
Intermodal in North America
State of flux hits soft sector 
in the region6

THE shape of the container 
shipping landscape has shifted 
again, with Korea’s HMM opting 
to join THE Alliance from April, 
and leaving 2M, which 
reportedly refused it permanent 
membership. 

HMM’s participation in THE 
Alliance, which comprises 
Hapag-Lloyd, ONE and Yang 
Ming, will add about 519,000 
teu of capacity to the alliance, 
from some 34 ships, according 
to Alphaliner, and narrow the 
capacity gap with its rivals 
Ocean Alliance and 2M. 

“This is a strengthening of 
THE Alliance’s opportunities to 
develop its network as it will 
bring in a series of ultra-large 
vessels, a vessel type where it 

could be argued that THE was 
under-exposed compared to 2M 
and Ocean Alliance,” 
noted Lars Jensen, 
consultant at Sea 
Intelligence.  

“It will also 
provide Hapag-
Lloyd, ONE and 
Yang Ming with 
growth 
opportunities 
without having to 
leverage themselves 
into a large new 
orderbook in the 
short term.” 

The move will give 
2M a “significant 
network challenge” on the 
Transpacific, he explained, 

leaving it with just 11 services 
compared with the other 

alliances’ 19.  
Jensen added that 

alliances were 
critical for would-be 
global carriers, to 
gain “a reasonable 
balance between 
service frequency, 
span of direct 
port-port 
combinations and 
vessel size. Without 
this, the product is 
not feasible 
cost-wise.”  

But he warned, 
membership of an 

alliance is not sufficient in itself. 
”[It] only provides a basis upon 

which to then build a 
commercial proposition - and 
for the commercial proposition, 
the alliance is actually a 
detriment as it commoditises 
the ocean part of the product 
versus alliance partners, and 
hence further puts pressure on 
the ability to provide service 
elements beyond the movement 
of the box from point A to point 
B.   

“Of course there are also 
niche options available – but 
that is for much more specific/
narrow scopes of commercial 
propositions than what is 
expected from someone 
identified with having global 
coverage.” 

Alliances shift again as HMM joins THE Alliance, leaving 2M
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Lacklustre peak 
season also paints a 
gloomy picture

Of HMM’s fleet, including chartered capacity, twelve 
23,000 teu newbuilds will go on Asia-North Europe routes 
from the second quarter; ten 13,000 teu ships will be 
deployed on Asia-Med or Asia-US East Coast; six 10,000 teu 
ships will go Asia to Pacific Southwest; eight 8,600 teu will go 
on Asia-Pacific Northwest routes. A further eight 
newbuildings of 15,000 teu are expected to be deployed on 
the Asia - US East Coast route from the second quarter of 
2021. 

But there are warning signs that alliance membership 
changes may amount to nothing more than re-arranging the 
deck chairs on the Titanic. Drewry noted recently that 
“existential fears … could dent demand for shipping in the 
future”. 

The consultancy said the regionalisation of supply chains 
and growing momentum behind a low-carbon environment 
could “fundamentally change global consumption habits”.  

In the more immediate future, the picture is also gloomy, 
with the start of a lacklustre peak season, which has seen 
Drewry cut its container throughput forecast to just 3 per 
cent growth, compared with 4.7 per cent last year and 6.5 per 
cent in 2017. 

Simon Heaney, Drewry senior manager, added that the risk 
of supply issues had been heightened from either “too many 
cancelled sailings or misplaced capacity transfers between 
trades”. 

Heaney cited the transpacific market as an example of the 
differing strategies of ocean carriers on the expected strength 
of the peak season, with some lines that expect strong 
demand injecting extra loaders, while others are blanking 
sailings to underpin spot rates and protect vessel utilisation 
levels - but causing some misery for customers who have been 
looking at rail alternatives. 

There appears to be little consensus on demand growth 
expectations from the major liners, with some, such as 
Hapag-Lloyd, remaining relatively bullish, while leading 
carrier Maersk’s chief executive has given a downbeat 1-3 per 
cent annual growth forecast for its liner business. 

Heaney said: “We remain confident that world trade will 
rebound in 2020, but much will depend on developments 
outside carriers’ control.”

continued from page 1

Volga-Dnepr 
brings back brokers
FEARS that forwarders might be cut out 
of Volga-Dnepr Airlines activities, 
following the carrier’s controversial 
decision to cut brokers, have been 
assuaged. The carrier has u-turned on 
its September decision to ban brokers, 
and has begun offering better terms for 
its charters. 

In what has so far been a difficult year, 
the carrier has reportedly been offering 
no cancellation fees as well as credit to 
customers, in a bid to boost business. 

One source close to the company 
said: “VDA is desperate for revenue, and 
will not be so arrogant anymore.”  

Charter brokers were told in June 
that were no longer ‘blacklisted’ by the 
company.  

“It is correct, we are 
‘friends’ again,” said Russi 
Batliwala, chief executive 
of Chapman Freeborn (CF). 
“We most certainly will 
work together, and are 
already working with them 
as opportunities arise.  

“VDA is without doubt a 
major player in the ad-hoc 
charter market and, quite 
honestly, we need them to 
support our clients’ needs 
everywhere.”  

Dan Morgan-Evans, 
global director cargo for Air 
Charter Service, said that while the 
broker had not missed Volga-Dnepr’s 
capacity, “we need to offer a range of 
solutions to our customers, so we will 

continue to get as many price options as 
possible”.  

