logistics 
 > Pharmaceuticals
 > Dangerous goods 
 > Ships spares
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Forwarders bemoan sky-
high handling charges
ADDITIONAL charges, on 
top of very high rates and 
often low service 
levels, have 
characterised 
both sea and air 
this year. But 
the latest round 
of price hikes 
from air cargo 
handlers has 
forwarders up 
in arms.

While fees 
and charges are 
thought to have 
gone up 
globally, the 
biggest 
objections 
stemmed from 
the UK, where 
forwarders 
branded new 
charges 
“monstrous”. In addition to a 
Covid charge, which in one 
case is £22.50 (US$30.35), 
import fees for loose cargo 

have been set at between 
£0.18 per kg and £0.20 for 

three major 
handlers at 
Heathrow.

“This is a real 
joke,” said one 
forwarder. “[The 
charges] are 
phenomenal, 
and some of the 
highest handling 
rates for air 
cargo globally 
– it’s about 
£2,500 for a 
10-tonne 
shipment.

“The WFS 
charges are 
monstrous. They 
are halving staff, 
elongating cargo 
availability and 

readiness and then 
charging substantially more 
for it, and that’s without the 
Covid fee.”

He added: “The problem 

is that we are a captive 
audience, we have to use 
the handlers the airlines 
use, and we just have to 
pay.”

In a statement WFS said 
that its charges “reflect 
particular cost structures in 
each country, reflecting 
rising labour and operating 
costs, capital investments, 
technology improvements, 
rent increases and other 
developments implemented 
across our business which 
also help to deliver 
productivity gains and other 
benefits for our customers”.

Forwarders were generally 
unsympathetic to the plight 
of the handlers, who have 
had a tough year.

“The market picked up 
quickly. I am not sure they 
struggled that much,” said 
one. “They furloughed staff, 
and cut back – but the 
freight was still coming in. 
It’ll be interesting to see 

their financials, but I bet 
they were strong.”

While concerns over high 
charges abound, air freight 
rates have held – in 2020 
terms anyway – reasonably 
steady in the ‘peak season’, 
with December calmer than 
had been initially expected, 
and the market appearing to 
soften for the second half of 
the month. Charter rates 
have remained high though, 
and capacity is being tightly 
controlled. 

“Overall, I think the 
current situation is caused 
by less capacity, while there 
is still lots of PPE/ 
e-commerce cargo in the 
market,” explained one 
Chinese forwarder.

As vaccines begin to fly, 
capacity could get tighter 
still – but in part the rush is 
expected to coincide with 
the traditionally weaker first 
half. The vaccine and 
medical market could get 

expensive though. The 
WHO noted this month that 
it was quoted a price of 
$105 per kg for a dry-ice 
shipment from Texas to 
Freetown, Sierra Leone.

Capacity has also suffered 
as a result of the grounding 
of Volga-Dnepr’s eight-
strong AN-124 fleet, over 
engine concerns. The carrier 
saw one of its aircraft suffer 
an uncontained engine 
failure in November. While 
progress on investigating 
each of the group’s 60 
AN-124 engines is now 
underway, it could take a 
couple of months to ensure 

the fleet is operable. 
Antonov Airlines has dusted 
off its AN-225 as a 
consequence.

On the upside, capacity-
wise, Volga-Dnepr Group 
airline AirBridgeCargo had 
its second 777F delivered 
this month.

On the upside, capacity-
wise, Volga-Dnepr Group 
airline AirBridgeCargo had 
its second 777F delivered 
this month. 

While it is destined to be 
allocated to one retail 
customer, it does add a 
payload of some 102 metric 
tons to the market.

"The 
problem is 
that we are 
a captive 

audience, we 
have to use 
the handlers 
the airlines 
use, and we 
just have to 

pay"

FIVE WCA World members have been 
nominated for awards by the British 
International Freight 
Association (BIFA).

United Worldwide 
Logistics, an EGLN member 
in Wales, has been 
nominated for The Extra 
Mile Award, sponsored by 
WCA vendor member 
Descartes.

Westbound Logistics 
Services, EGLN, is up for 
the Ocean Services Award, 
while both Ucargo (EGLN) 
and RIF Worldwide, (GAA) 
have been cited for the 
Project Forwarding Award.

And among the finalists 
for Apprentice of the Year 
is Chloe Hamlett, of WCA 
member Charles Kendall 
Freight.

BIFA has announced 21 
finalists in all.

Robert Keen, BIFA’s 
director general, said: “In 
this extraordinary year, BIFA 
has been delighted with the range of 

entries received to the BIFA Freight 
Service Awards 2020. The fact that so 

many BIFA Members took 
the time to document their 
achievements while 
continuing to manage their 
businesses through 
incredibly trying times is a 
testament to the tenacity 
of BIFA members.

“It adds to the esteem in 
which the BIFA Freight 
Service Awards, which is 
now in its fourth decade 
and rightly seen as the blue 
riband event for the UK's 
freight forwarding and 
logistics sector, is held. 

“I congratulate all the 
companies that have been 
shortlisted and look 
forward to watching the 
videos revealing the 
winners.”

Normally, the winners 
would be announced at 

BIFA’s annual Freight 
Service Awards lunch in January. 

Instead, BIFA will be recording a series 

of videos to celebrate the finalists and 
announce the winner of each category, 
with further details to be announced 
soon.

Dan March, chief executive of WCA, 
wished the WCA finalists the best of 
luck. “WCA members have worked so 
hard this year, in such challenging times. 
It’s a testament to the high-quality 
services that our members provide, that 
so many have been nominated for 
freight forwarding awards around the 
world.”

WCA, GAA and EGLN members 
stand proud in BIFA awards

"I 
congratulate 

all the 
companies 
that have 

been 
shortlisted 
and look 

forward to 
watching 

the videos 
revealing the 

winners"

ROBERT KEEN
BIFA

A further dent to global 
capacity goes overboard

And as if it couldn’t get any worse… it did. The loss of 
1,816 containers overboard the ONE Apus en route to Long 
Beach has effectively taken another 14,000 teu of 
equipment and a deepsea vessel out of the trading system, a 
further dent to global capacity. 

And any hope that forwarders might have of carriers 
bringing more capacity online is probably misplaced, as this 
defensive statement from liner lobby group the World 
Shipping Council illustrates: “Since the two most critical 
assets needed to move cargo – container ships and 
containers – are largely owned and/or operated by ocean 
carriers, there is a natural tendency to look to the ocean 
carriers to solve imbalance-related problems.  

“The solution suggested by some is for the ocean carrier to 
provide more assets – ships and containers – to handle the 
cargo surges.  That would be the simplest approach if indeed 
it were possible, but it isn’t, at least not in the near term.  

“Vessel capacity is fully utilised, and little excess is 
available. Weekly liner services require multiple ships of a 
similar size, and additional vessels to support these services 
are not available.  

