
© Tom Bebbington | Maritime Innovation – October 2022 

Container Losses – How did we get here? 
 
Tom Bebbington | Maritime Innovation – October 2022 
 

 
 

As we once again make our way towards winter in the North Pacific, should we be bracing ourselves for another 
season of container losses or have we, as an industry, started to learn some lessons?  
  
There are many theories surrounding the reasons for increased losses in containers, ranging from increased 
severity of weather caused by climate change, larger vessels that are loaded beyond the cargo securing 
manual’s, poor passage planning or decision making when approaching bad weather amongst them. 
  
Whilst all of these factors may play a part, my view is that no container loss incident can be assigned a single 
cause. Just like any disaster it is a combination of factors that lead up to an event that could have been avoided. 
The fact that we don’t see more incidents of large container losses is, quite frankly, probably just down to luck. 
  
Whenever there is an incident that involves the loss of containers overboard it is inevitable that people want 
answers. The shippers, the shipping line, the P&I Club, maritime lawyers and a whole host of other players. 
They’re not asking these questions because they want to know what happened. They’re asking because they 
want to know who is going to pay. 
  
Invariably the blames usually ends up landing on the vessel Master. Did they make the right decisions when they  
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were sailing towards bad weather? Did they sail from the last port in a seaworthy condition? Was the vessel still 
in a seaworthy condition when the incident occurred. For me, that is an easy scapegoat but is there is much 
more fundamental problem than this? 
  
For years, shipping lines have had a seemingly insatiable demand for ever larger vessels. In 1997, the largest 
container ships that were sailing on the Asia-Europe trades were panamax sized vessels (pre-Panama Canal 
expansion) and so were limited to a nominal TEU intake of approximately 4,400 TEU.  
  

Maersk Line were the first to 
take the decision that vessels 
operating on the Asia-Europe 
trades did not have to fit through 
the Panama Canal and so the 
only limiting factor in vessel size 
became the capabilities of the 
terminals and their cranes. 
Nowadays a 4,400 TEU ship 
would be considered a feeder 
vessel and the mainline vessels 
are topping 24,000 TEU (nominal 
capacity). 
  
There is a fairly predictable 
pattern to how these vessels are 
deployed. When new, the 
largest vessels are deployed 
onto the Asia/Europe trades for 
the simple reason that this is the 

main trade corridor and, as such, the ports have the equipment to handle these vessels. When new vessels come 
into this trade, smaller vessels are cascaded onto the transpacific trade and then onto to the transatlantic trades. 
  
After all, you can’t just keep adding capacity to one trade without removing some. We are already moving back 
to a position of supply outstripping demand, and this is only going to get worse as the ship building spending 
spree of the COVID profit bonanza starts to come online in 2023. 
  
Relatively speaking, the Asia/Europe trades have fairly modest weather conditions. This is a group of trades 
whose primary financial objective is to connect cargo from the manufacturing hubs in Asia to the consumer 
markets of the west and with the more profitable North/South trades. Shipping lines know that they need to 
maximise the cargo intake on every sailing, so they push them to the limits.  
  
Whilst this is generally achieved without incident, it sets a potentially dangerous precedent for how much cargo 
can be loaded onto a particular vessel. There is a constant push to increase the vessel intake as close to the 
nominal TEU as is practically possible. 
  
As a vessel class is marked for cascading over to the transpacific trade, this cargo intake expectation doesn’t 
change. If a vessel can carry 18,000 TEU on one service, why can’t it do the same on another? The vessel hasn’t 
changed. The cranes are capable of loading and discharging the ship. Why change? 
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The answer: weather. The North Pacific in wintertime is a completely different beast when compared to the 
relative calm of the Indian Ocean, even during monsoon season.  
  
Captains and Chief Engineers typically stay with the same vessel for a number of years. This is logical since it 
allows them to hone their expertise in how this particular ship behaves. They know the peculiarities and quirks 
that every ship has. They know how the vessel is going to handle during berthing and unberthing. They know 
how to get the best performance out of the vessel, but this creates another problem.  
  