He added: “Perhaps we lost business, 
it’s hard to know, but our cargo business 
increased during the time brokers were 

blacklisted by VDA. And the 
Antonov business is such a 
small part of what ACS 
does.  

“VDA also seems to be 
offering new terms. We 
haven’t worked with them 
since they approached us, 
but we are certainly keen to 
have a discussion about 
that.”  

Brokers reported that 
the carrier had not 
apologised for what, at the 
time, was a controversial 

decision – made worse by 
some finding out via whats app.  

The move triggered concerns from 
the forwarding community that they 
too may be cut out – and the market 

predicted that [VDA Group’s] 
AirBridgeCargo (ABC) and 
Cargologicair (CLA) would also lose 
business as a result.  

One broker said at the time: “We 
won’t be inclined to work with ABC or 
CLA now. I think the group is in for a 
shock. It’s a big question for ABC. There 
is a lot of competition in the 747 market. 
And look at the geopolitical situation – 
surely, you want as many friends at the 
moment as you can get?”  

Despite the reconciliation, Morgan-
Evans said: “Relations could take time to 
heal.  

“There is an element of caution among 
all brokers about VDA now. It does leave 
a bad taste in your mouth when a 
supplier cuts off a customer. thinking 
they can go it alone – and then they 
reverse that. Anyone would be a bit put 
off.   

“But we will try to rebuild our 
relationship and service our customers 
well by adding value for them.”  

“THE air freight market is really screwed,” one forwarder told 
Voice of the Independent this month. 

Carriers – even those with higher rates that 
typically don’t chase traffic – are begging for 
volumes at below-market rates, he said.  

One air freight statistician noted that, on a 
weekly basis, the market is “extremely volatile”, in 
particular over the north Atlantic, with volumes 
contracting significantly during June. Over the 
week of July 4, Independence Day in the US, 
volumes from the US to western Europe fell a 
massive 21 per cent, while volumes into the US fell 
just 4 per cent. The following week the market only 
saw a partial recovery, with volumes out of the US 
rising just 10 per cent on the previous week, while 
volumes to the US stayed flat. 

“It is difficult to believe that the year will recover 
from its dismal start,” noted analyst WorldACD. 
“[There is] still no recovery in sight.”  

It may be a dismal year so far, but as one cargo 
executive noted, there is always something around 
the corner which may provide an unexpected boost to air cargo. 

Not only has this peak season seen blanked sailings from 

alliances, which is sending customers to seek alternative modes, 
but concerns about vessel management in ocean freight 

towards the end of the year could perhaps be the 
fillip that is needed.   

Shipping lines and forwarders are warning that 
customers will need to plan ahead, as vessels will 
need to be taken out of service temporarily in 
advance of the implementation of IMO 2020 to be 
fitted for scrubbers and have any remaining heavy 
fuel oil removed from tanks. 

One forwarder suggested the moves would lead 
to “considerable potential for supply chain 
disruption” due to “delays in fuel supply, denied 
port calls and retrofitting” [of scrubbers].   

It said the path forward would be “rocky” and 
shippers should “expect choppy waves”, as well as 
extra fuel costs from the end of Q3.  

Ocean freight rate platform iContainers added 
that the “maritime industry would be left shaken 
for at least a year following the implementation of 

the IMO 2020 regulation”.  
Any supply chain chaos could, of course, set air freight on a 

better course towards the end of the year.   

Chaotic market could boost air freight 
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Spotlight ON
Brandon FriedMichal Grochowski 

Poland: Europe's new 
gateway to the east
POLAND’S logistics sector is 
undergoing something of a 
once-in-a-lifetime 
transformation at present. 
The growth of China’s new 
silk road, and its belt and 
road policy, has opened the 
central European country up 
as a gateway to the east. Its 
rail terminals are fast 
becoming Europe’s de facto 
entrance and exit from 
China, and discussions are 
underway for greater 
activity.  

This influx of new freight 
volumes is not only buoying 
Polish rail. Its air freight 
business is also experiencing 
strong growth. Cargo and 
mail director at LOT Polish 
Airlines, Michal Grochowski, 

sat down with Voice of the 
Independent to 
discuss the 
future for the 
national flag 
carrier.  

“Now is a 
really 
fascinating time 
for LOT,” says 
Grochowski. “In 
Poland, we are 
part of an air 
freight 
community that 
obviously has 
major 
competitors 
– we need to 
compete with 
the likes of Frankfurt and 
Schiphol. Our part of the 

continent is seen as very 
much a feeder to 

these big 
gateways. This is 
not by our 
design, but just 
how the 
industry 
developed.”  

Grochowski 
hopes this 
perception is 
changing. Polish 
exports have 
been climbing 
amid heightened 
demand for its 
national 
products. Among 

the goods being 
sought by international 
customers, he points to 

strawberries.  
“We in Poland are very big 

in strawberries,” he 
continues. “We recently 
opened a new route to 
Miami, which is premised on 
perishables, and then we also 
get volumes to bring back 
out of Latin America.”  

