
 
Container shipping emerges triumphant from a disrupted 2020 

In the full year of 2020, global container shipping volumes fell by 1.2% compared with 2019, much less than 

feared even before the pandemic was first declared, and much recovered compared with the 6.8% drop 

recorded in the first six months of the year. Volumes in the second half of the year were up 4.2% from 

2019. Much of this growth was concentrated on just a few trade lanes, with congestion and imbalances on 

these spilling out and causing disruption on other trades. 

BIMCO expects that 2021 will be even better for container shipping than 2020, as the current backlog will 

take months to clear and carriers are using the current strength of the market to lock in long-term contract 

rates for the coming 12 months at higher levels than in 2020.  

By far the largest volume growth was seen on the Far East to North America trade. On this route, volumes 

rose by 3.6m TEU in the second half of the year compared with the first, while volumes rose 2.1m TEU 

compared with the second half of 2019, enough to bring full year growth into positive (+1.4m TEU). The 

second half growth caused major disruptions in many US West Coast ports, as they were unable to keep up 

with record high volumes while implementing social distancing among workers at the same time, due to 

the pandemic. Furthermore, lower manufacturing and containerised exports in H1 2020 meant that the 

imbalance on the trade got even worse, leading to equipment shortages as containers were stuck in the 

wrong places. 

Weaker H2 recovery on the other major trades  

Of the three most important, high-volume trades, the Far-East to North America was the only one to grow 

over the full year, as growth on intra-Asian and Far East to Europe trades in the second half of the year was 

not enough to make up for H1 losses. After falling by 1.1m TEU in the first half of the year, volumes 

between the Far East and Europe were only up by 0.2m TEU in the second half of 2020, leaving full year 

volumes on this trade down 5.2% compared with 2019.  

On the Intra-Asian trades, a 2.2% growth in the second half of the year compared to H2 2019, was not 

enough to recover a 4.0% loss in the first half.  



 

 

There were only very few trades which bucked the trend and grew in the first half of the year. One of them 

was the Indian subcontinent and Middle East exports to the Far East; the thirteenth largest trade which saw 

volumes increase by 115,000 TEU in H1 2020 compared to the same period in 2019.  

“The particularly strong recovery in demand for containerised goods in the US was driven by a rise in 

consumer spending, particularly on goods for the homes that people have been spending much more time 

in, as well as higher spending on goods as consumers were unable to spend what they usually do on 

services,” says Peter Sand, BIMCO’s Chief Shipping Analyst. 

“As manufacturing in consuming countries has struggled to recover to its pre-pandemic levels, imports have 

outgrown demand for a number of goods in order to fill the gap. This development is hugely beneficial for 

shipping.” 

Uptick in volumes soon played out on spot freight rates 

Freight rates did not experience the same drop as volumes did in the first half of the year, as carriers 

pushed losses onto tonnage providers. Charter rates did however fall steeply from mid-February to June.  

On the routes from the Far East towards the US and Europe, only spot rates to Europe fell over the course 

of the first half of the year, bottoming out in April at just under USD 1,639 per TEU, which was still higher 

than rates in much of 2019.  



 
Once volumes started to rise, rates followed the upwards journey that would take them to the record high 

levels which carriers are still enjoying today. The first increase in spot rates was seen on the Far East to US 

West Coast trade, as this was where the uptick in volumes happened first and fastest. As the scale of the 

recovery on this trade was uncovered and the idle fleet nose-dived as carriers added capacity to meet rising 

demand across the board, rates on other routes also started rising, first on Far East to the US East Coast, 

and then a couple of months later, a sudden jump in rates to Europe followed. 

 

In recent months, the steep upwards path of spot freight rates on the transpacific trade lanes have 

stopped, partly due to intervention from the Chinese government. However, as demand has remained 

strong, and carriers still hold the upper hand, gradually increasing surcharges have been added to the base 

freight rates. This has stopped freight rates from rising further but left shippers with higher costs. As of 

mid-February, surcharges to guarantee space and equipment on the major trades stand between USD 

1,500 and USD 2,500 per TEU. 

Carriers scrambling to get hold of extra tonnage 

The sudden surge in demand for ships played out not only on the spot market but also on charter rates 

which have seen a steep V-shaped recovery since June 2020, with rates for all ships considerably higher 

than their pre-pandemic levels. Charter rates for 6-to-12-month contracts currently stand at USD 13,700 

per day for a 1,700 TEU feeder ship, USD 23,000 per day for a 3,500 TEU ship and USD 42,000 for a 8,500 



 
TEU ship. Even at these rates, carriers are desperate to get hold of any extra tonnage they can, in many 

cases to ensure that they can stick to their announced schedule as delays in importing ports mean that 

many ships are unable to make it back in time for their next scheduled departure. 

