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For a year and a half now, 

the freight market has been 

in disarray, with the fallout 

from the Covid lockdowns of 

early 2020 and the shock of a 

quick return of demand in H2 

2020 still being felt in ports 

and on trading routes around 

the world. Freight rates have 

risen to record highs, and port 

congestion is a persistent 

problem to this day. 

With expectations by large 

industry actors and analysts 

alike that the situation would, 

at the very least, remain 

balanced as it is in 2022 

and with the spread of the 

Omicron variant indicating 

that we’re not out of the 

woods yet, it is time for a 

situational update. 

We have turned to actors in 

the shipping industry to get 

their insights on the current 

situation and their outlook for 

2022 and onwards. 

SPECIAL
RELEASE

COVID DISRUPTIONS HAVE BROUGHT ON TEMPORARY 
STRUCTURAL CHANGES IN THE OCEAN-FREIGHT 
MARKET, ARE WE HEADING FOR A NEW NORMAL?



WE’VE INTERVIEWED JUDAH LEVINE, FROM 

FREIGHTOS, AND PETER SAND, FROM XENETA, TO 

GET THEIR OPINIONS ON WHAT TO EXPECT IN 2022.

PETER SAND
Peter joined Xeneta in 

2021, as the Chief Analyst. 

Headinga team that delivers 

expert insights on container 

shipping and aircargo 

industries, he joined Xeneta 

after over a decade at BIMCO, 

where he was responsible 

for analysing commercial 

markets based on the global 

economic situation and its 

influence on trade. Prior to 

his Chief Shipping Analyst 

role at BIMCO, he worked 

with D/S NORDEN,a Danish 

shipping company operating 

in the dry cargo and tanker 

segments worldwide, as a 

Senior Analyst. 

Throughout his career, Sand 

has been regarded for his 

widely read articles and 

industry insights, as well 

as his regular appearances 

on global news networks 

such as CNN, BBC, CNBC 

and Bloomberg. He holds 

a Master’s in Economics 

from the University of 

Copenhagen. 

JUDAH LEVINE
Judah is an experienced 

market research manager, 

using data-driven analytics 

to deliver market-based 

insights. Judah produces 

the Freightos Group’s FBX 

Weekly Freight Update and 

other research on what’s 

happening in the industry 

from shipper behaviors 

to the latest in logistics 

technology and digitization. 

Freightos is the world’s 

largest online global 

freight booking platform 

connecting global logistics 

players, importers, airlines, 

ocean liners and leading 

tech players - bringing the 

$500 billion global freight 

market online. 

To learn more, please visit 

www.freightos.com

Xeneta is the leading ocean 
freight rate benchmarking 
and market analytics 
platform transforming 
the shipping and logistics 
industry. Xeneta’s powerful 
reporting and analytics 
platform provides liner-
shipping stakeholders 
the data they need to 
understand current and 
historical market behavior-
reporting live on market 
average and low/high 
movements for both short 
and long-term contracts. 
Xeneta’s data is comprised of 
over 280 million contracted 
container and air freight 
rates and covers over 
160,000 global trade routes. 
Customers include General 
Mills, Volvo, John Deere, 
Amer Sports, Rockwell 
Automation and CEVA 
Logistics, ABB, Electrolux, 
Continental, Unilever, Nestle, 
L’Oréal, Thyssenkrupp and 
more. Each relies on Xeneta 
to gain better market 
visibility into freight rate 
pricing factors, which enable 
them to minimize supply 
chain disruptions. 
Xeneta is a privately held 
company with headquarters 
in Oslo, Norway, and regional 
offices in New Jersey and 
Hamburg. 
To learn more, please visit 
www.xeneta.com

 Since the start of the 
pandemic early 2020, what 
were the major steps 
leading to the current 
situation, how did it 
escalate to such a freight 
crisis? 

FREIGHTOS 
As people were increasingly 
restricted to their homes, 
consumer spending shifted 
away from services like 
entertainment, restaurants 
and travel, and toward 
goods, especially goods 
for the home. This shift 
began in earnest among US 
consumers around June of 
2020 and has not really let up 
since. 
As demand increased, ocean 
freight prices climbed, and 

as ocean carriers added 
more ships to the most 
lucrative lanes – China to 
the US – those destination 
ports became overwhelmed, 
creating a backlog that 
has just continued to 
grow as there has been no 
significant let up in demand 
or chance to recover. The 
backlog of ships waiting 
not only causes delays but 
effectively removes capacity 
from the market, further 
putting pressure on rates 
such that adding more 
capacity will not significantly 
reduce prices. 