Of course, Miami’s strong 
links with the pharmaceutical 
sector cannot be overlooked. 
And pharma is very much on 
the minds of Grochowski and 
the team at LOT. He 
confirmed that the carrier 
would very shortly be 
undertaking its pre-
assessment for IATA CEIV 
certification, with final 
assessment due in 
September for certification 
in October. Much of this is 
driven by the rising value of 
pharmaceutical trade within 
Poland. He suggests a very 
conservative estimate would 
put the value of potential air 
freight pharma volumes in 
Poland alone at €30m, 
although some say that 
figure could be four times 
higher. 

“But potential and 
accessible air freight are two 
different things; it’s difficult 
here because of limited 
infrastructure,” he adds. “The 
new gateway will certainly 
help with this.” 

The new gateway he is 
referring to is Warsaw’s new 
airport. The existing one, 
Chopin Airport, is forecast to 
hit capacity by 2025 
following a decade of not 
only substantial but also 
sustained growth. This new 
airport, which is 
encapsulated under the 
banner Poland’s Solidarity 
Transport Hub, is to be 
located 35km from 
Warsaw 
– Chopin is 
much closer but 
due to this close 
proximity there 
is no room for it 
left to grow into.   

“This new 
airport will help 
us not only 
compete with 
the larger 
European gateways but also 
from our perspective at LOT, 
what we want to see is a very 
modern cool chain,” says 
Grochowski. “Pharma is a 
very big vertical for Poland 
and LOT.” 

Recently the new gateway 
entered the second phase of 
construction. Estimates 
suggest it will be completed 

by 2030. Chief executive for 
the development, Piotr 
Malepszak, says a 70 per 
cent upturn in passenger 
flights had been responsible 
for Chopin being close to 
capacity. The new airport will 
have two runways, but 
Malepszak says there would 

be space for two 
more. For 
Grochowski, the 
additional 
runways may 
prove useful in 
the future, but in 
the short-term, 
he is restricted 
to bellyhold 
capacity on 
passenger 

flights.  
“We are, however, looking 

at freighters,” he says. “We 
have been in discussions and 
are, albeit cautiously, 
considering plans to deploy 
Boeing 747s or Airbus A330 
freighters on some routes. 
But I must stress this is not 
yet definite, and we are 
limited to some extent by the 
surrounding infrastructure.”

"Our part 
of the 

continent 
is seen as 

very much 
a feeder to 
these big 

gateways"

Cargo and mail director
LOT Polish Airlines

“Pharma is 
a very big 

vertical for 
Poland and 

LOT”

Currently LOT is restricted to bellyhold capacity on passenger flights for cargo, however it is 
considering freighter aircraft for some routes 
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NORTH American 
intermodal activity has gone 
soft. The sector is in a state of 
flux, and similar symptoms to 

those 
spotted in 

this market 
have also been 

causing havoc 
across Europe.  

In trucking, drivers 
are not getting any younger, 
and try as they might, the 
haulage firms are struggling 
to replace the outgoing 
drivers with a new crop. In an 

act, some may say of 
desperation, Walmart 
announced a significant hike 
in driver pay. A key player at 
one major multinational 
logistics firm says “pay isn’t 
the answer”. Instead, it seems, 
the industry – at least on the 
road side – needs a complete 
attitude reset.  

“People do not want to be 
sat in trucks driving for days 

at a time,” says one source. 
“They want to clock off and 
be at home with their 
families. So, rather than 
upping pay, firms should look 
at breaking trips 
up into legs 
allowing drivers 
to clock off and 
be home in time 
for dinner.”  

SME 
forwarder, NFI 
Industries’ vice 
president of 
intermodal, 
Mark McKendry, 
tells Voice of the 
Independent 
that the overall 
driver shortage is 
causing greater competition 
for labour but notes that 
salaries are not the only 
factor.  

“Drivers also care about 
the culture and atmosphere 
they work in, and the people 
they work with,” he says. 
“With NFI operating 
dedicated transportation and 
drayage solutions, it makes us 
more attractive to drivers 
because they’re able to be 
home every day, while 
receiving consistent and 
predictable routes and 
customers. The shortage of 
qualified drivers isn’t so 
severe in 2019, but that 
doesn’t mean we aren’t 
competing for the best and 
most qualified drivers out 
there.”  

Various reports put the 
shortfall at some 300,000 

across North America. This 
number reportedly continues 
to grow, with the shortfall 
rising every quarter since 
2015. In 2019 alone some 

2,500 drivers 
were reportedly 
let go in the US, 
while some six 
US trucking 
companies have 
gone out of 
business this 
year. Some, 
however, have 
questioned the 
true 
ramifications of 
the driver 

shortage on the 
industry. Chief 

technology officer at 
Globaltranz Greg Carter was 
among those asking whether 
the hysteria has been 
justified.  

“We used to go to 
conferences and hear 
constantly from the media 
about this looming driver 
shortage, but it hasn’t been 
the big deal they said,” Carter 
tells Voice of the 
Independent.  

“In the immediate [term] 
there has been no real 
problem, but that isn’t to say 
in the long-term there 
couldn’t be, we are not 
disagreeing with that. I am 
not arguing that there is a not 
a trend in the market, but 
what I would say is that we 
are not yet seeing a huge 
impact. We are not seeing 
carriers be particularly 

proactive in addressing the 
issue, which may be because 
we have yet to hit the 
precipice; it could be though 
that there is a tipping point.”  

The problems plaguing 
trucking have, potentially, 
come at a fortuitous time for 
railroads, for US railroads at 
least. North American class 1 
railways have seen a strong 
decline in intermodal service 
throughout the first half of 
the year. McKendry says the 
“entirety” of these erosions 
have occurred in the US.  

