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Since the start of this millennium, Dynamar 
has closely followed the annual progress 
of the world’s 25 largest container liner 
operators. One of the most remarkable 
developments has been the enormously 
increasing distance, in terms of fleet size, 
between the numbers one and twenty-five:
• In January 2000, the fleet of Maersk 

Sealand (as it was named the year after 
its merger with the American carrier), 
counted 282 ships with a nominal 
capacity of 620,300 TEU. This was 
12x that of number 25 Cho Yang, then 
deploying 24 vessels/51,900 TEU. The 
latter South Korean carrier failed one 
year later in August.

• By the first month of this year, Maersk 
Line’s (as it was renamed following 
its 2006 acquisition of P&O Nedlloyd) 
fleet had grown to 631 vessels of 
nominal 3,274,000 TEU. This time it 
was 58x that of the 25th largest of that 
moment, Transworld Group with its 34 
units/56,200 TEU.

This paper provides an update of the 
present Top 25’s goings as they enter 2017 
following an utterly hectic 2016. That year 

saw the first steps to retirement of no less 
than eight traditional liner shipping names. 
Some of them are tracing their origins back 
more than 100 years ago:
• APL (American President Lines) - 1848
• China Shipping Container Lines - 1984
• Hamburg Süd - 1871
• Hanjin Shipping - 1945
• K” Line (Kawasaki Kisen Kaisha) - 1919
• MOL (Mitsui OSK Lines) - 1884
• NYK (Nippon Yusen Kabushiki Kaisha) - 

1885
• UASC (United Arab Shipping Company) 

- 1976

FINANCIAL CATASTROPHE IN THE MAKING 
As of January 2017, the Top 25’s overall 
share of global capacity had reached 85%. 
However, company size does not necessarily 
come with good financial results. For the 
first time, as a group, the Top 25 collectively 
posted a net loss in 2015, this running into 
hundreds of millions of dollars. Even more 
monetary horror may be underway: for the 
first 9 months of 2016, the combined net 
result of 12 of the lines having reported 
their financials fell by more than US$13 

billion! For ten of them, the loss came 
down to $163 per TEU one average. 

Little wonder: over the same 9-month 
period, spot rates quoted for the 10,500 
nautical miles Shanghai-Rotterdam leg 
were $618 all-in per TEU on average. This 
equals less than 6 dollar cents per nautical 
mile. Quotations ranged between a nadir of 
$205 in March, and a zenith of USD 699 in 
July… which carrier could survive on that?

A WHOLESALE CHANGE IN THE EAST-WEST 
ALLIANCES SYSTEM
In January 2015, four East-West Alliances 
kicked off:
• 2M - Maersk Line, MSC
• CKYHE Alliance - Coscon, Evergreen, 

Hanjin, “K” Line, Yang Ming
• G6 Alliance - APL, Hapag-Lloyd, Hyundai, 

MOL, NYK, OOCL
• Ocean Three - China Shipping, CMA 

CGM, UASC
Less than one-and-a-half years later, 

in April/May 2016 already, the relevant 
carriers announced drastic re-arrangements 
of their groupings:
• 2M+ - Maersk Line, MSC, plus Hyundai 
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sharing space
• Ocean Alliance  - CMA CGM/APL, Coscon, 

Evergreen, OOCL
• THE Alliance  - Hapag-Lloyd/UASC, 

Hanjin, “K” Line, MOL, NYK, Yang Ming

All being well and with the permission 
of the FMC already in their pockets, these 
three new Alliances will start operations 
effective April 1, 2017.

CONSOLIDATION IN FULL SWING
It is unprecedented developments outside 
of the existing alliances having pushed the 
aforementioned changes. All actualised or 
initiated within the space of the single year 
2016 and involving no less than 12 lines: 
• China Shipping merged into Coscon 

(effectuated in February 2016)
• Acquisition of APL by CMA CGM 

(completed in June 2016)
• Hanjin’s sad going under (filing for 

bankruptcy protection on 31 August)
• Merger-to-be of UASC into Hapag-Lloyd 

(as matters are first quarter 2017)
• The proposed JV between “K” Line, MOL 

and NYK (planned for July 2017)
• Maersk Line’s intended acquisition of 

Hamburg Süd (probably late 2017)
In the course of all the above sweeping, 

powerful changes, smaller liner companies 
have come under great pressure to consider 
consolidation as well: 2017 promises to 
become another exciting year!     

And indeed, the new year had barely 
begun when speculation erupted that OOCL 
would be put up for sale by the Tung family, 
with Coscon as the most likely buyer. Firm 
denials followed from both sides, often the 
not unusual start of an ultimate deal.