“Equally important, additional vessel capacity without 
additional containers, which currently do not exist, will only 
make the situation worse.”

continued from page 1
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Spotlight ON
Vaccine distribution

WCA pharma network members 
are ready and prepared for the 
imminent onslaught of vaccine 
distribution. In fact, not only are 
the members ready, but the 
network is well-suited to support 
what has been called “the biggest 
product launch in history”. 

“We are in daily contact with 
partners,” says Allan Christensen, 
managing director and partner of 
Quick Cargo Service (QCS) in 
Denmark.  

“And the WCA Pharma network 
will be a perfect go-to for quality 
handling of vaccines, 
pharmaceuticals or clinical trials. 
The validated network cuts a lot of 
bilateral hassles when setting up 
solutions on short notice.” 

He adds that networks are ideal 
for this kind of distribution.  

“Use the experience and 
know-how from your 
network. One is only as 
good as its weakest 
link, so it will be 
essential to provide 
expertise and know-
how across the globe.” 

The WCA pharma 
network has been 
working hard. More 
than 30 people from 
SFS Pharma Logistics 
in Singapore recently 
renewed GDP 
certification through 
the WCA Academy, 
says Roger Chew, global sales 
director. 

“We prepared our team and 
facilities for potential 
opportunities, so that when we are 
called upon we are ready 
to execute,” he says. 

“And we are already in 
discussions with some WCA 
members on capabilities readiness, 
and with airport ground handlers 
on processes.” 

QCS has also been talking to 
partners.  

“We have been involved in 
smaller peer-peer groups within 
our networks, discussing 
challenges for dry ice supply, 
temperature-controlled 
distributions, storages at clinics 
and lots of other topics relating to 
the vaccines.  

“There is no easy fix to this, and 
it will be a task that needs to 
involve several bodies and 
suppliers,” explains Christensen. 

The WCA pharma network has 
supported its members’ 
preparation for vaccine 
distribution, but members all need 
to offer the same quality, warns 
Christensen. 

“The WCA Pharma network is 
expanding, however, it needs to be 
a controlled expansion – where 
applicants are evaluated and 
processed respectfully to comply 
with the integrity of the network.  

“Members of the audited 
network … maintain accreditation, 
which then pre-qualifies the 
partners as compliant. QCS holds 
GDP accreditation and has a fully 
audited QMS, in order to secure 
full compliance – and the network 

helps in securing this 
from other partners, 
remotely distant, for its 
own audits.” 

There are several 
challenges with 
distribution, requiring 
all partners to be on 
top of the situation. Of 
the vaccines trialled so 
far, one, from Pfizer 
BioNTech, needs to be 
stored at -70C, but in 
fact transportation will 
be made easier by the 

fact that the 
manufacturers have also created 
self-contained and sealed 
packaging, which includes thermal 
and external coolants.  

But storage is still critical, and 
other vaccines have a requirement 
to be between 2C and 8C.  

The news led to a rush in 
companies ensuring they had the 
right infrastructure available – 
which could be one of the weak 
spots in the supply chain, says 
Chew. 

“I think when the Covid-19 
vaccine manufacturers announced 
-70°C, the logistics companies 
realised that their existing 
infrastructure is lacking, and 
started to work on developing 
capabilities to manage this ultra-
low temperature requirement. 
Countries with poor cold chain 
infrastructure realised they have a 
weak spot to deal with -70. 

“-20 temperature requirements 
require ultra-low freezers to 
pre-condition high performance 
thermal packaging such as VIP 
(vacuum insulated packaging) and 
PCM (Phase Change Materials), but 
this is not for every logistics 
company.” 

He adds that any company 
wanting a piece of the action 
should “start investing in 
equipment and packaging solutions 
if they want a shot at these 
opportunities”. 

Christensen agrees that 
temperature control is among the 

riskiest part of the distribution.  
“The supply chain will be 

challenged on many levels, 
including packing and supply of dry 
ice. For the vaccine type where 
-70C is required, the amount of ice 
needed to secure the temperature 
for a period of time will be 
significant.  

“Airlines have limits for quantity, 
suppliers might not be able to 
supply the amount compressed in 
durable quality, and will the packing 
be suitable?  

“The development, approval and 
now dispatching has been done in 
record time – and we look towards 
a global reach within few weeks. 
Will all countries be ready and have 
the appropriate supply chain 
ready?” 

SFS has been investing to ensure 
its readiness. 

“We have invested in ultra-deep 
freezers, freezers and chillers 
including thermal packaging to 
cater to the three different 
temperature ranges -70°C, -20°C 
and +2°C to +8°C.  This 
investment allows us to 
prepare and pre-condition 200 sets 
of each temperature ranges daily.  

“In addition, we started to map 
out the possible vaccination centres 
and familiarised our drivers with 
the procedures to transport 
vaccines to the sites,” explains 
Chew. 

SFS, which has done some 
vaccine movements between 
Poland and Taiwan (“a difficult 
lane”), says it is now ready. 

“We are 100 per cent ready for 
last-mile vaccines distribution for 
the three different temperature 
ranges,” believes Chew. “We have 
sufficient boxes in stock and have 
prepared these capabilities months 
prior.  We are still beefing up 
capabilities and inventory.” 

QCS feels the same way, 
although Christensen says it is not 
necessarily expecting a direct 
contract for the Covid-19 vaccine 
movement. 

“QCS as a group is ready to assist 
with any kind of vaccine, 
international, regional or national. 
Systems are tested for the same 
compliance, and have been proved 
sustainable for the common 
challenges. Suppliers of material, 
packing and dry ice are tested and 
ready, based on the available data.  

“While we are not expecting a 
contract directly, that being said, 
we are available and ready, if and 
when the need should arise. We 
have been involved in different 
talks about the logistic parameters, 
challenges on the amount of drugs 
versus amount of dry ice, 
limitations in logistics material and, 
of course, at the receiving sites.  

“It is not expected that every 
single doctor, doing the physical 
injection of the vaccine, will have 
sufficient capacity to maintain the 
vaccine at the required 

temperature.” 
QCS already has experience in 

the field, having “distributed large 
quantities of drugs – but of course 
not on the same scale as we’ll see 
in the near future”. 

“I believe no one has that specific 
experience, fortunately, I might 
add,” says Christensen. 

“However, it is now a matter of 
sourcing the best resources, and 
collaboration across previous 
boundaries. It is not a matter of 
who gets the individual contract, 
but merely a case of getting the 
vaccines out to posts where 
needed, in everybody’s best 
interest.” 

Other issues, which are only 
starting to emerge, are the trade 
lanes likely to be involved, as well 
as whether there is sufficient 
transport capacity. 

The first issue will depend on 
which vaccines are approved; and 
which countries decide to buy. 
There are already 
preparations for the 
movement of China’s 
vaccine offerings, while 
Russia’s Sputnik V has 
also been approved.  

Chew says 
companies need to 
make a risk-based 
assessment of all the 
lanes and routes likely 
to be involved. 

“Vaccines will need 
to be distributed all 
over the world within a 
short range of time. 
Hopefully 
manufacturing can be 
done on multiple 
continents and several 
companies will have 
their vaccines approved – as one 
supplier and one supply chain route 
will not be sufficient – or it will take 
very, very long time to have the 
globe covered. 