“The decline in US 
intermodal volume has been 
driven by increased pressure 
from over the road (OTR) 
carriers who are eager to 
increase the velocity of their 
fleet, and are using lower 
prices as an instrument to 
motivate shippers,” says 
McKendry.  

“In general, the US railways 
have so far been unwilling to 
trade price for volume, and 
that is undoubtedly going to 
be a short term drag on their 
volumes. The Canadian 
railroads are not seeing the 
same pressure as their US 
peers and are seeing modest 
year-over-year gains in 
volume. This is due in large 
part to the Canadian 
geography, which has its large 
population centres spread far 
apart, making intermodal a 
highly competitive option.” 

Were trucking in a stronger 
position, it may be able to 
press home its advantage 
further still, to the obvious 
detriment of the railroads. As 

Between the modes in North America 

“People do 
not want 
to be sat 
in trucks 

driving for 
days at a 

time”

MARK MCKENDRY
NFI Industries
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it is, the problems on both 
sides of the tracks are making 
it difficult for either side to 
truly gain an upper hand. 
McKendry says in the US, the 
biggest challenge is the 
‘precision scheduled 
railroading,’ or PSR model 
that is currently being rolled 
out – namely at CSX. 
Championed by the late 
Hunter Harrison, it should be 
noted that PSR was initially 
rolled out with his previous 
Canadian employers. 
McKendry says PSR, from a 
“very high level”, enforces a 
philosophy of maximum 
optimisation and utilisation 
of all rail assets.  

“This typically has the 
effect of increasing service 
on the routes that a railroad 
services,” he continues. “It 
does however create some 
volatility with performance 
during the earliest stages of 
the change management 
process, which is precisely 
what two class 1 carriers are 
experiencing right now.  

“For the time being, 
regulators are watching rail 
service closely to ensure 
these operating plan changes 
are not dragging down the 
economy, but have not 
intervened thus far. Some 
other trends to watch are 
autonomous train 
technology, more 
“containerisation” (reducing 
the use of trailers on flatcar 

services in favour of 
containers on flatcar 
services) and the ongoing 
impact of volatility in 
international trade 
(specifically around tariffs on 
imported goods).”  

During an 
earnings call this 
month, JB Hunt’s 
president of 
intermodal, 
Terry Matthews, 
said he believed 
the benefit of 
PSR would be 
that the logistics 
sector ends up 
with a far better 
service, which 
would itself lead 
to substantially 
better turn 
times.  

“It should give 
us the ability to 
be able to move 
more freight from the 
highway over,” he said.  

“We’ve always talked 
about [the fact that] 
sometimes with PSR that 
they get into a fixture 
derailment. Sometimes 
they’re not quite as resilient. 
They don’t have extra crews 
waiting around to play catch 
up. So that is a watch out 
with regards to PSR.” 

Southern comfort 
Interestingly, Kansas City 

Southern apparently sees 

containerised rail volumes in 
a different light. With a 
strong presence on the 
US-Mexico border, a 
spokesperson for KSC says 
the carrier has seen growing 
volumes moving across both 

sides of the border.  
“Intermodal 

shipments on 
rail are growing, 
in particular in 
the trade 
between 
Mexico and the 
US,” says the 
spokesperson. 
“Integrated 
supply chains 
between these 
two trading 
partners, for 
goods ranging 
from FMCGs 
over household 
appliances and 

electronics to 
automotive manufacturing 
parts, continue to depend on 
reliable transport and 
efficient border crossings.”  

For KCS it is recognised 
that rail intermodal services 
compete with long haul 
trucking, but the 
spokesperson notes that 
they also depend on 
trucking companies for the 
first and last mile of the 
transportation chain. In 
many circumstances, 
shippers use a mix of the 
two modes, as part of a 
supply chain diversification 
and security strategy, since 
each mode has “unique 
value propositions” for the 
shippers. But the rail 
operator is introducing and 
furthering existing 
initiatives to improve its 
services.  

“Aside from KCS’ 
Precision Scheduled 
Railroad initiatives, bringing 
enhanced transit speed as 
well as service reliability to 
the network – both of which 
are critical components of 
intermodal value to shippers 
– we have succeeded in 

reducing the time spent 
crossing the southern 
border through co-location 
of customs agents, as well as 
international crews that 
help avoid changing crew at 
the border crossing (bridge) 
itself,” continues the 
spokesperson. “We are also 
working on several fronts to 
use technology to make it 
easier to ship with 
intermodal.”  

Canadian Pacific (CP) is 
also offering up a growing 
network, focusing on 
expanding its transload 
facilities to give shippers 
access to “cost-effective 
supply chain solutions” that 
leverage the economics of 
rail versus truck. A 
spokesperson for the 
operator, Salem Woodrow, 
tells Voice of the 
Independent that CP also 

has an innovative live-lift 
operation at Portal, North 
Dakota that speeds up 
border crossing for cargo 
destined to the US, and an 
extensive fleet of new 
temperature-controlled 
containers supported by 
North America’s most 
modern fleet of powerpack 
gensets. 