XENETA 
As many countries started to 
stimulate their economies 
to avoid the worst possible 

hit from Covid-19, one 
country stood out – providing 
massive economic support 
to its citizens and consumers: 
the US. 

This move prompted 
American consumers to go 
on a buying spree. To such 
an extent that it distorted 
the whole global network of 
ocean shipping services. 

Clogging up hinterland 
connectivity, port, terminals 
etc. in North America and 
beyond. On top of that 
disruptions in the main 
exporting region, Asia – 
just made a tight situation 
tighter.

http://www.freightos.com
http://www.xeneta.com


 Last year, some 
commentators expected 
the situation to ease with 
the Christmas and New 
Year holidays. Has that 
been the case?

FREIGHTOS 
Not really. The hope was 
that with the roll out of 
vaccination campaigns 
in 2021, the main driver of 
the congestion – elevated 
consumer spending on 
imports – would start to 
subside throughout the year 
so that after the annual peak 
season that ends around 
November, we would start 
to see easing demand and 
a chance for ports to start 
clearing the backlog. 
This has not been the case 
so far. Transpacific freight 
rates did come down by 
about 25% from their peak 
season highs in September, 
but remain about 10X the 
norm as consumer spending 
on goods has not eased 
just yet, likely because the 
spread of new variants has 
pushed a “return to normal” 
further out. In addition, even 
once consumer behaviors 
shift, we will still likely have 
several months of inventory 
restocking that will keep 
demand elevated and push 
the clearing of the backlog 
back as well. 

XENETA 
Only to a limited extent, if at 
all. We have seen demand 
coming slightly down, but 
not so much that a sizeable 
unwinding of the strained 
supply chains has begun. 
Other and new obstacles 
have stepped in to further 
challenge the market and 
reliability in shipments for 
global, regional and local 
shippers.

 Container output is 
growing at a slower pace 
than demand and it seems 
that most containers 
are found on the most 
profitable road, the 
transpacific road, how is 
this impacting the rest of 
the world?

FREIGHTOS 
At this point the main 
problem is port congestion: 
there are enough 
containers to handle 
demand, but not enough 
port capacity to keep those 
containers moving. So, 
adding more containers 
would not likely improve 
the speed of operations or 
reduce the cost of shipping 
significantly, though 
competition for equipment 
is a factor putting pressure 
on costs. That being said, 
as carriers moved vessel 
capacity from less to more 

lucrative lanes, prices 
increased significantly for 
those lower-volume lanes 
as well like Europe-South 
America and elsewhere. 

Asia-Europe demand 
for ocean freight did not 
spike in the same way that 
transpacific demand did, 
but competition for empty 
containers in Asia was one 
factor that led to spiking 
ocean rates for European 
importers, and that 
competition continues to be 
a factor. 

But even without the 
extreme demand spike, 
Asia-Europe rates remain 
about 10X the norm due 
to major European port 
congestion that continues to 
be a problem mostly due to 
schedule disruptions from 
delays at Asian origins and 
from labor shortages at EU 
ports. 

XENETA 
This has global 
repercussions, as some 
shippers on the backhaul 
export trades are feeling 
left out. Carriers prefer to 
bring the empties back 
ASAP, which means time is 
now ‘wasted’ on filling up a 
low-paying box, only to see it 
taking a long time to empty 
on the other end, when 

freight rates are 5-7 times 
higher on the fronthaul.

The fact that equipment 
seems to be at the other end 
of the world from where its 
mostly needed has impacted 
the market since mid-2020.

 At the very beginning 
of the “Omicron” wave in 
Southern Africa, there 
were reports of ships 
avoiding call in ports 
in the region. Can you 
confirm this? Has this 
continued since? What 
about Europe and USA 
which are now severely 
hit by the Omicron wave?

FREIGHTOS 
I do not have specifics on 
SA ports this year, but I 
can say that many ocean 
crew members have been 
significantly impacted by 
COVID policies in many 
countries which have 
prevented them from 
disembarking and returning 
home, resulting in many of 
them working far beyond 
their contracted terms. 