“Hopefully there will be 
productions sites in several places 
in the world, as it will be too much 
of a bottleneck if all the vaccines 
have to move out from one place.  

“Obviously multiple 
manufacturing and/or production 
sites are needed – and that might 
very well take the sting out of 
congestion as well. Hopefully.” 

Chew says he thinks the bulk of 
the vaccines will be made at 
manufacturing sites in the US, UK, 
Germany, Russia and China, though 
“other countries do also have local 
capabilities and development such 
as India and Singapore”. 

While much of the transportation 

focus has been on airfreight, 
seafreight is also vying for the role, 
supported by the lack of air cargo 
capacity at the moment. 

“Besides air, there is a possibility 
of seafreight transportation by 
reefer containers, with built-in 
secondary packaging as a 
contingency for short transit, as we 
expect airfreight capacity to be in 
over-demand,” says Chew. 

“It is public news that countries 
have pre-ordered the vaccines and 
those highly in need of the vaccines 
will be accorded priority.  Air cargo 
space will be in high demand, 
resulting in over capacity and very 
high airfreight rates. We think it will 
take at least a year before the dust 
settles.” 

Neither executive is excited 
about the prospect of large 
revenues from any distribution, 
however.  

Chew points to the costs: “The 
cost of the vaccines will be a 

fraction of the costs for 
cold chain logistics, 
given the cold chain 
infrastructure required 
to support the 
distribution,” he says. 

Christensen adds: “It 
will definitely be one 
of the biggest launches 
in history. Whether it 
will be profitable is a 
completely different 
story. In most places 
the state and 
government will be 
involved, so it is also a 
matter of taxes, 
healthcare and social 
security.  

“Is it profitable if a 
few companies make a 

lot of revenue on vaccine and 
distribution, if it all comes down on 
taxes and pulling the rug under 
others?” 

All eyes on the prize

ALLAN CHRISTENSEN 
QCS - Quick Cargo Service

ROGER CHEW
SFS Pharma Logistics

"it will be 
a task that 
needs to 
involve 
several 

bodies and 
suppliers"

"We are 100 
per cent 
ready for 
last-mile 
vaccines 

distribution 
for the three 

different 
temperature 

ranges"



VOICE OF THE INDEPENDENT, DECEMBER 2020 5

THE Indian government has 
stepped in to remove 
surcharges from ocean 
freight – a move which has 
been warmly 
welcomed by 
shippers.

India’a draft 
Merchant 
Shipping Bill 
2020 says 
carriers 
involved with 
import, export 
or domestic 
transport “shall 
specify the 
all-inclusive freight in the bill 
of lading or any other 
transport document”.

And it adds: “No service 
provider or agent shall levy 
any freight charges other 
than the all-inclusive freight 
specified.”

While carriers and 
forwarders have criticised 
the bill, claiming it would not 

cut costs and could put local 
exporters at a competitive 
disadvantage, the Global 
Shippers’ Forum (GSF) has 

backed the idea, 
arguing that 
surcharges 
disproportion-
ately impact 
cargo owners in 
developing 
countries.

The GSF 
pledged to 
“promote the 
concept widely 

among other 
maritime states that depend 
on exports and imports for 
economic growth”, and said 
the change would bring 
“great benefit to Indian 
exporters and importers”.

GSF secretary general 
James Hookham added: 
“Surcharges are the scourge 
of shippers’ budgets and 
2020 has seen a dramatic 

increase in their scope and 
magnitude around the world.

“For years, shippers in 
developing countries have 
been bringing to the 
attention of their 
governments the fact that 
surcharges often surpass the 
quoted freight rates. They 
point out that surcharges 
have effectively become a 
hidden rate increase that is 
avoiding the normal 
processes of commercial 
negotiation and agreement.

“It is mostly developing 
nations and their SME 
exporters and importers that 
are most impacted by this 
unbundling of freight costs.”

Hookham added that, 
while the EU and US had 
strong competition rules, 
many African and Asian 
states “lack equivalent 
mechanisms” to monitor and 
regulate anti-competitive 
practices. He said Sri Lanka’s 
legal framework on “fair 
freight rates” was the 
example to follow.

Colombo-based Rohan 
Masakorala (right), a former 

secretary general of the 
Asian Shippers’ Council, said 
the law, effective since 
2014, had been “very 
effective, as all hidden 
charges were taken out”. 

“Today we don’t have 
‘plus-plus-plus’ freight rates.

“We have no issue with 
carriers recovering costs, Sri 
Lankan law doesn’t interfere 
in the market process, and 
market forces decide the 
best prices – as long as it is 
an all-inclusive price without 
hidden and unfair fixed 
surcharges.”

Masakorala also claimed 
that many freight forwarders 
in Asia and Africa had 
“gotten used to adding their 
own surcharges, as it was 
lucrative extra money - until 
the law caught up with 
them”.

But Sunil Vaswani, 
executive director of the 
Container Shipping Lines 
Association (India), claimed 
breaking freight rates down 
into separate charges was, in 
fact, the more transparent 
option. He explained how 

containerisation had led to 
ports and other agencies 
formulating their own 
landside charges, which were 
at the time included in 
carriers’ all-in rates.

He added: “In the 1990s, 
therefore, importers and 
exporters expressed their 
desire to the shipping lines 
to see more transparency in 
their all-inclusive rates, by 
separating the shoreside 
costs from the ocean costs. 
Thus, these various other 
charges came into effect.

“Now, with the Draft 

Merchant Shipping Bill 2020, 
the situation would go full 
circle, back to earlier times 
and create less transparency 
rather than more.”

DENMARK ┃ GERMANY ┃ NETHERLANDS ┃ POLAND ┃ SWITZERLAND ┃ UNITED KINGDOM

www.quick-cargo-service.com

FLY IT,
SHIP IT,
QUICK IT!

Santa has been doing it forever – 

we have backed him up the last 46 years.

Looking forward to serve you again in 2021.

MERRY CHRISTMAS AND HAPPY NEW YEAR

Shippers back India’s move 
to all-inclusive rates

"Today we 
don’t have 
‘plus-plus-

plus’ freight 
rates"

DCSA starts to tear 
up paper processes
PAPERLESS sea freight is one step closer to fruition 
following the publication of the first data and process 
standards for bills of lading, by the Digital Container 
Shipping Association (DCSA).

“Digitising documentation, starting with the bill of lading, 
is key to the simplification and digitalisation of global trade,” 
said Thomas Bagge, DCSA chief executive.

“The alignment we’ve achieved among the carriers is a 
critical milestone on the way to full eBL adoption.

“Paperless trade will benefit all parties involved in a 
transaction in terms of cost reduction, customer experience, 
efficiency, growth, innovation and sustainability.

“We invite all industry stakeholders to collaborate with us 
on optimising eDocumentation standards for safely and 
seamlessly delivering goods to their final destination,” he 
added.

The DCSA standards are aligned with the UN/CEFACT’s 
(United Nations Centre for Trade Facilitation and Electronic 
Business) multimodal transport reference data.