Between the modes in North America 

“Intermodal 
shipments 
on rail are 

growing, in 
particular 

in the trade 
between 

Mexico and 
the US"

continued on page 8
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But forwarders are still 
concerned over the current state of 
North American intermodal. 
Meghan Kish of Mode 
Transportation says the 
market remains “soft” 
and in general 2019 
has been a slow year, 
with changes from rail 
not coming fast 
enough.  

“The railroads have 
made some changes, 
including the shortage 
of free time, counting 
Saturdays and Sundays 
as business days, route 
cancellations, and 
increase in daily per 
diem charges,” Kish 
tells Voice of the 
Independent. “Many individuals 
from Class 1 railroads have been 
laid off over the past 18 months, so 
customer service personnel can be 
hard to contact. The increase of 
trained and knowledgeable 
customer service reps would be 
very helpful. 

“The mind set from the railroads 
is that, by not giving Saturdays and 
Sundays free, it will force 
warehouses and manufacturers to 
change receiving hours and policies. 
However, that is not what has 
happened. It has forced intermodal 
freight to the over the road (OTR) 
mode, partly due to the additional 
costs that Intermodal Marketing 
Companies (IMC) are passing on, 
but also due to the huge drop in the 
OTR spot market rates. The 
increased costs we are 
experiencing due to the changes in 
ramp storage policies should be 
reviewed by the government.”  

Despite the stagnant market, 

Kish seems optimistic it will begin 
to pick up. She points to the fourth 
quarter as the typical peak season 
for intermodal, riding on the 

coat-tails of the retail peak. 
As a forwarder, she 
believes Mode is well 
positioned within the 
intermodal space.  

“We have 
relationships with not 
only the railroads, but 
also asset-based 
carriers, allowing us 
the ability to go to 
multiple players for the 
most competitive 
rates,” she continues. 
“We are able to 
leverage our size and 
reputation as a 

company to negotiate 
with these carriers and the rails.”  

Mode’s links to the rail lines are 
mirrored by NFI’s, with McKendry 
noting that through its asset-based 
container solutions, the company 
has access to all seven class 1 

railroads in North America, as well 
as a class 2 railway in Florida.  This, 
he adds, provides NFI with 
“exceptional reach and optionality” 
with its rail supplier base.    

“There is a parallel in how 
railroads treat asset and non-asset 
operations domestically, and how 
they treat asset and non-asset 
operations internationally,” he says. 
“For domestic operations, it is true 
that railroads prefer to deal directly 
with container or trailer owners, as 
these relationships tend to be more 
long-lasting and less transactional.”  

It’s a view exemplified by CP, with 
Woodrow stating that the carrier 
works primarily with its shipping 
line customers, although it has been 
expanding outreach to the 
forwarder community in Canada 
and the US.  

Woodrow adds: “As freight 
forwarders expand their business 
into domestic transportation, CP is 
also working directly with those 
forwarders to provide rail 
transportation solutions for cargo 

moving within North America.” 
For McKendry there is a simple 

reason behind carriers preferring to 
deal with container owners, namely 
because the customer base of an 
asset owner is more 
likely to make a 
commitment to them, 
because they have the 
ability to commit to 
capacity.  

“The same cannot 
always be said for 
non-asset service 
providers, as they 
often have to vie for 
access to containers 
when capacity tightens 
up,” he continues. “For 
international 
operations, you can say 
that the same applies 
(although not always). 
Vessel-operating 
carriers (VOCs) own 
and operate both the 
vessel conveying the 
cargo across the water, 
and the containers 
used for 
transportation. 
Non-vessel operating 
common-carriers 
(NVOCCs) have to work through 
the VOCs to unlock capacity. While 
both add value in different ways, 
the long term, high revenue nature 

of VOC contracts tends to make 
them more attractive to a US class 
1. Canadian class 1s work with 
NVOCCs and VOCs alike, while 
their US counterparts typically 

forward small-to-
medium sized NVOCCs 
to IMC partners or 
asset partners.”  

Although the KCS 
spokesperson notes 
that the railroad works 
directly with asset 
providers, such as 
trucking companies 
and maritime shipping 
lines, he adds that it is 
also making greater 
efforts in engaging with 
forwarders and other 
logistics service 
providers offering 
door-to-door services 
to the beneficial cargo 
owners.   

Much like Kish, 
McKendry does not 
seem to see the 
problems faced by 
truck and rail operators 
as overly detrimental to 
the forwarding sector. 

In fact, McKendry says he 
has had a “great” 2019, with one 
vertical in particular propelling this.  

“The demand for temperature-
controlled intermodal solutions has 
been stable despite a somewhat 
erratic demand pattern for dry van 
intermodal,” he says.  

“We have formed deep and 
meaningful relationships with both 
our primary rail providers and our 
key customers.  This ensures that 
our customers receive capacity and 
best in class service and 
communication, which has enabled 
growth in an otherwise turbulent 
market.  

“Additionally, NFI acquired SCR 
Air, which is a non-asset intermodal 
provider based in the Pacific 
Northwest.  This acquisition has 
enhanced NFI’s presence in the 
temp-controlled market and has 
added to the suite of intermodal 
service offerings here at NFI.”

continued from page 7

Intermodal market 
still remains "soft"

“Many 
individuals 
from Class 
1 railroads 
have been 

laid off over 
the past 18 

months"

“The 
demand for 

temperature-
controlled 
intermodal 

solutions has 
been stable 

despite a 
somewhat 

erratic 
demand 
pattern 

for dry van 
intermodal”
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Insights IN
Seafreight – comment by Mike Wackett

AFTER squeezing their costs 
until the pips squeak, ocean 
carriers have nothing left in 
their lockers with which to 
seduce shippers. 