Everything they have come to know about the ship is based on one trade. When moving to another trade, the 
learning process starts again. How does the vessel handle in much rougher weather? How far does the vessel 
roll? What are the new limits that the vessel can safely operate in? 
 
Whilst the weather conditions may have shifted, the commercial pressures still remain. Staying on schedule and 
minimising bunker consumption still weigh heavily on the Captain’s mind. Decisions that would have worked on 
the Asia/Europe trades are now much riskier. How fast do I push the vessel in the current weather conditions? 
How far do I have to alter course to avoid the developing depression and still maintain the schedule? 
 
Although container losses are relatively small in terms of overall percentage lost vs transported annually, the 
fact that we now have much larger vessels on trades that are highly prone to extreme weather creates a real 
problem. Even a “small” loss of containers on a 14,000 TEU vessel represents a much higher number of 
containers than just a few years ago. In some cases, we can be talking the loss and/or damage of several 
thousand containers. 
 
Maybe it’s time we stopped pinning the blame purely on the vessel and started looking at the fundamental 
problems the industry has created for itself? 
 
 
Analysis of an Incident  
 
As with most incidents in any industry, these are just the last few decisions in a long chain of decisions that led 
up to the loss of containers. So where did things really go wrong? 
  
To understand this, we need to all the way back to before any containers were even loaded onto the vessel to 
examine the root causes of these incidents. 
  
Inside the shipping line there sits a capacity and network management team that are responsible for the overall 
flow of cargo inside the network. The network will contain hundreds of vessel combinations that fit the booking 
criteria and it is their job to make sure that the vessels are as fully booked as possible whilst, at the same time, 
making sure that the vessels remain on (or close to) their proforma schedules. 
 
Networks are a very fine balancing act that require constant adjustments to keep them flowing. A delayed vessel 
in one part of the network may have very little impact but if that same vessel is approaching one of the main 
transhipment hubs, it’s a completely different story. Using Maersk Lines’ network as an example, if a vessel is 
severely delayed out of Shanghai and the next port call is Tanjung Pelepas then that has potential to spread 
disruption across the entire network if not properly managed.  
 
Tanjung Pelepas is the largest transhipment hub for Maersk Line and so its day-to-day operations are critical. 
The simplest analogy to describe the impact of a delayed vessel into a transhipment hub is to turn to aviation. 
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Emirates base themselves out of Dubai. The main function of Dubai airport is to connect passengers from and 
inbound flight to an outbound flight. If the inbound flight is delayed, the chances are that several passengers on 
that flight will risk missing their connection. The question that Emirates must ask itself is whether it is better to 
delay the outbound flight so that all passengers make it to their destinations or whether to depart the outbound 
flight on time and must move the delayed passengers onto another flight (possibly incurring hotel expenses for 
the airline). 
 
As a passenger, the obvious best choice would be for the outbound flight to wait for me, but let’s zoom out a 
little. Assuming that all flights are carrying 300 passengers, if 10 people on the inbound flight are likely to miss 
10 different connecting flights then is it better that I delay all their outbound flights or put those 10 people in a 
hotel for the night. 
 
By delaying their outbound flights, I have just inconvenienced almost 3000 other passengers. The 10 flights will 
have to burn additional fuel to try to make up the schedule and if they are not able to do so, the return flights 
to Dubai will also be delayed. Another 3000 people are now potentially delayed and may miss their connections 
the next day. Very quickly this starts to spiral out of control in terms of passenger numbers.  
 
This is almost exact the same principle as a transhipment hub. In the case of shipping, there are a couple of 
critical differences. Any vessel heading from Shanghai to Europe will have to transit the Suez Canal. The canal 
has very strictly defined time limits for when a vessel can arrive and transit. Although there is the option to 
arrive later than planned, albeit by paying a surcharge to transit, there is also a cut-off point where it is simply 
too late to join the Northbound convoy.  
 

 
 



© Tom Bebbington | Maritime Innovation – October 2022 

When that happens, the vessel has no option but to wait for the transit the following day. A 24-hour delay into 
Europe will be almost impossible to recover without cancelling a port call and discharging containers in a 
location other than the originally planned port of discharge. This is expensive for both the shipping line and the 
shippers. Better to delay one vessel and impact a small number of customers than risk delays spreading across 
the entire network. 
  