“It is the aim of standards bodies to digitalise and 
facilitate trade across different carriers, geographies and 
transportation modes,” said Sue Probert, chair at UN/
CEFACT.

“This type of collaboration is key to supporting global 
interoperability,” she added.

The DCSA eBL standard comprises the following 
documents: DCSA Standard for the Bill of Lading 1.0; the 
DCSA Industry Blueprint 3.0; the DCSA Information Model 
3.0; and the DCSA Interface Standard for the Bill of Lading.

The standard for the bill of lading, industry blueprint and 
information model are immediately available to download 
for free on the DCSA website, while the interface standard 
will be available for download in January.
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FORECASTS for the haulage 
sector make gloomy reading. 
As an industry, it is – in terms 
of recruitment – one that is 
in contraction, at least across 
North America and Europe. A 
report released by the IRU in 
March suggested there 
would be a 13 per cent 
contraction in the number of 
available drivers across 
Europe by the end of 2020. 
And that was before the 
pandemic hit. Since 
coronavirus, the problem has 
only become more acute, 
with many drivers refusing to 
cross borders for fears of 
both infection and spreading 
the virus. Should that IRU 
report bear fruit, then by the 
end of 2020 the continent 
will be facing a near-40 per 
cent shortfall in available 
drivers. 

Typical thinking has been 
that to address the issue 
– largely caused by older 
drivers retiring and an 
absence of younger 

replacements – the industry 
needs to make itself a more 
attractive prospect for a new 
generation of drivers. But in 
fact, the solution may be to 
turn towards technological 
innovations. 

In this context, such 
innovation will likely turn 
heads towards 
the autonomous 
trucking market, 
which has 
gained a lot of 
exposure in 
recent years, not 
least since Elon 
Musk unveiled 
Tesla’s 
autonomous 
semi in 2017. 
Since then, 
however, 
progress has been less 
trumpeted. Indeed, earlier 
this month Uber announced 
that it was selling off its 
autonomous driving unit 
after failing to generate a 
profit. 

Trucking, says co-founder 
and chief executive of 
Dronamics, Svilen Rangelov, 
has a future. There is no 
doubt. And he expects the 
industry to address the 
current driver crisis. But he 
also asserts that technology 
offers a solution, and that 

there is more than 
one way to skin 
the proverbial 
cat. 

“Cargo often 
goes on legs 
that would not 
be necessary if 
the origin and 
destination 
cities were 
directly 

connected,” 
Rangelov tells Voice 

of the Independent (VOTI). 
“Roads will always be the 
most-used mode, but there’s 
a lot of legs currently taken 
that wouldn’t need to be if 
supply chains were truly 
efficient. The shortest path 

between two points is a line 
and all you need for a line is 
the end points.” 

Dronamics, as the name 
suggests, is in the drone 
business. For the past few 
years drones have gotten a 
lot of buzz, not least thanks 
to the publicity generated by 
the likes of Amazon and 
multinational forwarders 
showcasing their own drones 
delivering consumer goods 
for the ever-increasing 
e-commerce sector. But 
publicity aside, the reality has 
yet to be realised, with B2C 
drone deliveries all but 
non-existent. 

“Nor is this the right 
market,” says Rangelov. “Our 
main verticals are 
e-commerce, yes, but B2B, 
but also pharmaceuticals, 
spare parts, and automotive. 
And we are confident that 
we will have flights 
operational by the first 
quarter of 2022.” 

Funded, largely by 

institutional investors, 
Dronamics’s main offering is 
its Black Swan drone. 
Capable of flying distances of 
2,500km while carrying loads 
of up to 350kg, the company 
perceives itself as covering 
the “middle-mile”. A full-scale 
prototype is expected to be 
finished in early 2021, 
around the same time that 
new European regulations on 
drones take effect – 
effectively opening a new 
market. The plan is that 
Dronamics will act as 
operator, with Rangelov 
noting the company is 
holding discussions with 
manufacturers for their mass 
production. On the customer 
side, he says they’ve had 
interest from “several large 
forwarders” but he believes 
this is an innovation that is 
both economically and 
logistically viable for smaller 
and medium sized operators. 

“Our objective is to have a 
drone port in every city and 

town,” he continues. “We’re 
starting with Europe as the 
regulations are going to be 
enacted there, and we 
originally developed for 
Europe. We will be more 
expensive than road freight, 
but we will be, on some 
routes, 80 per cent cheaper 
than air freight – around €5 
per kilogram. We want to use 
our drone to fully enable the 
supply chain and 
democratise aviation for 
SMEs. We’re fans of small 

Focus ON
Innovation

"Our 
objective 

is to have a 
drone port 

in every city 
and town"

Drones to disrupt air and road modes 

SVILEN RANGELOV
Dronamics
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business.” 
He suggests that the 

company could be open to 
the idea of agreeing block 
space agreements with 
groups of forwarders or even 
through associations to make 
it even more affordable for 
small businesses to cut out 
the “unnecessary legs” of the 
supply chain. 

“We’re opening gateways 
in regions that weren’t 
previously served where the 
economic case for manned 
cargo services weren’t there,” 
continues Rangelov. 
“Forwarders, like us, serve 
the end customer. Our 
innovation is in innovating 
the space and reach of the 
supply chain. Our focus is 
very much the middle mile, 
most drone operators that 
you hear about are focused 
on last mile. We’re 
innovating the airports and 
the aircraft.” 

Rangelov says his idea is 
not to take on the 
entrenched air industry. Nor 
does he see it as doing away 
with trucking. Both modes, 
he maintains, will remain 
important moving forward. 
But he does believe there is 
space to innovate and a new 
market to be 
opened. 
Founder and 
chief executive 
officer of 
7PSolutions, Jeff 
Clark, believes 
the need to 
innovate is 
particularly 
pertinent for the 
air industry. 

“Absolutely 
the air industry 
at best is in 
struggle mode,” 
Clark tells VOTI. “We began 
getting our devices approved 
by airlines in 2011/2012. 
Some airlines take two 
weeks, 30 days. Others… it 
has been years and they are 
still trying to figure it out.”

Clark believes the key to 
innovating is not the 
technology - “the technology 
has been there for years” 
- but rather about changing 
mindsets and moving the 
logistics sector from an 
entrenched mindset often 
resistant to change. 

“I believe the technology 
has been there for several 
years, the industry is just 
beginning to catch up and 
the pandemic escalated the 
need for visibility,” says Clark. 

“In 2010 when we began 
to introduce our 
technologies to the industry, 
we found a handful of 

companies already involved 
in providing supply chain 
visibility, albeit a bit clunky. 
We didn’t know any better, 
our entire life was spent in 
the global supply chain 
arena, hence our platform 
and devices were designed 
to fit what we knew. Today 
the biggest challenge we 
have is educating people on 
what they should expect in 
such a service.” 

7P’s product is a real-time 
GPS system that keeps 
operators in constant 
contact with their goods. 
GPS is, and sounds, old. But 
Clark says his company’s 
real-time solutions are 
“incredibly different” to the 
assisted GPS commonly 
used. And, he notes, this year 
in particular has proved their 
value and necessity. 