ULTRA LARGE CONTAINER SHIPS (ULCS)
Cost reduction, in the form of larger, less gas 
guzzling and more efficient ships has been 
the answer to low rates of the top container 
liner operators. It started with Maersk 
Line’s 2006-launched 15,600 TEU E-class, 
developed and built for the Europe-Far East 
trade. High volumes; an excellent relationship 
between time spent at sea versus time in 
port; capable container terminals: this trade is 
the ideal route for ULCS to reap the maximum 
from their economies of scale.

Worried by the Danish company’s lower 
slot costs eroding their market shares, other 
carriers followed suit in big numbers. By the 
end of 2016, sixteen of the Top 25 lines 
controlled 100% of all ULCS operating and 
89% of the orderbook, representing 387 
ships/5.2 million TEU/13,500 TEU average, 
and 171 vessels/2.6 million TEU/15,300 
TEU average, respectively. Capacities range 
between 10,000 TEU and 21,200 TEU. By 
the end of 2016, 177 ULCS with an average 
capacity of 15,300 TEU operated between 
North Europe and Asia. 

6,000 MOVES PER DAY, PLEASE
The consensus among big ship carriers 
nowadays is that terminals should handle 
6,000 moves a day of 24 hours on a ULCS. 
The universal consent among stevedores is 
that a production of 3,500 moves is a more 
realistic maximum. 

The current largest ULCS is UASC’s 
2015-launched 19,900 TEU “Barzan”. She 
is 400 metres long and has 24x 40’ bays 
(transverse rows of 40’ containers). Thanks 
to the “two islands” deck configuration, the 
ship can be handled with 9 Ship-to-Shore 
gantries at the max. This is not much more 
than the seven StS which could empty or 
fill an 8,000 TEU, 350-metre long ship built 
10 years ago. The difference in capacity 
between the two vessels is not so much in 
length; it is in breadth: 6 deck rows more, 
and in height: extra tiers under and on deck. 

As a sideline: re the quay cranes, the 
differences are much more succinct: on 
the “Barzan”, the crane’s spreaders have 
to travel longer, i.e. wider and deeper. 
Tandem-spreaders will be used whenever 
possible and the cranes need to be much 
taller, minimum 50 metres under the 
spreader. Thus, they are heavier: some 
2,000 tons and therefore requiring stronger 
quays. 

Several of the Top 25 carriers, the four 
largest in particular, are having extensive 
container terminal interests across the 
world. Along the North Europe-Far East 
routes alone, where the world’s largest 
ULCS monsters are operating, Maersk Line 
(APM Terminals/23), MSC (TIL Group/9), 
CMA CGM (APT-T, Terminal Link, CMA 
Terminals/16) and Coscon (Cosco Shipping 
Ports/19) combined are involved in no 
less than sixty-seven terminals. None of 
these has so far be able to achieve a ULCS 
production of 6,000 moves per 24 hours... 

A DAMAGING DELUGE
A Dynamar-developed Carryings/Capacity 
Ratio shows that, since 2005, the indexed 
Top 25 capacity has outgrown indexed 
carryings by no less than 38%. This is what 
leads to the roots of the current liner 
shipping hassles: 

A deluge of large newbuildings combined 
with a faltering market resulting in severe 
overcapacity inducing a bitter rate war 
ensuing dramatic losses: it is the price of 
too many too big ships...  

Aware of the overcapacity damage done 
with their financials turning deep dark red, 
almost no carrier ordered any ULCS in 2016. 
Almost, as in December, IRISL fulfilled an 
earlier “promise” to go for ULCS as well, 
ordering an initial four 14,500 TEU units.  

NOT LINER SHIPPING ALONE
Cold comfort, but it is not container liner 
shipping alone immersed in uncertainty. 

Breakbulk, heavy lift, dry bulk, tankers, 
non-operating owners, you name it, all 
main shipping segments are concurrently 
groaning under a downturn as severe 
as seldom seen before. It can barely get 
worse... 

In addition to maturation, container 
shipping also faces the yet largely unknown 
effects on cargo streams of 3D-printing 
and robotising facilitating near shoring, or 
emerging protectionism.

Interestingly, despite all doom and 
groom, at the very end of 2016 it was 
reported that shipping industry confidence 
had hit its highest level in 15 months. 
That’s the spirit, that’s what typifies 
shipping! 

It may have helped that in the fourth 
quarter of 2016, spot rates in all long haul 
trades from Shanghai saw a recovery, to 
positively influence the level of contract 
rates for the new year. The container ship 
orderbook has shrunk to an equally historic 
low of less than 16%. Scrapping has never 
been as high as last year’s 700,000 TEU, 
expected to continue at the same level in 
2017. Troubles are not, but the worst may 
be over!?

THE TOP 25 FUTURE 
Ongoing container liner consolidation as 
so convincingly initiated in 2016 should 
help addressing all challenges if... the 
resulting larger companies and Alliances 
seriously work on eradicating the current 
excess tonnage while keeping future 
capacity expansion in check. 