In general we have not 
seen ships avoiding ports to 
avoid exposure to landside 
outbreaks, but there have 
been diversions to avoid 
delays at ports that reduced 
operations due to outbreaks 



among its workforce, like in 
Yantian this past summer. 

There have not been any 
closures in the US or EU, as 
positive cases are dealt with 
less broadly compared to 
China’s Zero COVID policy.

XENETA - Port calls are 
omitted for various reasons. 
Mostly to make up for lost 
time somewhere else. 

Ships call ports everywhere 
in the world, and covid is 
everywhere. I cannot rule 
out some impact on specific 
services from time to time, 
when a local outbreak is 
impacting the operations in 
a terminal.

 What is the impact 
of China’s “Zero Covid” 
policy on port operations 
and freight?

FREIGHTOS 
As mentioned, the partial 
closure in Yantian for 
example caused diversions, 
pressure at alternate ports 
and delays.  In the last few 
weeks there have been other 
restrictions that impacted 
logistics at Ningbo indirectly. 

But the potential for port 
reductions or closures is 
still there and could cause 
delays, more pressure on 
prices, and a lull in arrivals 
that could be followed by a 

surge at destination ports. 

XENETA 
Carriers and shippers 
constantly need to adjust 
plans made only recently. 
New contingency plans are 
drafted continuously – to 
handle the new disturbances 
on the trade lanes – 
originating most from local 
measures to handle Covid-19. 

The Chinese way of handling 
this, is merely a sign of the 
severity of the matters at 
hand, but it’s very disruptive 
for all involved in global 
supply chains as it impacts 

the move of cargo inland too.

 The next shipping crisis 
could be a maritime labor 
shortage with difficult 
labor conditions which 
have been worsened by 
the Covid-19 crisis, any 
thoughts on this? 

XENETA 
Covid-19 has been tough on 
the seafarers in particular, 
I would not be surprised if 
the handling of the crisis by 
many governments around 
the world could result in a 
maritime labor shortage at 
some point.

 To what extent have 
the big energy crunches 
of late 2021 affected 
the global freight 

market? How dependent 
is seaborne freight on 
questions touching coal, 
natural gas and net-zero 
emissions?

XENETA 
The whole industry is on a 
path to decarbonizing global 
shipping. But it’s a massive 

task.

 What are your 
expectations for 2022 and 
onwards? How will the 
living-with-Covid world 
challenge us and create 
new opportunities?

FREIGHTOS 
As new variants prolong 
the impact on consumer 
spending on goods, the 
expectation is that demand 
for ocean freight will 
continue to stay elevated, 
with the abovementioned 
impacts persisting as long 
as they do. 

Low inventory levels also 
mean that even once 
consumer demand eases, 
it will take several months 
of increased demand for 
ocean freight for retailers 
to get stocks back to the 
desired level, which will keep 
pressure on ocean logistics 
for some time even after 
an eventual reopening of 
economies. 

So given the pandemic’s 
continued impact in the US 
and elsewhere, it is unlikely 
the months between Lunar 
New Year in February 
and peak season which 
begins in July or August, 
will see a significant dip in 
demand and represent an 
opportunity for retailers to 
restock and then ports to 
clear backlogs. 

Therefore, it is unlikely we 
will see any real chance for 
a recovery until after peak 
season of 2022, though of 
course, we hope recovery 
can come sooner.

XENETA 
Covid-19 will keep on 
impacting the container 
shipping industry and 
global supply chains for a 
few years. At some point, 
the new ‘normal’ will arrive. 

I would not expect large 
scale changes to the trade 
pattern that we see today, 
even though some will have 
opted for a change to how 
they set up logistics. Rates 
will stay high throughout 
2022, we need a solid 
unwinding of existing 
problems to lower rates, 
and a more traditional 
deployment of shipping 
capacity to arrive.



Shift in market structure, 
container freight rates 
drive bulk freight rates

IHS Markit has put forward 
an in-depth analysis of what 
has been happening in the 
dry bulk market.

According to IHS Markit, 
general cargo (breakbulk) 
vessels that used to share 
similar terminal and 
cargo with Supramax and 
Handysize geared bulkers 
have shifted their focus 
to the container market 
because of extremely high 
freight rates for container 
ships. Container cargo has 
been pushed by the high 
freight rates into general 
cargo ships (breakbulk/
MPV/HL). In turn, minor 
bulk cargo which is usually 
carried by container or 
general cargo vessels 
shifted to geared bulkers. 