“Certainly Covid-19 has 
had an effect on the supply 
chain, there are several 
challenges that come to 
mind,” he continues. “All of 
the [associated 
circumstances are] leading to 
a dramatic increase of cargo 
theft globally, with some of 
the hardest hit areas being 
Europe, United States and 
South Africa.  

“Since the 
pandemic 
started, our 
real-time GPS 
technologies 
have become 
even more 
important, being 
placed on sea 
containers to 
ensure they 
were safe until 
delivery, while 
use on air 
shipments 

increased simply to 
provide visibility of where 
the cargo was throughout 
the supply chain. At the 
same time, other GPS 
technologies were and are 
being positioned so the 
shippers can be included in 
current and future 
shipments. All of this is in 
order to provide real-time 
visibility, detect container 
breech, watch inventory 
levels and ensure perishable 
products are maintained in 
the proper conditions as 
they encounter more 
transfers than normal, more 
hands touching the supply 
chain and delays.” 

But what about cost? 
Clark says his solutions are 
“absolutely” viable for SME 
operators. Improved 
efficiencies, he says, are 
where the financial viability 
steps in. Using 7P’s solutions 

he argues will improve 
productivity by eliminating 
95 per cent of the 
operational tasks associated 
with the tracking and tracing 
of shipments. In turn, this 
improves customer services. 
The whole solution combines 
to generate a competitive 
advantage for the user. For 
Clark, though, the biggest 
issue for SME forwarders in 
deciding whether to adopt a 

new 
technology is not the cost. 

“The biggest learning curve 
is to first understand what 
the differences are between 
the technologies,” he 
continues. “[Looking at] 
real-time GPS and assisted 
GPS, you need to understand 
how powerful a tool 
real-time GPS can be once 
you understand the 
challenges that you may face 
at times.  

“When it comes to 
educating customers, we 
always relate it to our cell 

"Our 
innovation is 
in innovating 

the space 
and reach of 
the supply 

chain"

phones. Everyone has one 
and we do not have signal 
everywhere we go. Once you 
understand these two points, 
having a point person to 
implement the processes it is 
really fairly simple. Our 
customers do not change 
operating systems, the 
implementation of a GPS 
programme enhances these 
operating systems and/or the 
productivity of the 
operations. It is like any 
technology - there is a 
learning curve. However, to 
be successful the technology 
has to be intuitive, simple to 
use and provide value.” 

Clark believes his solution 
provides that, and in a 
manner that can be attractive 
to the SME community. He 
does, however, acknowledge 
that when it comes to 
technologies there can be 

myriad fads. Spotting a fad, 
he admits, is not easy but he 
does suggest that “anything 
that requires infrastructure” 
is likely to face challenges 
getting off the ground. 
“Devices too” because of the 
associated security concerns 
and potential for hackers. 

“Drones, though, I believe 
are here to stay,” he adds. 
“And they do have a place 
where they can offer some 
true benefits. We have 
actually had our devices 
used on drones as test 
shipments moving human 
organs. Drones are also 
being used very effectively 
to provide security over large 
facilities and plants that may 
be spread across large 
campuses – they can see and 
report to security on the 
ground what is taking place 
below them.” 

Drones to disrupt air and road modes 
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THE end of the Brexit 
transition period is 
approaching fast. If you are 
in the UK, and want to be 
ready to do business in 
Europe from the 1 January 
2020, there are a number of 
undefined areas that make it 
challenging to say that you 
are fully ready for leaving 
the EU Customs Union.

There will be significant 
changes to the way the UK 
border operates the Irish 
land border or ports, and 
airports around the country. 
This is regardless of whether 
the UK continues as a 
member of the Single 
Market, creates a new 
customs union, or signs a 
‘deep and comprehensive’ 
Free Trade Agreement (FTA).

Traders who are used to 
moving goods freely to the 
EU will need to adapt. There 
will be new requirements for 
paperwork and goods could 
face significant checks at the 
EU border.

Supply chains that are 

optimised for speed and 
fluidity will need to find the 
space and time for customs 
authorities to carry out 
checks and inspections.

International agreements 
mean that there are certain 
requirements that the UK 
must meet at its border; 
there is no option of simply 
deciding to give EU goods 
preferential treatment 
without a deal between the 
two. That also makes a trade 
deal critical to managing the 
specific set of challenges 
faced at the Irish border, and 
currently leaves the freight 
community with many 
unknowns in the lead up to 
1 January.

Whether an import/export 
business, a freight 
forwarder, or a vessel 
operating company, you 
need to be clear on your role 
in your wider supply chain to 
take into consideration:

Border
The introduction of border 

checks between the UK and 
the EU could happen 
overnight.

Customs
Customs declarations are 

going to be a new world for 
many who have traded with 
Europe alone in the past. On 
the day of exit from the EU, 
the UK authorities will need 
to perform new functions or 
face disruption at the 
border.

Document Checks
There will be new 

document checks and fiscal 
requirements for customs, in 
addition to a number of 
other key activities that 
regulate goods crossing 
borders.

At the time of publication, 
negotiations were still 
ongoing over whether there 
will be a free trade deal. 
However, it is looking 
increasingly likely that the 
UK’s transition period out of 
the EU trading structure 
could meet a hard Brexit.

What if no UK-EU Free 
Trade Agreement deal is 
concluded?

An FTA deal could limit 
disruptors such as tariffs, 

quotas, data exchange 
restrictions, recognition of 
transport regulations and 
licenses and more.

In the case of ‘no trade 
deal’, the table below 
summarises what the effects 
would be on goods imports 
and transportation.

Effect of No Trade Deal
With the final terms of the 

proposed comprehensive 
free trade agreement 
between the UK and the EU 
still to be finalised, clearly, 
there will be numerous 
challenges ahead for the 
freight ecosystem. 
Companies doing business 
in the UK and Europe can 

continue to keep up-to-date 
with the information 
published by the UK 
Government.

As the clock continues to 
tick towards the end of the 
transition period, there is 
still very little clarity on 
whether a trade deal will be 
signed, and the customs 
procedures to be adopted by 
1 January are still very much 
open for discussion. The 
concern for capacity issues 
through the industry are 
real. 

For traders who are still in 
the process of, or haven’t 
put anything in place by 
now, there will be significant 
challenges in terms of the 

minimum that can be done 
to ensure goods can move 
(EORI numbers and getting 
systems into place).

With so many unknowns, 
businesses based in or 
trading with the UK have 
many significant changes to 
prepare for as the full legal 
and regulatory implications 
of Britain’s departure from 
the European Union 
gradually reveal themselves.

Brexit - Preparing the freight 
market for 1 January 2021

RICHARD KAMPPARI 
BAKER
World Insurance 

Goods Imports

Tariffs and quotas

Without a deal, tariffs and import quotas will apply, making trade 
more expensive and restricted in sensitive sectors. The UK’s Global 
Tariff has set levies on global imports, including from the EU from 
2021. But the EU would be obliged to follow its Common Customs 
Tariff under the World Trade Organisation most favoured nation 
rules. This would include 10 per cent tariffs on cars and 11 per cent 
on agriculture coming from the UK.