High demand and earning potential for ships mean that demolitions also fell considerably in 2020, with 

most of the demolition coming in only two months. Had demolition yards been open and able to operate 

normally at the height of the crisis in Q2 when demand for container ships reached its low point, 

demolition would no doubt have climbed upwards. As it happened, this was not possible and instead, 

owners had to wait until June before they could get rid of any substantial tonnage. What followed was two 

months of higher demolitions, which saw 103,436 TEU leave the market, more than half of what was 

demolished in the whole year.   

By the end of July however, demolitions were once again all but stopped, as demand for container ships 

rose and many owners found that even their older and less efficient ships became very profitable. In the 

last quarter of 2020, only 7,448 TEU were removed from the market, all of which from feeder ships, down 

70.9% from the same period in 2019. 

At the same time, as demolitions slowed, contracting picked up, with 65 new ships amounting to 751,057 

TEU being ordered. In the full year, the container shipping fleet grew by 2.9% in 2020 as 857,616 TEU was 

added to the market compared to 188,800 TEU being demolished. 

“The high earnings that carriers have achieved in recent months is not a reflection of better fundamentals in 

the container shipping market, but rather a result of how 2020 has developed. In the longer run, this 

artificial tightness in the market will subside and container shipping will once again have to deal with the 

pre-pandemic overcapacity in the market, made worse by new orders made in recent months,” says Peter 

Sand.  

How long will it last? 

As carriers release their full year results, announcing profits of a size not seen for many years, heads are 

turning towards how this year will turn out, and here, more good news appear to be on the horizon.  

Firstly, and most importantly, are the long-term contracts for this year which have either been fixed in 

recent months or are still being negotiated. For all but the largest shippers, for whom carriers have in many 

cases rolled over last year’s rates in recognition that these shippers are too big to lose, long term rates will 

increase compared to last year. The current tightness in supply means that carriers have the upper hand 

when negotiating these new contracts, and although many shippers have initially been reluctant to sign 

new contracts, they will inevitably do so in the coming months. This will be done at high rates to the benefit 

of carriers, even if the spot market falls from its current highs. 

The same goes for tonnage providers who are securing their ships on 6-to-12-month charters at today’s 

high charter rates. 

As to the current disruption and equipment shortages, BIMCO believes this will take at least until the 

middle of the year to be resolved, as a large backlog still needs clearing and equipment needs re-

positioning.  



 
In the coming weeks, BIMCO will publish its first shipping market overview and outlook of 2021, looking at 

container shipping as well as the general macroeconomic situation, dry bulk and tanker shipping.  

 

Contact BIMCO:  PR@bimco.org or +45 44 36 68 36 

Social media links:  Facebook | LinkedIn | Twitter | YouTube 

Check out the latest BIMCO analysis 

After the party, the hangover is proving drawn out for tanker shipping 

Chinese imports heading for 50% market share of the dry bulk market after a turbulent year 

‘Phase One’ agreement boosts exports and doubles volumes from last year 

Macroeconomics: as virus cases surge, a slower recovery awaits 

About us and our members 

BIMCO is the world’s largest international shipping association, with around 1,900 members in more than 

120 countries. Our global membership includes shipowners, operators, managers, brokers, and agents. 

Our vision: 

To be the chosen partner trusted to provide leadership to the global shipping industry. 

Our mission: 

To be at the forefront of global developments in shipping, providing expert knowledge and practical advice 

to safeguard and add value to our members’ businesses. 

Our values: 

Trusted     |    Knowledgeable     |     Relevant     |     Proactive     |     Caring 

Our core service areas 

BIMCO's four core service areas provide value and trusted support to our members: 

1. Our products include BIMCO’s world leading standard contracts and clauses for the shipping 

industry and our contract editing tool SmartCon. We also run the BIMCO Shipping KPI System which 

can be used to benchmark ships’ operational performance.  

2. Regulation: BIMCO takes an active role on behalf of shipowners during discussions and decisions 

with global and regional regulators. We work towards a level playing field for shipping – including 

fair trade and open access to markets. 

mailto:PR@bimco.org
https://www.facebook.com/BIMCO/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/bimco
https://twitter.com/BIMCONews
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCIOMjVqtNpmf7Pvhxdd-RsQ
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https://www.bimco.org/news/market_analysis/2021/20210113_chinese_imports_heading_for_50_market_share_of_the_dry_bulk_market
https://www.bimco.org/news/market_analysis/2020/20201215_phase_one_agreement_boosts_exports_and_doubles_volumes_from_last_year
https://www.bimco.org/news/market_analysis/2020/20201124_macroeconomics


 
3. Information and advice: we deal with 10,000 member queries every year on many issues and see 

over three million page views on our website each year. Our staff share their expert knowledge 

with members, giving practical advice to safeguard and add value to their businesses.  

4. Our training activities include face-to-face courses, webinars, and tailor-made courses for 

companies. 