And finally, as said, 2006 ended with 
(ultimately) eight companies less than it 
started with. No worry, as long as there 
is worldwide water and trade, there will 
be 25 largest container liner companies 
with all of them worth to know everything 
about them!

THE ULTRA LARGE CONTAINER SHIPS 
TABLES
As of early January the total operated ULCS 
fleet stood at 387 units. Another 171 are 
on order for delivery in 2017 (91 vessels), 
2018 (66) and 2019 (14). Considering the 
present market and its direct perspectives, 
it may be assumed that operators/owners 
will try to (further) postpone delivery, as 
it happened in 2016 when more than 25 
ULCS slipped into this year. This explains 
the unprecedented number of 91 
deliveries formally planned for 2017.

The largest ULCS currently operating 
are six LNG-ready 19,870 TEU units of 
UASC. The biggest ULCS to come are five 
21,100 TEU monsters being built for OOCL, 
of which the first one is to hit the water 
in May. She will be preceded by the first 
ever delivery of a 20,000+ mastodon when 
MOL is to take delivery of the 20,150 TEU, 
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also LNG-ready, “MOL Triumph” in April 
2017. By individual carrier, including newly 
acquired subsidiaries, merged companies 
or sister companies in 2016/17, 10,000+ 
TEU vessel numbers, as well as their 
average and total TEU capacities are as 
follows:  

Sorted by the three new Alliances taking 
effect in March/April, the 10,000+ TEU 
dominance of 2M+ comes to the fore once 
more, when including South America-

specialist Hamburg Süd and Hyundai 
with its current sixteen ships. The future 
operator of these, i.e. the South Koreans 
themselves or the other two partners, 
is yet unknown. For all three Alliances 
goes that not all ships of every individual 
partner may operate on the East-West 
Alliances-routes only. 

The final table here is sorted by ships 
capable of transiting the new set of 
Panama locks, i.e. which have a maximum 

breadth of 49-metres, and those that 
cannot. In the latter category, the so much 
to the imagination speaking 23-boxes 
wide 18,000+ TEU leviathans are listed 
separately. It is clear that the possibility to 
pass through the Panama Canal contributes 
to the trade/schedule flexibility of a 
carrier. The ULCS fleets operated or on 
order by Evergreen, IRISL and Yang Ming 
are lacking this versatility; for the future 
Japan 3 group, only MOL deploys smaller 
than (new)Panamax tonnage. 

By definition, each deepsea newbuilding 
is too large for the trade at the time of its 
delivery and all are built to stay around for 
25 years, at least. Moreover, these modern 
ships, especially those ordered after 
2009, have been constructed according 
to superior specifications, with their 
engines providing the lowest possible fuel 
consumption, amongst others. More than 
30 of the larger units are LNG-ready.
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Total TEU*1,000 - NOO=Non-operating owners - ships sub-chartered, if any, are included in 
the fleets of the current operators

Operators Exist Order Total Ø TEU ∑ TEU

CMA CGM/APL 59 15 74 12,700 941,000

Cosco SL 48 30 78 14,600 1,140,000

Evergreen 15 16 31 16,300 505,000

Hapag/UASC 34 5 39 14,300 556,000

Hyundai 16 0 16 12,000 192,000

IRISL 0 4 4 14,500 58,000

Japan 3 23 22 45 13,900 625,000

Maersk/HambS. 74 20 94 14,700 1,383,000

MSC 76 19 95 14,500 1,380,000

OOCL 10 6 16 16,200 259,000

PIL 0 12 12 11,800 142,000

Yang Ming 14 7 21 13,900 292,000

ZIM  4 0 4 10,100 40,000

NOO 14 15 29 11,000 319,000

Grand Total 387 171 558 14,000 7,832,000

ULCS operated and on order as of early January 2017

Total TEU*1,000 - None=ULCS carriers not a member of any Alliance: IRISL, PIL and ZIM. 
NOO=Non-operating owners.

Future Alliances Exist Order Total Ø TEU ∑ TEU

2M+ 166 39 205 14,400 2,954,000

OA 132 67 199 14,300 2,844,000

THE 71 34 105 14,000 1,474,000

None 4 16 20 12,000 240,000

NOO 14 15 29 11,000 319,000

Grand Total 387 171 558 14,000 7,832,000

ULCS operated and on order as of early January 2017

Total TEU*1,000

Type Exist Order Total Ø TEU ∑ TEU

Up to Panamax 214 65 279 11,700 3,262,000

PostPanamax 126 48 174 14,500 2,517,000

18,000+ 47 58 105 19,500 2,052,000

Grand Total 387 171 558 14,000 7,832,000

ULCS operated and on order by Panamax-NewPostPanamax categories 
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