VAT

UK businesses will lose many VAT compliance simplifications as the 
UK leaves the EU VAT regime. This will require extra VAT 
registrations for UK companies, and the payment of import VAT on 
goods coming into the UK or EU for the first time. The UK has 
committed to introducing a VAT postponed accounting system. UK 
traders will also need a VAT Fiscal Representative in up to 19 of 
the EU27 member states. Northern Ireland Brexit VAT rules are 
different.

Rules of origin

To qualify for any negotiated reduced tariffs, traders would have to 
prove the origin of their goods going into the UK or EU. This 
prevents goods being rerouted from third countries to avoid tariffs. 
Complying with the rules of origin could add up to 15 per cent to 
costs. If there is no-deal, then full tariffs apply anyway.

Customs declarations

With or without an FTA, full customs declarations will be required 
at UK and EU ports. The UK will defer customs declarations until 1 
July 2021. However, an FTA is looking to recognise simplifications 
such as the Authorised Economic Operator schemes. There will be 
free Northern Ireland customs declarations help for UK businesses 
sending goods from GB.

Safety and security 
declarations

Irrespective of any FTA, shippers will need to complete full 
declarations of consignments in advance. The UK will waive these 
on EU to GB movements until 1 July 2021. But they will be 
required for UK to EU and GB to NI. Businesses will be required to 
prepare for safety and security declarations in all scenarios.

Regulator controls 
agriculture, chemicals 
and industrials

Full regulatory controls will apply on imports to the UK or EU. The 
only easement an FTA would offer is a reduction in the number of 
shipments checked with some mutual recognition of standards.

Transport

Road Hauliers

UK or EU road hauliers would no longer be recognised in each 
territory and would not be automatically allowed to ship goods. 
There may be some limited quota-restricted numbers allowed. 
Driving licences rights would also be restricted. In the 2019 Brexit 
planning, both sides did make some no-deal compromises which 
could be repeated if no-trade deal happens. An FTA would seek to 
allow bilateral access to freight drivers and carriers.

Air Traffic

There would be limited rights granted in a no-FTA situation under 
international agreements. But there would be problems for intra-
EU or UK services from airlines or air hauliers. The EU aviation 
safety system would no longer apply to the UK, as well as EU 
agreements with many other countries. In the run-up to 2019 no-
deal Brexit, the UK and EU did agree to a temporary continuation 
of agreements to avoid disorder.  

Rail
Operators of services between the UK and EU would need licenses 
on both sides to continue. The UK has said it would hold over for 
12 months the continuing recognition of EU licenses.

By Richard Kamppari Baker 
World Insurance Agency
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THE following key factors 
are based on select excerpts 
of the 28 October Lloyd’s 
List webinar ‘Brexit and 
Beyond: Preparing the 
Freight Market for 2021’.

Do I need an Economic 
Operator Registration 
Identification (EORI) 
Number?

If you move goods to or 
from the EU, you will need 
an EORI number. An EORI 
number is crucial, without 
one, you cannot commence 
import or customs clearance.

In September 
2019, the UK 
Government 
auto-enrolled 
every VAT-
registered 
business with an 
EROI number. 
Businesses 
established after 
that date, and 
non-VAT 
registered 
businesses (now 
looking to 
commence 
trade with the 
EU) will not 
have an EORI 
number.

It is important to recognise 
if you have an EORI number 
today, it is currently an ‘EU’ 
number. From the 1 January 
2021, it will be a ‘GB’ 
number, or if from Northern 
Ireland, it will be a ‘NI’ 
number.

If you do not have an EORI 
number, are a new business 
(since September 2019), or a 
non-VAT registered business, 
you need to apply for one. It 
is a relatively simple 
procedure, which can be 
done online through the HM 
Revenue & Customs 
(HMRC).

Will I require two numbers if 
I am declaring in the EU?

Yes, you will, if effectively 
selling under ‘Incoterms’ 
Delivered Duty Paid (DDP). 
You will be responsible for 
the inbound declaration in 
the European Union.

What should I expect with 
Customs Clearance?

The key focus is on what 
type of trade deal will be 
negotiated. Without FTA, 
there will be a requirement 
for full customs declarations 
at UK and EU ports. For 
numerous traders and 
companies who have only 
ever dealt with the European 
Union (EU) before, customs 
declarations will be a new 
area.

On the day of exit from 
the EU, the UK authorities 
will need to perform new 
functions or face disruption 
at the border. There will be 

new document checks and 
fiscal requirements (the 
primary focus of the UK 
Government’s view of 
customs), and also a number 
of other key activities that 
regulate goods crossing 
borders. 

Until a trade deal is 
agreed, the details will not 
be clear.

Should I use a customs 
broker or manage customs 
declarations in-house?

For traders who will need 
to make customs 

declarations for the 
first time after 
exit they will 
need to manage 
increased 
administration 
and incur the 
cost of doing so. 

There will be 
a requirement 
for goods 
exported to 
Europe to 
submit safety 
and security 
declarations as 
well as customs 
declarations. 
The UK 

Government has 
done some work towards 
relaxing that and has 
indicated a ‘deferral process’ 
until July 2021 before it will 
enforce these checks.

However, the UK’s 
information and 
communications technology 
(ICT) infrastructure system, 
Customs Handling of Import 
and Export Freight (CHIEF), 
responsible for managing 
import and export and 
critical to the running of the 
border system, continues to 
pose challenges as it’s still in 
the process of being 
replaced by the Customs 
Declaration Services (CDS) 
system. 

If you are anticipating to 
complete customs 
declarations in-house, 
business leaders need to 
familiarise themselves with 
the basics of the new system 
and make sure they are clear 
on the timeline for its 
introduction, so as to ensure 
they are ready for the 
changes as they occur.

CHIEF and CDS are the 

key customs systems in the 
UK, but are just two of 
around 57 in the wider 
customs landscape (across 
both government and the 
private sector) that make up 
HMRC’s border ICT. All 
businesses that import and 
export goods from and to 
the UK need to get ready for 
CDS and be prepared.

There are still a number of 
changes being implemented 
in the system that traders 
will need to use on customs 
filings, and often forgotten 
security filings. It is one thing 
if you have the software, but 
you need to know what you 
are declaring. The person 
submitting a customs 
declaration is legally and 
financially liable for the 
information.

If going externally to a 
customs broker, there are 
concerns about capacity in 
the brokerage market. If 
traders go the broker route, 
then clearly the extension of 
data and information is key 
and sharing as much 
information digitally, so 
customs brokers can get 
data into their system to 
avoid as much manual 
handling as possible.

Do I still need full access to 
the Customs Handling of 
Import and Export Freight 
(CHIEF) system?

At present, until everyone 
has migrated to CDS (still 
being rolled out), CHIEF has 
to be used, including in 
Northern Ireland, which is 
adding pressure in the roll 
out.