At a high-level, the process looks something like this. A shipper books their cargo onto a particular trade, 
declares the contents and weight which then goes into the shipping lines’ booking system. Unless a trade is only 
served by one single vessel, then the shipper will only be booking based on departure port/date and arrival 
port/date. They won’t be specifically selecting which vessel their cargo is to be loaded onto.  
 
As the booking deadline for a particular vessel closes, the information as to which containers are to be loaded 
onto a specific ship will be passed to the stowage planning team. Even at this stage, not all the actual container 
information will be available. Some of the data will be confirmed bookings and some will be dummy bookings 
(cargo that is expected to arrive in the port but has not yet been confirmed). This is what a stowage planner 
must work with. 
  
Using this loadlist, the stowage planner will spend approximately 4 hours creating the first version of the load 
plan. The primary focus at this stage is maximising the vessel space/weight, keeping as many options open as 
possible for loading in the future ports and ensuring that the initial plan (or prestow) is showing the vessel in a 
safe and seaworthy condition. This includes the calculation of the overall stability as well as the forces that will 
be exerted on the containers during the voyage.  
  
Since the prestow doesn’t contain all of the container information, this safety check is just meant to be the first 
line of defence. It should never be assumed that this is exactly how the vessel will look on departure, but it is 
the responsibility of the stowage planner to ensure that the vessel can maintain a safe and seaworthy condition 
on departure, arrival and throughout the entire voyage. For example, there is no point in sailing with the 
minimum legal GM if there is no space for the vessel to add ballast water during the voyage to compensate for 
bunker consumption enroute.  
  
Once completed, the 
prestow will be sent to the 
terminal. This is the point 
where the terminal planner 
is looking to match the 
containers they have in the 
yard with the containers on 
the prestow. There is always 
a certain degree of flexibility 
between the stowage plan 
and the terminal plan for 
entirely practical reasons. 
 
Even if the prestow 
contained all the data for 
every container (container 
number, size/type, weight, 
commodity etc.), it would be unrealistic for the terminal to match each and every container with the precise 
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position given in the prestow. The containers will be scattered all over the yard and so the primary goal of the 
terminal planner is to determine the loading sequence of the vessel, based on the current locations of the 
containers. 
 
For the stowage planner, this is not a problem. They do not expect the terminal plan to match exactly with the 
prestow. As long at the terminal is matching the Port of Discharge (POD), size/type and weight in the plan (with 
a variation of +/- 2-3 tons) then that is still reasonable. The terminal will always have to shift containers in the 
yard to ensure that the load sequence is workable but if every container had to be shifted, the port stay would 
be much longer than is commercially acceptable.  

  
Once the terminal has completed their part of the planning process, the first load plan should be sent back to 
the stowage planner. Since the terminals do not normally have access to the vessel stability software, they have 
no way of knowing whether it is following the safety limitations for that particular vessel.  
  
The stowage planner takes the load plan from the terminal and runs it through the same software that was used 
during the prestow stage to ascertain whether any of the stacks are exceeding the limits. In my own experience, 
it would be exceptionally unusual to receive a plan back from the terminal that did not contain errors, usually 
stackweight, windstack or lashing forces being exceeded. It is the job of the stowage planner to make the 
amendments to the plan and send the changes back to the terminal.  
  
Once this is completed and the stowage planner has received a revised version of the plan that shows the vessel 
in a seaworthy condition, the terminal has, in effect, received the first sign off to go ahead to proceed with the 
cargo operations.  
 
However, as neither the stowage planner nor the terminal is legally accountable for the vessel, it must next be 
signed off by the Chief Officer (acting on behalf of the Master) to agree that they are happy to proceed with the 
load plan.  
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In theory, the vessel will be in copy of all the emails 
between the stowage planner and the vessel and should 
have received a copy of the terminal load plan before 
berthing. In reality, the timelines between the stowage 
planner receiving the initial loadlist and the terminal 
completing their planning have been compressed down 
to the absolute limit for commercial reasons (the later 
the bookings can close for a vessel, the more cargo that 
can be loaded), so by the time a useable load plan is 
received by the vessel it is normally far too late for the 
Chief Officer to be giving input and making changes.  
  
