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shipping shortcut
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History
The Suez Canal was first built by pharaohs, more than 
three millennia ago. In 1859, Francis Delicips had the idea of 
re-dredging it. It took the purely Egyptian labor almost ten years 
to dredge the canal. It was opened for navigation during the 
ruling of El Khedive Ismael (17 November, 1869), in a massive 
celebration attended by most of Europe’s kings and princes. Its 
depth was about 8m, water area 304 m² and the largest shipload 
that can pass through was 5000 tons – a standard type of the time.

Global significance
The geographical position of the Suez Canal (SC) affords it the 
advantage of being the shortest route between East and West, as 
compared to the Cape of Good Hope. Table 1 shows how much 
time ships navigating through the SC can save. The quicker the 
journey time, of course, the less fuel used and the less expensive 
operating costs become. 

Suez Canal pricing policy 
Services are priced by specialized committees of highly qualified 
and experienced staff. The price of transit service is based on a 
package of variables such as lost opportunity cost, inclusive of 
currency basket; energy prices, piracy risk and costs of transiting 
via other routes. Vessel capacity, specifications, type of consignment, 
dispatch time attained and non-differentiation are all relevant to 
pricing. In 2007, the Suez Canal Authority (SCA) increased transit 
fees in the range of 1.41 per cent to 3.73 per cent, at an average 

of 2.84 per cent for all types of vessels, for the third year in a row. 
A 6 per cent increase for all vessels was enforced in 2005, followed 
by a further three per cent increase in 2006 after an eight-year 
price fix. The authority decided to keep prices unchanged in 2008, 
considering the global financial situation.

Early in 2008, fluctuating oil prices, together with development 
downturn in several countr ies and globally slower trade 
movement, all impacted volumes of cargo transiting the Canal.

Traffic system 
The Canal is run in a convoy system, allowing ships to transit 
at fixed speed and fixed separation distance between every two 
passing ships. Three convoys pass through the Canal every day, 
two southbound against one northbound. Each of the three 
convoys follow a certain system for the time of entering the 
Canal, the speed limit and the emergency stopping-distance 
between every two ships in the same convoy.

A key infrastructure improvement was the inclusion of more 
bypasses to better facilitate ship transit in both directions, and 
consequently help a good deal in increasing the number of vessels, 
while cutting down transit time:
1. Ballah bypass: 9 km, 1955. 
2. Suez Port Said bypass: 36.5 km, 1980. 
3. Timsah bypass: 5 km, 1980. 
4. Deversoir bypass: 27.5 km, 1980. 

The Suez Canal is an important international navigation canal, linking the 
Mediterranean Sea at Port Said and the Red Sea at Suez. The Canal is world 
renowned for its stable level of water, which varies very slightly. The highest 
tide reaches 50 cm in the North and up to 2m in the South.

 
Location Distance (N. Miles) Saving %

from to S.C. CAPE

Ras Tanura Constantza 4.144 12.094 66

  Lavera 4.684 10.783 57

  Rotterdam 6.436 11.169 42

  New York 8.281 11.794 30

Jeddah Piraeus 1.320 11.207 88

Bombay Rotterdam 6.337 10.743 41

Table 1: Time saved by navigaTion  
Through The suez Canal

 
Item Unit 1869 1956 1962 1980 1994 1996 2001 2008

Overall Length Km. 164 175 175 190.25 190.25 190.25 190.25 190.25

Doubled Parts Km. – 29 29 78 78 78 78 78

Width at 11 m. depth m. 44 60 90 160 180/210 180/210 200/210 210

Water depth m. 10 14 15.5 19.5 20.5 21 22.5 23.5

Max. Draft of Ship Feet 22 35 38 53 56 58 62 68

Cross Sectional Area m2 304 1,100 1,800 3,600 3,800/4,300 3,900/4,500 4,800 4,800

Max. Tonnage (DWT) Ton 5000 30,000 80,000 150,000 180,000 185,000 210,000 210,000

basiC TeChniCal faCTs
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SC pilots are renowned for their agility in piloting ships, from the 
time they arrive at the roadsteads until they exit at the other end 
of the Canal, to the open sea. It takes the ship between 12 and 16 
hours to transit the Canal. The numerical capacity of the Canal is 
about 76 standard ships per day. 
Today, the Canal depth is 66ft; meaning vessels up to 240,000 tons 
can transit safely. Since vessels are mostly containerized, world 
fleet can therefore transit easily the canal either with full or partial 
tonnage. Only 11 per cent of world bulk carriers and 64 per cent 
of world oil tankers are not containerized. 