For Customs Freight 
Simplified Procedures (CSFP) 
declarations, you still require 
access to CHIEF today, CDS 
in the future. You can use a 
number of different routes 
into CHIEF via a CDS or 
direct for supplementary 
declarations. But if you want 
to do the first step of CSFP, 
you do have to go through a 
port community system.

What software do I need to 
use for CSFP declarations? 

Any software that can do 
CSFP declarations, 
supplementary declarations 
can fulfil this requirement. 
Some traders only do 

supplementary declarations. 
For frontier clearance they 
use a broker for simplified 
frontier declaration. For 
guidance on simplified 
declarations for imports, see 
HMRC.

Are there capacity issues 
with the availability of 
customs and other resources 
at the moment?

For customs inspectors for 
physical inspection, there is 
the practicality of how 
resources are being used. It 
is a shared team that sits 
across ports, and we are all 
aware of the stories of vast 
shortages of customs staff. 

It is unclear how much 
resource is actually available 
at the moment and what the 
availability will be after exit, 
although there have been 
reassurances on both sides 
that capacity is being 
ramped up to take into 
account the extra volumes.

If the UK Government 
negotiates a trade deal that 
respects reciprocal 
standards, then the number 
of customs inspectors that 
will be needed will be far 
lower, than if the UK is 
exiting on a ‘no deal’ basis. 

Even if the UK’s border is 
ready for Brexit, issues in 
Calais, Rotterdam or other 
European ports could cause 
significant disruption for 
British exporters and supply 
chains. There are two sides 
to the border. Moving goods 
from A to B involves 
interactions with multiple 
actors, modes of transport 
and technology systems. 
Which also brings to the 
forefront how the EU will 
adapt and prepare to apply 
customs rules by 1 January.

How will capacity affect 
driver availability within UK 
supply chains?

With no clarity on the type 
of trade deal, there are 
differing perspectives on 
resources for drivers and 
licencing.

In terms of the availability 
of drivers for cargo, the UK 
Government has said it will 
allow European drivers into 
the UK under their UK 
licences/haulage. But if 
cabotage is not permitted 

within the UK market for 
European drivers, we will see 
a consequential impact on 
driver availability within UK 
supply chains.

This is not just on the 
international flow of goods, 
but also for European drivers 
who will often fill a load 
locally (e.g. Manchester to 
London) on the way back to 
Europe. But if cabotage is 
not permitted, or in the deal 
to facilitate it, we will see an 
impact on the driver 
community beyond just 
providing transport from the 
EU countries and the UK. 
The number of drivers will 
get smaller and smaller. And 
capacity issues that will be 
driven by this go far beyond 
the simple application of 
border protocols for EU 
trade.

Is close proximity to market 
important to your supply 
chain?

With the possible 
shortage of drivers, people 
may look at reducing supply 
chains, or go to different 
ports and consider different 
transport modes: sea 
freight, road 
freight and 
unaccompanied 
cargo.

It is expected 
that we will see 
an increase in 
unaccompanied 
freight or 
unitised/
containerised 
freight in both 
directions, and 
participants 
very open to 
short supply 
chains coming 
through the 
English Channel, 
with the 
possible 
shortage of 
drivers.

Will this change 
the way traders 
ship their goods both in and 
out?

In 2020 we have all seen 
the far-reaching challenges 
the Covid-19 pandemic has 
had on hauliers and the 
availability of haulage. The 
switch to longer distance 
sea routes and shorter 
distance road routes is 
already happening.

However, depending on 
your supply chain, this 
scenario may not be 
suitable to all. The great 
benefit of a haulage 
company is its speed, and 
for those supply chains that 
need rapid support, that 
model will continue.

But for those more 
interested in reliable supply 
chains, we are seeing 

evidence of switching to 
longer distance sea routes 
to take advantage of time 
received for customs 
clearance.

Understanding your 
supply chain is important, 
and routing cargo through 
different channels that are 
likely to be less congested, 
or less exposed to some of 
those issues that might be 
presented at other locations 
makes close proximity to 
market of interest.

What delays can be 
expected at ports / borders 
in terms of customs 
clearance?

Numerous. For example, if 
you work on the assumption 
of one third of companies 
not being fully prepared for 
customs clearance come 1 
January. Then every port 
that handles 1,000 units per 
day, means 300+ units are 
not going to be ready.

If there is one truck that 
has an issue, or one pallet in 
a load that has an issue, 
through no fault of your 
own, it could hold up your 
delivery or consignment.

It is not just 
about each 
piece or little bit 
of the supply 
chain being 
ready, but the 
consequences 
and disruption 
to supply chains 
if one or two 
bits go wrong.

What is the 
Northern 
Ireland 
protocol?

Under an 
arrangement 
known as the 
Northern 
Ireland protocol, 
one of the 
solutions in the 
treaty was to 
keep Northern 

Ireland in the EU 
single market for goods, 
unlike the rest of the UK. 
This will make checks on 
goods travelling from 
Northern Ireland (a non-EU 
country) into the Republic 
of Ireland (an EU country) 
unnecessary.

The aim is to avoid the 
return of a ‘hard’ land 
border between Northern 
Ireland, in the UK, and the 
Republic of Ireland, in the 
EU. The border is a sensitive 
issue because of the history 
of Northern Ireland and the 
agreements made to bring 
peace. All sides (UK and EU) 
agreed they did not want 
the return of border checks 
- or other physical 
infrastructure - that could 
become a target.

Key factors for successful trading with 
Europe post-transition

we are 
seeing 

evidence of 
switching 
to longer 
distance 

sea routes 
to take 

advantage 
of time 

received 
for customs 
clearance

An EORI 
number 

is crucial, 
without one, 
you cannot 
commence 
import or 
customs 
clearance
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Insights IN
Seafreight – comment by Mike Wackett

SHIPPERS are increasingly 
complaining that containers 
are rarer than hens’ teeth 
when they ask their carrier 
for release of equipment at 
depots.

Believe it or not, there is 
an acute shortage of the 
ubiquitous multi-coloured 
boxes around the world – 
there are more than 42 
million in circulation – which 

is stymieing the supply 
chain and turbo-charging 
ocean freight rates.

An unexpectedly strong 
bounce back in demand, as 
consumers were locked 

down to prevent the spread 
of Covid-19 but switched 
their spending from holidays 
and hospitality to working-
from-home and workout-
from-home goods, has filled 
ships on headhaul legs since 
the late summer.

The traditional peak 
season, all but given up on a 
few months earlier, was 
stronger than ever and the 
start of the slack season, 
normally from October, has 
just not happened. 

This flood of imports was 
a welcome sight for ports 
that had suffered significant 
throughput declines earlier 
in the year due to the 
aggressive blanking of 
sailings by 
carriers in the 
midst of the 
pandemic.

But massive 
volumes 
inbound on an 
armada of 
off-schedule 
ultra-large ships 
very soon put 
the capacity 
limitations of 
ports to their 
limit and 
beyond.