Many general cargo ships 
are now travelling container-
shipping routes, which has 
eased competition for geared 
bulkers on minor bulk routes, 
leading to higher rates for 

minor bulk on backhaul.
Traditionally dry bulk freight 
rates have been supported 
from the top down, Capesize 
supporting Panamax 
and Panamax supporting 
Supramax/Handy sizes. 

However, unlike in the 
previous years the strong 
performance in the minor 
bulk trade has resulted in 
supporting the larger vessel 
classes from the bottom to 
top. Also, backhaul minor 
bulk rates became almost 

identical with container identical with container rates.

IHS Markit expects that, 
if container rates remain 
at high enough levels to 
continue pushing some of 
their usual merchandise 
towards general bulkers 
and open-hatch cargo ships, 
then geared bulker freight 
rates will also remain high, 
especially on backhaul 
routes.

Record high backlogs and 
low fleet orderbooks as well 
as continued demand in 
the container market are 
expected to keep rates high 

at least in H1 2022, albeit 
with an expected 30%-40% 
correction from 2021 rates if 
the vaccine proves successful 
enough at slowing down 
the epidemic and easing 
port congestion (especially 
US West Coast). However, 
these rates are expected 
to remain high enough 
that some of the container 
cargo continues to go to 
the general cargo and bulk 
market. 

This, in addition to a 
significant increase in minor 
bulk shipments (bagged 
cements, chemicals, 
minerals, metals, etc.) 
observed by IHS Markit, will 
continue to support dry 
bulk freight rates in 2022 
by creating fleet supply 
tightness.

Towards an easing of 
rates?

2023 could see some easing 
in both container and bulk 
markets, with the expected 
delivery of a large number 
of new container vessels 
which should relieve some 

of the demand pressure and 
take market shares back 
from the general cargo and 
geared bulk sectors. 

In the meantime, since IHS 
Markit expects general cargo 
fleet growth to be, at best, 
flat in 2022, the bulk sector 
will remain tight and under 
pressure from spillage from 
the container sector.

However, with new container 
space reaching the market 
in 2023, IHS Markit expects 
minor bulk trade growth to 
slow as some of the material 
goes back to containers, and 
tightness in bulk shipping 
capacity to ease.

Iron ore is in, coal is out

IHS Markit predicts that the 
global dry bulk tonne-mile 
demand will increase by 3.3% 
in 2021, mainly driven by coal 
(6.1%) and minor bulk trade 
(13.0%). 

It will continue to grow 
by 4.5% in 2022, largely 
supported by global 
economic recovery-related 

industrial materials including 
iron ore (5.5%), coal (3.4%), 
and agricultural goods (5.1%).

Iron ore is expected to be 
the main growth driver of 
the dry bulk market in the 
future. 

This expectation is based 
on the fact that the shift 
to EAFs in steelmaking 
is a slow-moving process 
which hinders the shift to 
more scrap consumption, 
despite China’s drive towards 
more scrap usage and steel 
production caps. 

IHS Markit expects that, even 
if China cuts production, 
capacity will shift to other 
countries in Asia which will 
consume iron ore without 
bringing major changes to 
existing trade routes and 
volumes. 

In addition to this, they 
expect ecological constraints 
to drive demand for higher 
grade ores from Brazil, thus 
expanding flows from Brazil 
to other countries. 

On the other hand, IHS 
Markit believes that peak 
coal trade ended back in 
2019, with little to no new 
investments in the sector. 

Despite a rise in demand in 
thermal and metallurgical 
coal in 2021, IHS Markit 
expects that the long-term 
trend is stagnation at or 

below 2019 levels due to below 2019 levels due to 

environmental constraints environmental constraints 

and technological progress.and technological progress.

The outlook for 2022 is 
that a lack of stimulus 
from mainland China and 
the returning focus to 
environmental policies 
that favor renewables and 
scrap over coal and iron ore 
would be a major downside 
risk while continued 
high congestion with the 
ongoing pandemic and 
record high backlog would 
become a major upside risk 
on freight rates.

Source: IHS MarkitSource: IHS Markit

DRY BULK MARKET OUTLOOK (IHS MARKIT)