With the vessel navigating into the port, the crew are 
fully occupied with the safe arrival and berthing of the 
vessel, so any load plans that arrive during this period 
are not going to be looked at. More realistically, the first 
time the Chief Officer gets to properly study the plan and 
determine whether they are satisfied will be after the 
vessel berths.  
  
Pre-COVID, the normal practice was for the terminal planner to come down to the vessel and sit with the Chief 
Officer as they went through the plan. Any changes that needed to be made could be done face to face and it 
was much clearer to the vessel whether the terminal planner understood what had to be done.  
  
As COVID came along and the restrictions 
for getting onboard a vessel became much 
tighter, it became much more common for 
the terminal just to email the file to the 
vessel. Whilst this was undoubtedly a 
smart move in protecting the vessel crew 
from COVID, it has added an additional 
layer of potential miscommunication in 
the process.  
  
It must be borne in mind that English is 
highly unlikely to be the first language of 
either the vessel crew or the terminal 
planner. It can be hard enough to 
communicate a relatively complex set of 
instructions in a face-to-face setting, but 
now it is all being written down it is easy to 
see how instructions get lost in translation.  
For the sake of this article, let’s assume 
that everyone understands one another, 
and no miscommunication takes place. 
The Chief Officer will sign off the load plan 
and everything is good to go……..except 
that’s not quite how it works. 
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In today’s world, the terminal does not have the luxury of waiting for the vessel to check and amend the load 
plan (this can take up to an hour, or more) before they start cargo operations. Terminals make their money by 
moving as many containers through the port as possible. Before the gangway has even landed on the quay, the 
cranes will be moving into position and starting work.  
  
Assuming that the vessel has cargo to discharge before loading operations commence, this is not usually an 
issue. That said, there are always going to be instances where there is either no cargo to be discharged, or the 
sequencing prepared by the terminal planner has loading operations commencing from the start. Any containers 
being loaded in the first 1-2 hours of the vessel arriving are potentially containers that the Chief Officer would 
want to make changes to.  
  
Up until now, this entire process has been “theoretical”, and the load plan can be changed at any point with 
minimal disruption to real-world activities. Now the game has changed, and this is where the vessel falls into 
what I refer to as the digital blind spot of cargo operations. 
 
 
The Cargo Operations Digital BlindSpot 
  
For this, we need take a step back from the theory and look at the realities of life aboard a modern container 
ship. 
  
Ships have been increasing in size ever since the container industry started back in the 1950’s. Starting in the 
late 1990’s and early 2000’s there has been an explosion in the size of vessels. In 1997, the largest container 
ships that were sailing on the Asia-Europe trades were Panamax sized vessels (pre-Panama Canal expansion) 
and so were limited to a nominal TEU intake of approximately 4,400 TEU. Maersk Line were the first to take the 
decision that vessels operating on the Asia-Europe trades did not have to fit through the Panama Canal and so 
the only limiting factor in vessel size became the capabilities of the terminals and their cranes. Nowadays a 
4,400 TEU ship would be considered a feeder vessel and the mainline vessels are topping 24,000 TEU (nominal 
capacity). 
  
At the same time, the number of crew onboard these vessels have increased by precisely zero. A ship that is six 
times larger than a vessel from the 1990’s does not need a crew that is six times greater. At sea, this is not really 
a problem, at least from the deck department’s perspective. It’s largely irrelevant whether you are navigating a 
ship that is 4,400 TEU or 24,000 TEU, the basic principles are the same. When it comes to cargo operations, it’s 
a completely different story.  
  
To take a typical port call in Asia, there may be around 8000 container moves using upwards of 8 quay cranes 
operating. Each crane will be loading or discharging 35-40 container per hour (320 an hour for those of you 
counting) and the cranes will generally be working non-stop until the cargo operations are completed.  
  