According to John 
McCown, founder of New 
York-based Blue Alpha 
Capital, the top 11 global 
container lines cumulatively 

made a loss of US$728m in 
the first quarter of the year. 

By next month we will 
start to see the liners’ 
numbers for Q2 and for the 
half year: it looks like it 
won’t be pretty, given the 
decline in freight rates 
during the period. 

Other than the $82m 
profit reported by the 
Chinese state-subsidised 
Cosco, Hapag-Lloyd  - with a 
positive $103m - was the 
only carrier in the black in 
Q1. 

The German carrier, unlike 
many of its peers, has 
declined to stray into the 
forwarding and logistics 
sector of the supply chain, 
preferring to concentrate its 
efforts on its core but 
challenging liner sector. 

In a recent letter to 
customers from its chief 
executive, Rolf Habben 
Jansen, he said that Hapag-
Lloyd had “an ambitious but 

clear goal: to become the 
number one for quality”. 

He pledged to, 
“significantly 
improve the 
quality of our 
products and 
services” and 
refreshingly 
asked for 
“honest 
feedback”, be 
that suggestions 
for 
improvements 
or even 
“complaints 
about services”. 

It is rare that 
we hear this 
from carriers 
who too often 
seem to believe 
that their shipper customers 
are only interested in 
discussing one subject: 
freight rates. 

But here we have a carrier 
trying to reach out to its 

customers and asking for 
constructive criticism: not 

biting the hand 
that feeds it by 
stepping on the 
toes of the 
middle man and 
offering a 
so-called 
one-stop-shop. 

Is it just a 
coincidence that 
Hapag-Lloyd 
turned a profit, 
whereas the 
high-profile 
acquisition of 
Ceva Logistics 
by CMA CGM, 
for example, 
appears to have 

pushed the 
ambitious carrier 

into the red? 
CMA CGM is wasting no 

time in shaking up the 
management at the 3PL, 
drafting in seniors from the 
liner side and relocating the 
forwarder’s head office to 
within a stone’s throw of the 
carrier’s Marseilles HQ. 

It will no doubt be able to 
tackle its cost budget, but 
this is often achieved at the 
expense of the top line, as 
key staff leave the 
organisation and are 
snapped up by rivals. 

Turn the clock back some 
six years to the move of 
Damco from its Copenhagen 
base to The Hague in the 
Netherlands, apparently so 
that the Maersk forwarding 
arm could be “nearer to its 
customers”. 

However, in the relocation 
good staff resigned, or opted 
to stay behind in Denmark, 
and the business came 
under fierce attack from 
competitors, which, perhaps 
ironically, it found to its cost 
it was also closer to. 

Maersk has never really 
understood the forwarding 
business, and I believe that 
CMA CGM and others will 

find the same; it requires a 
totally different discipline to 
that of the liner trade. 

No one would know that 
better than Rolf Habben 
Jansen, who was the CEO at 
Damco during the 
relocation, before his 
appointment at Hapag-
Lloyd. 

And having sat on both 
sides of the fence, it seems 
that Habben Jansen 
recognises that the two 
sectors do not mix well - and 
thus Hapag-Lloyd is ignoring 
the one-stop-shop chatter, 
and instead watching as its 
rivals trip up. 

MIKE WACKETT
Sea Freight Consultant, FICS

Lines: don’t bite the 
hand that feeds you

'here we 
have 

a carrier 
trying to 

reach out to 
its customers 

and 
asking for 

constructive 
criticism'

ROLF HABBEN JANSEN
Hapag-Lloyd

FIATA’s annual ‘Region of Africa and the Middle East’ (RAME) conference took place on June 24 
and 25 in Beirut, Lebanon, hosted by the Lebanese Forwarders Syndicate (LFS).  

The RAME conference aims to connect freight forwarders and shipping companies across the 
Middle Eastern and African regions, as well as to promote networking and the exchange of ideas, 
discover the latest trends in transportation, and promote collaboration between the public and 
private sectors.  

 Conference topics varied widely, covering most areas of transport and shipping. The event 
opened with ‘The Reconstruction of Syria and Iraq, Oil and Gas’, where guests offered ideas and 
initiatives. Other topics included digitalisation and the future of smart shipping; the Belt and 
Road Initiative; youth vocational training, and women in logistics.  

Participants included CEO of Middle East Airlines, Mohammad AlHout, Fiata president Babar 
Badat and senior vice president Basil Pietersen, and NAFL president Nadia Abdul Aziz, sharing 
their ideas and vision with the attendees.  

But it wasn’t all knowledge and networking. Middle East Airlines sponsored a gala dinner at its 
headquarters in Beirut Rafic Hariri International Airport. There was a visit to Beirut Port, and a 
drinks reception, hosted by the Beirut Port and the Beirut Container Terminal Consortium. The 
final day was reserved for tourism around Lebanon, visiting Jeita Grotto and the city of Byblos.  

There were many nationalities represented by the 450+ delegates; one prominent presence 
was the WCA booth (below), manned by chief executive Dan March and WCA regional manager 
of the Middle East, Christopher Dunn. The event had a number of sponsors, including BCTC, 
MSC, CMA CGM, Bank of Beirut, NAFL and ABC Shipping Co.  

