Your Eminence, Your Excellencies, Secretary General, Ladies & Gentlemen,
As is our annual custom we welcome you to the cutting of the traditional Vassilopitta with which we bring in the New Year.  Archbishop Gregorios, we thank you as always for conducting the blessing.

Whilst the last 12 months has seen momentous political change in the U.S. and the U.K. it is too early to see if there will be any direct effect on shipping.  Upcoming elections in France, Germany and Italy will also provide an interesting popularity poll of the E.U. status quo or whether our citizens crave some more fundamental changes.

China seems to be still steaming ahead and higher commodity prices including oil will have positive and negative affects on world shipping.
The fleet itself is still growing and getting younger as a result of newbuilding deliveries and vigorous scrapping of container ships and older bulk carriers but I think we have some way to go before we achieve an equilibrium between supply and demand.

An interesting question in vessel supply centres on South Korea.  Now that tanker, container and L.N.G. Carrier demand has fallen will the Big 3 builders have to discount prices heavily or revert to building Bulk Carriers again which so far they have avoided doing.  It is said that newbuilding prices in South Korea for VLCC’s has broken significantly below $80million so that may be a sign. 
Whilst lay-up is not so prevalent as it was this time last year there is still great uncertainty predominantly in the dry bulk market where some sectors are looking distinctly bearish.

Looking at the Hellenic Fleet in particular the average age continues to fall and the diversity of ship types operated continues to grow as does the sophistication of their operation.

The Greek Fleet is still the world’s largest and the faith shown by Greek Companies in this sector is still undeniable.

However, with such a modern fleet come higher capital costs and this coupled with various expensive legislative burdens will weigh heavily on most companies.

There must be an ever-closer dialogue between tonnage providers and legislators in order to create a coherent programme going forward.

The Ballast Water Management disaster shows that a misplaced programme that took 14 years to ratify and is still not in a position to implement logically cannot be allowed to reoccur.
The I.M.O. itself should remain the main global legislative body for shipping matters and we strongly praise the Secretary-General’s intervention at the E.U. with respect to the M.R.V. issue.  We cannot allow localised solution to jeopardise the global scope that only the I.M.O. can provide.

It is also felt that the I.M.O. itself should get more input from Shipowning Bodies and very importantly I.A.C.S. because these two groups are the greatest repository of maritime knowledge and experience.

That is not so say that we are still not monitoring important areas such as E.E.D.I.’s. Common Structural Rules, Cargo Liquifaction and in particular reclassification of many dry bulk cargoes from unsafe to safe, terminal management and the never-ending piracy issue which seems to crop us in new areas all the time.
The G.S.C.C. uses all its resources to monitor any and all issues and listens to its membership closely in order to protect seafarers and the ships they serve on.

Vis-a-vis our position in London.  We strongly believe that BREXIT could provide a very positive catalyst for Shipping in the U.K. if the Government creates the right fiscal environment to attract and retain shipping companies.  If this is not done soon, London will suffer the fate of New York and that would be a great shame considering that the U.K. had one of the most globally prominent maritime clusters.

Regarding Europe, we strongly support the Union of Greek Shipowners and the Greek Government efforts to retain Shipping’s status quo because if it changes the damage to Greece will be immense and the E.U. maritime transport sector will slowly disappear.  

Shipping is still one of Greece’s 2 most prominent industries and every effort must be made to encourage its continued existence and growth at a time when the country is going through such a difficult period.
We would also like to encourage the Greek Government to step up its efforts in providing maritime education at a time when there is such a great demand for it.
If Greek Shipping has a strength it is its people, both ashore and at sea.   Without the contribution of hard-working seafarers the GREEK SHIPPING MIRACLE would not exist.  The sacrifices all these men and women make on a daily basis working on ships that run 24 hours a day 365 days a year worldwide is very well appreciated.

Finally, I would like personally to thank all my G.S.C.C. colleagues for the dedication and hard work in particular to thank Kostas Amarantidis and Maria Syllignaki who run this organisation so smoothly.

Haralambos Fafalios