The deck department (navigating officers) are responsible for the cargo operations but since they operate on 
the same watch-keeping arrangement as when the vessel is at sea (4 hours on, 8 hours off), there is only ever 
ONE deck officer trying their very best to keep up with what is physically happening during the port stay.  
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They will be monitoring the overall loading and 
discharging operations, checking the loading of hazardous 
cargo, and ensuring they are in the correct locations as per 
the plan, ensuring that reefer containers are plugged and 
unplugged during load and discharge operations, checking 
out of gauge and breakbulk cargo is properly loaded and 
secured, ensuring the overall security of the vessel and 
making sure that the containers are lashed and secured 
properly, as per the cargo securing manual. This is just a 
small sample of what a deck officer has to manage during 
their 4-hour watch, but the list goes on.  
  
Assuming that during their watch, approximately 1,280 
containers will be loaded, is it reasonable or practical to 
think that they will be able to match each and every 
container with the corresponding position on the load 
plan and make sure it is correctly stowed? (I haven’t even 
got onto the practicalities of being able to do this yet). The 
closest they can realistically get to “monitoring” the 
loading operations is to mark on the bayplan how many 
containers have been loaded or discharged from each bay.  
  
Despite a recent push towards digital transformation, shipping is not well known for being the most 
technologically advanced industry in the world. When it comes to onboard operations not a lot has changed 
when it comes to onboard cargo operations in the last 20 years. The load and discharge plans are still printed 
out and carried around by the deck officer on watch. All of the crane and cargo operations movements are still 
recorded in notebooks and manually written up in the deck logbook.  
  
Even if the deck officer did have the time to check every single container position, there is another 
problem…vessel design. Container ships are built to squeeze in as many containers as is practically possible 
within the hull design. The limiting factor here is always the quay cranes in the ports that the vessel is expected 
to call at. As such, a 24,000 TEU vessel is not physically much larger than an 18,000 TEU vessel.  
  
The current length of the largest vessels is approximately 400 metres but what varies is the beam. This is where 
the quay crane limitation comes into play. Vessels can get wider, but only as far as the quay cranes are able to 
reach. The further the reach of the crane, the larger the crane has to be. Cranes have to be self-supporting 
structures and also relatively lightweight since they need to be able to move along the quay during cargo 
operations. There is only so far that a crane can be scaled up before it runs the risk of collapsing under its’ own 
weight. 
  
So how do we fit more containers onto a vessel that has fairly strict design limits? Firstly, we make the space 
between each bay smaller so that we can have more bays on a vessel. Second, we go higher. 
  
Vessels from 50 years ago would maybe load 4 tiers of containers on deck at most. A 24,000 TEU vessel will be 
loading 11 or 12 tiers high on deck (plus another 11 tiers under deck). The height of the quay cranes is still a 
limiting factor, but this is one that we can compensate for by ensuring that the vessel is as deep in the water as 
possible by using ballast. 
  



© Tom Bebbington | Maritime Innovation – October 2022 

For anyone that has sailed on a 
container vessel, they will be able to tell 
you that the chances of being able to 
read the number from the end of a 
container that is on the eleventh or 
twelfth tier, even when standing on top 
of the lashing bridge, is precisely nil. 
Even with a pair of binoculars, the angle 
is so steep that it’s just not possible.  
 
Add in the fact that the vessel is working 
at night, with minimal lighting between 
the bays and it starts to become obvious 
that it’s simply not possible to tell 
whether the containers in the mid to 
upper tiers are in the positions that are 
indicated on the load plan. 
  
At this point we come back to a 
fundamental part of the 
process……trust. The vessel, the 
stowage planner and the shipping line all 
must trust that the containers the 
terminal has loaded are in the positions 
indicated on the plan. All the stability 
and stack calculations assume that the 
plan is 100% correct. The question is, 
why wouldn’t they be? 
  
Although the goal of the shipping line, terminal and vessel appear to be roughly the same, that’s not quite true. 
Everyone wants to get the vessel in and out of the port as fast as possible, but everyone has a different 
perspective. 
  