Despite the 
requirement for 
time-consuming, 
Covid-secure working on 
terminals in order to protect 
employees, several 
container hub ports also cut 
their workforce to mitigate 
the impact of volume 
declines, and were thus 
unprepared for the steep 
recovery.

The pinch-point impact of 
the massive cargo 
exchanges of the ultra-large 
ships slows the landside, 
which leads to terminal 

congestion, and to a vicious 
circle of slow ship-working, 
leading to queues of ships 
running off schedule, with 
the upshot of more 
congestion.

And the knock-on effect 
of lengthy delays for picking 
up containers at ports, 
along with the congested 
terminals refusing to allow 
restitution, throws a 
spanner in the works of 
carrier container control 
systems.

Even the drastic action of 
carriers, in preventing the 
release of containers for 
export bookings on the 
backhaul to Asia, is doomed 
if the empty equipment 

cannot get 
anywhere near 
the ships to 
load.

However, 
what has been 
highlighted by 
the current 
crisis is that the 
major liners 
have insufficient 
buffer in their 
equipment 
fleets to 
compensate for 
significant 
restitution 
disruptions.
Drewry’s senior 

container analyst, Simon 
Heaney, says that there has 
been “an under-investment 
in new containers until very 
recently”.

“There is no easy fix,” says 
Heaney, noting that 
container manufacturer’s 
orderbooks are full until 
March next year.

Carriers appear to have 
taken their eye off the ball 
on their container fleet 
requirements, preferring to 

funnel their capital 
expenditure on big ships. 
They rely on technology to 
streamline the use of the 
equipment and thus drive 
container utilisation costs 
lower by avoiding leasing 
and storage charges.

The global containership 
fleet is expected to reach 24 
million teu by the end of 
this year, which is more than 
half of the current number 
of containers in circulation.

In my liner days I can 
recall that on certain trades 
we would calculate on 
needing around three times 
capacity in order to meet 
peak demands.

Things have changed a lot 
of course, the old manual 
T-card systems of container 
control have long been 
replaced by sophisticated 
computer systems that 
predict demand and identify 
potential shortages well in 
advance.

However, like all 
computers, carrier state-of-
the-art container control 
systems are only as good as 
the information that they 
are fed, and if that includes 
an aborted evacuation of 
hundreds of 40 ft high 
cubes from the UK, then the 
computer will say “No”.

Carriers have under-invested in their container fleets

MIKE WACKETT
Sea Freight Consultant, FICS

Carriers 
appear to 

have taken 
their eye 

off the ball 
on their 

container 
fleet 

requirements
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THE distribution of Covid-19 vaccines will 
swallow up a lot of airfreight capacity, but 
shippers are in no hurry to shore up lift.

The much-heralded distribution of 
Covid-19 vaccines has barely started, but the 
repercussions for regular air cargo are already 
becoming manifest. As early as the beginning 
of this month some forwarders reported 
cargo being offloaded as carriers piled on 
early vaccine shipments.

Operators and pundits have warned for 
some time that the launch of Covid-19 
vaccine would strain capacity on planes as 
well as at airports. “You can’t build capacity 
that quickly,” remarked Ken Singh, president 
of Atlas International Freight Forwarding.

“We’re concerned about the stress the 
vaccine distribution is going to put on the 
supply chain,” said Bob Imbriani, president 
international of Team Worldwide. “We feel it 
will have some impact. If we’re lucky it starts 
after the peak season wanes.”

A number of airports and airlines have sent 
out messages about their preparedness for 
the vaccine spike, but one airport official said 
privately that the strain would likely spill over 
to other commodities.

“There may be situations where your 
normal cargo cannot be accommodated,” he 
said, adding that the vaccines will be 

accompanied by needles and other medical 
equipment.

Charter capacity for those who cannot get 
hold of scheduled lift will also be tight. 
Charter firms have declared they will make 
capacity available for the vaccine distribution, 
Imbriani pointed out.

Despite this looming problem airlines and 
shippers have not made much effort to 
secure space for regular cargo. “It has not 
come up in discussions with customers or 
carriers,” said Peter Lamy, president of 
American Worldwide Agencies.

Walter Hoffelner, managing director of 
Cargomind, sees little point in addressing the 
issue with airlines at the moment. The 
carriers are overwhelmed with problems, 
partly due to severely reduced manpower, so 
they hardly know where to begin, he 
remarked.

Shippers have not made any moves either, 
forwarders and other logistics professionals 
reported. 

“We have not seen any planning 
for this situation yet,” said Albert 
Saphir, principal of ABS 
Consulting. “I think nobody has 
any feel right now how this will 
work out and how much 
capacity will be needed for the 
vaccine.”

At this point there are too 
many open questions, beginning 
with the likely volume of traffic. 
IATA galvanised some attention 
with the prediction that the job 
would take 8,000 B747 
freighters. That number was 
based on the assumption of a 
vaccine that requires a single 
shot, all available at once, but 
most vaccines in advanced 
stages of development are 
geared for two rounds of 
injections. Moreover, the global 
manufacturing capacity today is estimated to 
stand at around one billion doses. By the end 
of 2021 this is supposed to reach 8 billion 
doses. A considerable portion of the output 

will not see the inside of a plane, being 
moved entirely by ground transport. Finally, 
there are constraints on how much vaccine 
and how much dry ice can be loaded on an 
aircraft.

Nevertheless, there will be bottlenecks, 
and they will be much aggravated by the 

overall shortage of airfreight 
capacity. Forwarders are bracing 
themselves for a scramble for lift, 
leading to exorbitant pricing on 
some sectors.

Hoffelner expects the situation 
to go from bad to worse. 
“Already there isn’t enough 
capacity to cover demand,” he 
observed. Whenever a shipment 
is urgent, there is no point in 
negotiating or looking for better 
deals. Attractive rates only entail 
delays and problems, he said.

In this situation he sees little 
point in trying to make plans to 
secure capacity.

“It’s a catastrophe and as long 
as this situation doesn’t improve 
there is no point to have such 

talks or just think about that,” he 
commented.

Lamy thinks that the airlines should honour 
his company’s block space deals, but he is 
not holding his breath. He recalls the 
scramble for space earlier in the year, when 

everybody was rushing to move personal 
protection equipment (PPE).

“It was basically an auction. Prices were 
changing every day. It was the highest bidder 
who got the space when we had the PPE 
frenzy. You had to pre-pay all cargo prior to 
departure,” he said.

Singh advises shippers to make sure they 
have enough inventory on hand. The ongoing 
surge in imports to the US has been driven to 
some extent by retailers’ anxiety to avoid a 
repeat of inventory burn-outs that many 
experienced earlier this year.

Building up inventory is a start. In how far 
it is actually part of a strategy to cope with 
expected capacity challenges is another 
question. Saphir said he had not heard of 
contingency plans from shippers and 
importers.

“Airfreight has been more challenging 
anyway. Plus, the cost has been really high,” 
he added.

Air freight shippers brace 
for vaccine rush

"We’re 
concerned 
about the 
stress the 
vaccine 

distribution 
is going to 
put on the 

supply 
chain"

BOB IMBRIANI
Team Worldwide