The SC is a major transport route, carrying Gulf oil to Europe 
and USA. More than four million barrels of oil, nearly 4.7 per cent 
of overall world produce, pass through the Canal. Passing tankers are 
granted very special discounts of up to 35 per cent, as below (not to 
mention other discounts based on volume of transported gas):
• Five per cent for transiting volumes over 500,000 tons
•  10 per cent for transiting volumes over 500,000 tons up to one 

million tons 
•  10 per cent for transiting volumes over one million tons up to 

two million tons

Special training on maneuvering 
SC officials are well aware of the necessity to afford safe 
maneuvering for all transiting tankers. Therefore, over the past 
few years, special maneuvering programmes were conducted for 
Gulf Area ship masters. In the SCA-based Training and Simulation 
Center, trainees receive practical tuition on how to unify 
maneuvering techniques, safely navigate in narrow passages and 
straits under all weather conditions, and the best way to analyze 
and respond to every emergency the ship master may encounter.

2009 traffic
From January to September 2009, earnings of the SC retreated 
noticeably by 23.5 per cent achieving USD $3.136 billion, 
compared to $4.102 billion in same period of 2008 – a decrease 
of $965 million.

In fiscal year ending June 2009, SC revenues were $4.7 billion. 
Last October, revenues reached $400 million – a slightly better 
figure than rest of the year. Compared to previous years, 2009 
revenues were 17 per cent less than 2008, and 2.7 per cent down 
compared to the preceding four years compound.

Financial crisis repercussions
The global financial crisis has so far thrown some of its shadows 
on SC performance. With the bitter fact in mind that to fix transit 
fees is tantamount to losing ten per cent from overall revenues, 
SCA officials responded to the global situation.

The number of transiting vessels is expected to fall while trade 
volumes slumped 11 per cent. When inflation reached four per 
cent, the canal incurred losses due to monetary devaluation and 
soaring prices. A downturn in overall monetary transfers also 
occurred as Special Drawing Rights (SDR) transfer value dipped 
six per cent. Put together, all these elements vividly necessitate an 
increase in transit fees. 

Shipping community reaction
Hapag-Lloyd decided to change course of some of their SE Asia-
Europe route operating vessels to Cape Town, instead of via the 
SC. This actually saved Hapag-Lloyd USD $600 per voyage, even 
though voyage period becomes two weeks longer than via the 
SC. The shipping line hopes that falling fuel prices would make 
the difference in cost between the SC and Cape Town routes 
really count.

Volumes of cargo transiting Suez Canal (2001-2008).

Number of vessels transiting Suez Canal (2001-2008).

Net tonnage of vessels transiting Suez Canal (2001-2008).

Shrinking trade and the collapse in freight rates rendered the time factor 
insignificant to shippers, who managed to strike low rate deals and found CT 
route a convenient choice.
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Similarly, NYK declared that the Grand Alliance (GA) members 
have decided to divert ten 8,000 TEUs capacity container ships 
operating between Northern Europe and the Far East, because 
GA believes SC dues are high.

Either way, diverting GA vessels to the Cape of Good Hope 
is strongly related to the global trade slump, and not SC transit 
fees. The Canal does not organize and cannot monopolize the 
entire world fleet vessels. Should the Authority target them, it 
would have to set rock-bottom prices. The SC is, in fact, strictly 
observing clear-cut yet elastic pricing limits, in order to maintain 
balanced revenues. 

Additionally, NYK’s admittance that the diversion will cost the 
line one week more than voyage itinerary clearly emphasizes that 
the diversion is not solely due to transit fees. 

Upgrading prospects
The year 2009 commemorated the Canal’s 140th navigation 
inception anniversary, 150 years since excavation works began. 
Significant developments took place lately. They included the set 
up of a new traffic tower at position 60; and procurement of one 
magnetic crane, two tugboats, one ferry and one ship lift, with a 
200 ton lifting cap.