The shipping line needs the vessel to sail in order to maintain the schedule, maximise the cargo intake and keep 
the fuel consumption as low as possible. The terminal needs to get the vessel out so that the next vessel can be 
brought in. Terminals make most of their money based on the container throughput of the port. The vessel is 
predominantly concerned with the safety of the vessel and cargo. In theory, these goals should all meet in the 
middle, but that’s not quite how it works.  
  
During the port call, there will almost always be changes to the sequence in which the containers are loaded 
onto the vessel. There may be congestion in the yard, equipment breakdowns or containers that simply haven’t 
shown up. It isn’t reasonable or practical to expect that cargo operations are paused whilst waiting for one 
specific container to arrive from the yard to the crane. The cranes need to be kept moving to maintain the sailing 
time. 
  
There isn’t anything wrong with this. As mentioned earlier, the stowage planner will always give a certain 
amount of leeway to the terminal when it comes to the position of the containers. If one container isn’t 
available, it’s perfectly acceptable for it to be substituted with another that matches the port of discharge, 
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size/type and weight. What is important is that the terminal is updating the actual load plan and providing a 
copy to the vessel.  
  
Ideally, the vessel and the stowage planner should be receiving updated versions of the load plan throughout 
the port call. This allows for the plan to be checked within the stability software and any errors to be identified 
and corrected before the cargo operations are completed. This creates a potential problem for the terminal. 
  
Before I go on, I am going to put in a huge disclaimer that most terminals do provide up to date load plans and 
do inform the vessel of any changes that have happened during the port stay. Whether the vessel or the stowage 
planner actually checks it is another story entirely. 
  
Why wouldn’t a port want to give updated load positions to the vessel? Again, it comes down to productivity 
and money. Given the time delay between a container being loaded, the plan being updated, sent to the vessel, 
being checked and an issue being raised, hundreds more containers will have been loaded. 
  
If the Chief Officer checks the updated file and finds that the amended positions are now creating errors, they 
should be getting the terminal to send the crane back to that bay and adjusting the stowage. All great in theory, 
practice is another matter. 
  
For the terminal to stop a crane working on one bay to go back to another that has already been completed is 
going to cost time and money. Since the error was created by the loading of containers out of sequence, the 
cost of moving the containers must be absorbed by the terminal. On top of that, it is absolutely killing their 
productivity. 
  
If a terminal wants to avoid these kinds of delays, they have a couple of options. Don’t tell the vessel about the 
updated positions or don’t tell them until the cargo operations have been completed and the vessel is ready to 
sail. Again, I’m not saying that all terminals do this, but it is definitely a problem that exists.  
  
To take the latter scenario, the cargo operations have completed, the cranes have moved to working another 
vessel, the pilot is onboard, and the tugs are standing by. The terminal hands over the final departure bayplan 
and the Chief Officer checks it only to discover there are many bays with errors. What are their options? 
  
They can push for the terminal bring back the cranes to fix the errors. They could look at the errors and decide 
that it’s worth taking the risk of getting to the next port without incident or, in extreme cases, the Master could 
refuse to sail. How many errors would have to exist or how “risky” those errors are considered would be an 
entirely subjective exercise from the master’s point of view.  
 
Realistically, the Captain is only going to refuse to sail if there is a fundamental problem with the draft, GM, 
torsion, shear-force or bending moment. These are issues that put the vessel itself at risk of structural damage 
or loss.  
  
It’s also likely to be dependent on where the vessel is in the port rotation. If the next port is 2 days away, in 
coastal waters and with no significant weather forecast, then the chances of something happening are quite 
small. On the other hand, if this is the last port in Asia and the next port is Los Angeles, this now involves a 
transpacific crossing (potentially in winter), that poses a much higher risk of something going wrong.  
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Since the Master is legally responsible for the safety and seaworthiness of the vessel, they are perfectly within 
their rights to refuse to sail until the safety issues have been solved. The question at the forefront of any master’s 
mind is going to be “who is going to back me up if I do this?”. 
 

The industry likes to say that 
safety is the number one priority, 
but is it really? Delaying a vessel 
in one port can have a huge 
knock-on effect. Even if the vessel 
sails later than planned, they are 
going to have to burn more fuel to 
maintain the schedule. If the 
delay is significant, there is the 
risk that containers onboard this 
vessel may not connect with 
other vessels to transport them to 
their final destinations. If the next 
port is a major transhipment hub, 
then the effect of one vessel 
arriving late can impact the entire 
network integrity and reliability.  
  
