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Port congestion, ship delays and infrastructure bottlenecks continue to dictate their conditions to the 

container market. European ports are also under pressure. CMA CGM says it is obliged to avoid the port of Le 

Havre on one of its services and to serve it by transhipment from Antwerp for three months. 

 

Cascade effect on European ports. Port congestion, caused by a combination of factors – the backlogs 

accumulated during the pandemic months, the unprecedented boom in demand, the lack of ships and 

containers – is colonizing more and more ports. The situation has been critical for almost a year (in August) in 

the American and Chinese ports. As the supply chain is already operating beyond its nominal capacity, any 

disruption causes even more congestion and delays. Shocks, such as the blockade of the Suez Canal and the 

closure of the Greater China Yantian in southern China, have thus aggravated tensions. Carriers are now facing 

congestion in the main European ports, which in turn put under pressure. 

 

The situation forced THE Alliance (Hapag-Lloyd, HMM, Yang Ming, One) and 2M (Maersk,MSC) to temporarily 

adjust the European routes of their two major Asia-Northern Europe loops, notably by removing Hamburg and 

Rotterdam. THE Alliance has announced that it will avoid for a period of seven weeks the stops of its FE4 

service to the east in Rotterdam. For their part, 2M's partners have decided to divert eight stopovers in 

Hamburg, northern Europe's second largest port of discharge, from their joint AE-7/Condor service in June and 

July to the North Sea terminal in Bremerhaven. 

 

CMA CGM removes Le Havre and transships to Antwerp 

It is CMA CGM's turn to point to a “too intense congestion” and “a lack of productivity observed for months in 

northern Europe” which affect “the reliability of the schedules of its service” to justify the jump of stopover in 

Le Havre, sacrificed to “maintain its quality of service in this difficult environment”. Le Havre is the last export 

port on this service and is the victim of delays in the northern ports that precede it. No doubt the shipowners 

are trying to preserve, to keep a window of passage in Panama. The Eurosal service, linking northern Europe 

to South America and the Caribbean, is paying the price. The route is operated with Hapag-Lloyd and Cosco  

using 10,500 TEU vessels. “Unfortunately, this situation should not improve with the summer period”, says the 

French shipowner, who reports a three-month suspension from 6 July. To cover import and export from Le 

Havre, CMA CGM will offer transhipment in Antwerp for the duration of the suspension. For three months, 

the service will rotate between Rotterdam, London Gateway, Hamburg, Antwerp, Caucedo, Cartagena, 

Manzanillo, Buenaventura, Posorja, Callao, Puerto Angamos, San Antonio, Callao, Posorja, Manzanillo, 

Cartagena, Caucedo and back to the Dutch port. 

 

While freight rates have increased by 332% compared to the previous year according to Drewry, hourly 

reliability is derailing. In the first five months of 2021, 401 ships operating on trans-Pacific and 144 operating 

on Asia-Europe arrived more than a fortnight late, according to Sea-Intelligence data. This is much more than 

the delays recorded over the last eight years combined. In comparison, for the period 2012-2020, only 388 

ships arrived more than two weeks behind their ETA (Estimated Time Arrival) between Chinese and American ports, 

and 69 between Asia and Europe. The consultant cites "misuse of deployed assets", in particular "due to 

unprecedented levels of congestion and the resulting vessel delays" because "the deployed capacity is currently 

greater than ever". 

 

 



The increase capacity is constantly absorbed by delays 

According to Sea-Intelligence, for a six-week round-trip service operated with six 10,000 TEU vessels, five days' 

delay on the outward journey and two on the return journey increase the rotation to seven weeks, requiring 

an additional 10,000 TEUs to compensate for the loss of capacity induced by the delay. Thus, according to the 

analyst, in order to maintain the same weekly capacity, the carrier must de facto increase the nominal capacity 

by 16.7%. 'An increase in market demand of 16,7 % would have required the same reaction in terms of new 

capacity to be deployed on the market'.  Following this reasoning, approximately 25% of the capacity deployed 

on the Trans-Pacific in January-April 2021 was absorbed by ship delays and 11% on the less affected Asia-

Europe route in the first four months of the year. 

 

"From a global perspective, at the height of congestion, in February 2021, almost 12% of the world's container 

capacity was absorbed by ship delays and another 8.6% in April, this figure", the Danish consultant said. 

Specifically, 2.8 MEVP were "swallowed" in February by delays and 2.1 MEVP in April. With all 18,000 TEU 

container ships totaling a capacity of 2.7 TEUs, "the congestion in 2021 is of such magnitude that the effect is 

the same as if the entire sector had decided to withdraw this entire fleet from the market." 

 

Hapag-Lloyd commits 

Hapag-Lloyd has initiated the initiative in this field, taking into consideration the issue and making the 

reliability of schedules "one of the main challenges facing the global shipping industry". MSC CEO Søren Toft 

will also say so in these terms. The German carrier says it has modified its procedures and equipped itself with 

technological tools to provide more visibility "with faster, more reliable and proactive updates on its vessels' 

schedules" so as to allow its customers to plan more closely. "We fully recognize that today we are still far 

from achieving the levels of reliability that our customers expect from us and the industry as a whole. The 

reliability of transport and, at the same time, transparency on schedule changes are important service 

characteristics that customers value in the management of their global supply chains", acknowledges Rolf 

Habben Jansen, the CEO of Hapag-Lloyd, who thus obliges himself to ensure that ships arrive on time or at 

least within the ETA day indicated in the booking confirmation. 

 

In the Sea-Intelligence Global Liner Performance Report, Hapag-Lloyd went from twelfth to fourth place among 

the fifteen companies filtered between December 2019 and April 2021. Clearly, the world's number five 

shipping company wants to make "this critical aspect of the service it provides to its customers" a 

differentiating factor from its competitors. And sets a course to be an active driver of change in this area. 
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