SCA intends to carry out further infrastructure improvements. 
Updating communication systems to cope with rising navigation 
requirements is a major concern. The simulation Center will be 
rehabilitated together with the introduction of state-of-the art 
surveillance techniques and laser-guided cameras. The Authority 
plans to prevent double traffic for boats inside the canal as well.

Promising logistic center
With the prospect of transforming Egyptian ports into 5th 
generation ports, and developing logistic centers and multi-
modal transport chains there, the canal is an expandable 
entity. If developed into a Multi Activity Enterprise (MAC) 
Egypt could gain significant earnings from projects such as 
shipbuilding yards, shipping agencies and stevedoring and 
services.

Furthermore, small size industrial clusters and villages can be 
established along the eastern bank of the canal. With the use of 
modern technology, industries such as electronics could work well 
there and give a helping hand to absorbing Egyptian labor.

The SCA is especially interested in promoting and developing its 
companies and their relevant projects. For instance, in Sokhna Port, 
SCA entered into a JV with the Chinese side for port development.

Unprecedented incident
On 28th of Aug 2009, the 230m long tanker Elli began sinking 
near Suez Port’s outside waiting area. The accident occurred 
when the tanker was heading to SCA affiliated Suez Shipbuilding 
Co's dock for important repairs.
Technical teams of highly-qualified Egyptian experts rushed to 
the scene to find Elli had bent upward, from the center of the 
body where the inward bottom appeared two meters above water 
level. Ninety-five tons of fuel was held in her tanks.

Challenges
After probing ice formation on the coasts of Siberia, some German 
meteorologists anticipate that it would be possible for vessels 
to regularly navigate through almost all parts of northeastern 
Europe-Asia passage in summer, within ten to 15 years. 

 
Canal Ship Mooring& Lightening Co.

Canal Marine Constructions Co., Portsaid

Portsaid Engineering Works Co.

Canal Ports&Major Projects Co.

Suez Shipyard Co.

Temsah Shipbuilding Co.

Canal Ropes & Fiber products Co.

Canal Nile Shipyard Co.

Suez Canal Investment Co.

sCa affiliaTe Cos

In a five hour long pollution-free process unprecedented in marine salvage history, SCA has managed to withdraw the upward bent Panamanian oil tanker Elli to a 
safe location for urgent repairs.
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Such a nuance passage is supposed to link the two Atlantic 
and Pacific oceans via the North Pole, to the north of Russia. 
If proved usable, this navigation route would cut total voyage 
period by 15 days, thus allegedly offer the shipping community an 
alternative to the Suez Canal.

What is now evolving in the North Pole does not pose any 
threat to the Mediterranean or the Suez Canal at all, simply 
because the Red Sea naturally experiences high ebb and tide. If the 
phenomenon also becomes high in the Mediterranean, it would 
entail a change in ebb and tide direction, nothing more. Moreover, 
lots of lakes are located nearby, to effectively help water balancing.

On the other hand, piracy at sea currently off the coasts of 
Somalia and Aden Bay has developed into a dilemma, putting 70 
per cent of global trade volumes that come through Aden Bay 
towards the Suez Canal at risk. 

Piracy in the Red Sea region began at the end of last century, 
but increased considerably between 2004 and 2006, more so in 
2007 and escalated to 111 acts of piracy in 2008, where 24 vessels 
were hijacked and 815 seafarers detained.

However, it must be stressed that piracy is not a localized 
concern. It is an international test of how far world countries can 
join hands in tough times.

While the information contained in the article is authenticated and 
based on real facts and reliable resources, they reflect purely personal 
perspective of the author based on his experience and study and can by 
no mean represent DPA attitude. In writing this article the author works 
independently from DPA.
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Further dredging up to a depth of 72 feet by 2012 will allow the 190 km long Canal, which  that links the Mediterranean with the Red Sea, to:
• Accommodate 99 per cent of all methods used in world maritime transport, and
•  Obtain 99 per cent of the dead weight tonnage for the bulk vessels, 82 per cent of the petroleum tanks and a 100 per cent of all the remaining types of ships; 

especially container vessels with all its future generations; in addition to empty vessels reaching up to 560 thousand tons.