RAME 2019 marks a new stage in the development of Lebanon, and the optimism at the event 
reflected the hopes of continued recovery from the troubles of the past, alongside a prolonged 
period of economic stability.   

RAME Beirut 2019: Exploring, 
connecting and expanding 

Editoral contribution by Karine Ballout, ABC Shipping Co
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Industry insights

IN the late 1990s, a major 
container shipping line of the 
time, P+O, sent out various 
press releases, stating it 
would oversee the demise of 
forwarders by actively 
selling against us.  

Well, that never became 
the fulfilled prophesy, and in 
2005 it was acquired by 
Maersk Line. We all went on 
for another decade, building 
our intertwined line/ 
forwarder relationships and 
services.  

Fast forward to the 
present day and our 
traditional forwarding model 
of buying slots and selling 
them on, with value-added 
services, is under attack 
again.  

Only last week Maersk 
announced it wants half its 
earnings to come from 
Inland Logistics, a bold 
statement made without 
convincing, reassuring words 

for its customer base of 
forwarders. 

I feel that the threat of 
removing the forwarder, and 
gaining greater direct FCL 
market share, is in fact 
growing. And the 
threat is not 
about vessels, 
containers, 
rates, rebates or 
landside 
equipment, it is 
now driven by 
the one thing 
forwarders must 
keep control of: 
data. 

Forwarders 
– for all for their 
value and 
expertise – are 
probably, behind 
closed doors, seen as ‘low 
risk-taking pariahs’ by 
margin hungry, asset-heavy 
lines.  

The lines do not have the 

forwarder skill set, but with 
the move towards a 
seamless cloud operation, 
they are positioning 
themselves to expand their 
direct FCL business.  

We presently 
hold all the 
shipping data 
for our 
customers, and 
we offer it back 
through Track 
and Trace and 
bespoke 
systems – but so 
too do many 
other 
forwarders – for 
the same 
shippers.  

Has anyone 
ever thought how 

many data portals a shipper 
could have for all their 
modes of transport into one 
distribution centre? 

How many have 

considered offering a 4PL 
solution to manage all this 
data, for small parcels, 
trucking and airfreight; 
multimodal services that are 
far removed from the 
one-dimensional uni-modal 
line service. 

It is about de-risking this 
potential loss of business by 
controlling more data. 

Take blockchain, for 
example, the much-heralded 
solution seeking a problem. 

There is a concerted 
effort, with multiple lines 
under the Maersk/IBM joint 
venture banner, offering a 
secure controlled end-to-
end solution, where 
documents are no longer 
exchanged physically or 
digitally, but instead the 
relevant data is shared and 
distributed using blockchain 
technology under single 
ownership principles 
determined by the type of 
information. These very 
lines, who have been unable 
to give us any data, either by 
phone or online, are capable 

of leaping decades to seek 
control of a potential 
industry standard data flow 
mechanism.  

Forwarders are included in 
the mix too, as apparently 
the lines’ branded blockchain 
offering ‘includes 
organisations along the 
end-to-end journey of a 
shipment, including shippers, 
3PLs, ocean carriers, inland 
transporters, terminal 
operators, ports, customs 
authorities and financial 
services companies’. Oh, and 
you can track your shipment 
through blockchain too. 

This is our data, to our 
customers, isn’t it? I feel we 
are being given a gift, but one 
we already owned, which is 
just wrapped in different 
paper. However it shows 
forwarders’ short-term 
thinking. We have failed to 
capitalise on the importance 
of data delivery, and thought 
IT innovation started and 
finished with our TMS. 

Forwarders do not invest 
in such things as collective 
industry technology, 
preferring to take the best in 
the class offering, white-label 
it, and bolt it on to their 
leased/owned transport 
management systems (TMS).   

We prefer to let others go 
ahead to prove the model, 
then we will accept the 
services, with a resultant fee, 
which we will try to discount, 
before including it as a 
pass-through with margin, as 
a new revenue line on the 
invoice. It is here where 
forwarders are most 
vulnerable.  

And while the lines 
collectively feel free to 
discuss a singular blockchain 
commercial innovation, 
forwarders remain 
fragmented.    

The greatest concern is the 
leaderless void of 
forwarders’ interests. If you 
mention Fiata to any young 
forwarder, they probably 
think it is an events company 
for old forwarders. It clearly 
has a support role but is Fiata 
– with its Twitter following of 
just 221 people – still fit for 

purpose in 2019?  
But Fiata could facilitate 

the creation of not only our 
own blockchain partners, but 
data standards, controls and 
future revenue streams.  

We have many advantages 
beyond our traditional and 
growing online expertise: we 
handle all modes of freight; 
we presently have the data 
and many BCO relationships; 
online forwarders have done 
us a huge favour, by 
attracting fund managers 
and VCs to our industry. 

Perhaps forwarders could 
consider supporting K+N/
Accenture’s platform, via 
Fiata. I can hear instantly the 
negative response, but if the 
lines can collaborate, could 
we at least consider this? We 
do not have time to lose; we 
need a partner who is on this 
journey already. 

Or perhaps Maersk/IBM 
Blockchain would allow Fiata 
to sit on an independent 
management board. Then all 
data would reside under the 
control of an independent 
entity. But it would require 
dynamic changes within 
Fiata. 

The forwarding industry 
needs to consider unifying to 
form new alliances, 
inconceivable one year ago, 
that will offer further profit 
streams into our industry for 
decades ahead.  

We do not want to pay to 
strengthen the lines’ digital 
expansion that will erode the 
forwarders' significance in 
international trade. 

By Steve Walker
Steve Walker Global Ltd

Forwarders: come 
together to fight 
the liners’ threat

Comment

'It is about 
de-risking 

this 
potential 

loss of 
business by 
controlling 
more data'
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A number of airlines are looking to take 
shipment tracking to the next level with the 
deployment of Bluetooth technology to 
follow shipments in real time. Trials 
so far have focused on tracking 
ULDs, but most players in this 
arena are looking to go further, 
for instance adding sensors to 
monitor ambient shipment 
conditions. 

For shippers in the pharma 
industry, this will constitute a 
new level of shipment control. 
When it comes to pure tracking, 
some operators find simpler 
solutions perfectly suitable. Jens 
Tubbesing, chief executive of 
airline GSA Airline Network 
Services, argues that employees 
can take pictures with their 
smart phones and send these to 
document milestones or issues. 

“Mobile technology allows you 
to do things that you don’t need major 
applications to do,” he said. “What most 
people are concerned about is: is my cargo 

there? Has it been picked up?” 
Quick Cargo Service (QCS) has embraced a 

more advanced use of mobile phone 
technology. For over the road moves, 

the German forwarder is using 
the service of CargoSteps, a 
Frankfurt-based start-up that 
offers a tracking service 
leveraging smart phones and 
their GPS functionality. 

CargoSteps was launched in 
2015 by a group of people, most 
of them hailing from the logistics 
sector, who were unable to find a 
solution to a problem they had, so 
they decided to join together and 
develop it themselves, said COO 
and co-founder Murat Karakaya. 
They created an app that can be 
downloaded into a smartphone 
and uses the GPS element to 

locate the whereabouts of the 
shipment and transmit the data to its 

website and to connected parties. It displays 
the location, the route taken, travelling speed 
and estimated arrival time. In addition, 

truckers can transmit updates. 
The forwarder creates a job order and 

notifies the trucker, who can download the 
app into his phone within minutes and 
activate the tracking. Using Google, it traces 
routes and makes use of traffic updates to 
show estimated arrival times. At the end of 
the journey the driver captures the signature 
and details of the recipient with a time stamp 
to send proof of delivery back to the 
forwarder. 

According to Karakaya, the system can be 
used by multiple partners to cover a shipment 
journey end to end. Only China is a black hole 
at the moment, as Google is not permitted 
there. 

“The integration into a Chinese map 
provider will be done in the next few months 
if Chinese forwarders start using CargoSteps. 
We will also translate the mobile app into the 
languages of our users if we don’t have the 
language integrated yet,” remarked Karakaya.  

Clients can integrate CargoSteps into their 
proprietary system or use the provider’s site 
to track shipments. They can also determine 
who will be sent e-mail updates. For every job 
the system creates a tracking website and a 
unique tracking ID. The driver’s app shows 
every step of the job. 

At the moment CargoSteps is a static 
format, but the company is currently working 
on a more sophisticated version that will 
allow users to set their own parameters, said 
Karakaya. Work is also progressing on an 
accounting tool that will allow automatic 
invoice generation. 

Another element that the tech start-up is 
looking to add is a tool to measure carriers’ 
performance. 

CargoSteps offers the service at a flat 
monthly fee of €29.95, while truckers can 
download the app for free. In the main, the 
company caters to forwarders. At this point 
about 1,500 have signed up, according to 
Karakaya. 

“We use it for time-critical shipments or 
where customers require tracing their 
shipment,” remarked Haltmayer. Things can 
get a bit complicated if the driver is not a QCS 
employee, as the forwarder usually does not 
have direct access to the individual drivers of 
its trucking providers, so giving the driver 
instructions to download the app can be a bit 
complicated, he added. 

“We use it mostly for deliveries to 
customers,” he said. 

Taking Steps to 
track by phone 

MURAT KARAKAYA
CargoSteps

“We use it 
for time-

critical 
shipments 
or where 

customers 
require 

tracing their 
shipment”

THE rest of the air freight market may be 
struggling (see P3), but Turkish Cargo has 
bucked trends and reported a 7.1 per cent  
year-on-year upturn in volumes for the month 
of May, contrasting starkly with the overall 
global market decline of 5.1 per cent. 

Citing figures from World ACD, the Turkish 
flag carrier also asserted that it had increased 

its market share by 0.1 per cent to four per 
cent.

“Based on the regional data obtained by 
WACD in May, Turkish Cargo achieved the 
most remarkable growth across the Asian and 
American market,” said the carrier. 

“We attained a growth rate of 34.4 per cent 
across the American Continent, 19.3 per cent 
across the Far East Region, and 12.2 per cent 
across the Middle East/South Asia Region as 
based on the sold tonnage." 

The carrier recently relocated to the new 
Mega Hub Istanbul Airport. 

Meanwhile, the carrier helped save an 
endangered griffon vulture, which had started 
flying in Serbia and became exhausted in 
south east Turkey after flying 1,600 
kilometres on its seasonal migration route. 
Turkish stepped in to help its flight, by 
carrying it to Belgrade.  

Turkish flies ahead of market