Everyone in this chain is under 
enormous commercial pressure. 
This is particularly true for vessels 
on charter. Not only do they have 
to contend with the pressures to 

deliver from the shipping line and the terminal, but they also have to deal with the vessel owners. If a Captain 
is consistently delaying the vessel to have safety issues with the cargo fixed, there is a high likelihood of being 
labelled as “problematic”.  
  
Whilst all of this is unspoken, if a ship is not operating as per the charter agreement, there is a risk to the vessel 
owner that the shipping line may decide not to continue chartering the vessel. In a market that is once again 
heading towards over-capacity and under-demand, this isn’t something that vessel owners can afford to risk. 
It’s much easier to replace the captain with someone more “compliant” than risk their business with the shipping 
line.  
 
 
How did we end up in this position?  
  
When the vessel is at sea, the shipping line has pretty much a complete overview of everything that is 
happening. Gone are the days when they needed to rely on the ship sending noon reports to know where they 
were, how much fuel has been consumed and what the ETA at the next port will be. Even if the shipping line 
doesn’t have sophisticated onboard software that is continuously reporting the data back to the operator, most 
of this information can be gathered online. 
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During the stowage and terminal planning, the line has almost full visibility of what is planned and how it is 
going to be executed. It’s only once the vessel arrives in port, and we switch over to our trusty pen and paper 
print outs, there is practically zero visibility on what is happening. The ship has effectively dropped off the radar.  
  

 
Very often, the first the shipping line knows that there is a delay or a problem with the stowage is when the 
vessel manually reports it back to them. Since they usually don’t have anyone on the ground to identify and 
proactively solve these issues, there is very little they can actually do. It all falls back onto the ship. 
  
We can’t say that it’s an unsolvable problem. After all, we no longer need to rely on the vessel noon reports for 
the latest information, so if we can solve the problem of connectivity when a vessel is in the middle of the ocean, 
it’s a little difficult to argue that we can’t solve the problem of communication when a ship is berthed in a port. 
Perhaps the question is more about whether we actually want to solve the problem? 
  
The terminals all have up to the minute information about the containers loaded, their exact positions on the 
vessel, how closely these positions match the original load plan, the current productivity, and the current vessel 
ETD from the port, but what is their incentive to share it? 
  
Shipping lines would love to get their hands on real-time productivity data and be able to know exactly when a 
vessel is going to sail. It would enable them to make pro-active decisions regarding fuel consumption, impact to 
the vessel schedule and overall network reliability, but it also has another side. To describe the relationship 
between shipping lines and terminals as “tense” would be a huge understatement. 
The majority of terminals and shipping lines will have a Service Level Agreement in place. This document will 
outline the responsibilities of the terminal and somewhere in there will usually be a section on required 
performance and productivity. If it can be proved that a terminal is delivering a lower productivity than 
stipulated in the SLA, the shipping line can use that. Having a productivity guarantee or agreement in place is 
fine, but it depends on how it is used.  
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If a terminal is genuinely underperforming, then the SLA can be used to recalculate the amount of money that 
the shipping line pays, but the definition of underperforming is somewhat vague. Let’s say that the terminal is 
supposed to be delivering a berth productivity of 200 moves per hour but, because they are open and honest 
with the vessels and stowage planners about what the actual load plan looks like and make a genuine effort to 
go back and correct errors so that the vessel can sail in a seaworthy condition, that opens the floodgates to 
them being labelled as underperforming. 
   
It's an impossible position for the terminal to argue. If they agree to move the cranes back and make changes it 
will affect their berth productivity. If they state why they had to go back to make changes, it is far too easy to 
conveniently ignore the realities of terminal operations and say that they should have just followed the agreed 
plan. Don’t forget that the people who are drawing up and checking on the SLA’s are unlikely to have any real-
world experience of cargo operations.  
 

 
On the other hand, if a terminal wants to deliver on performance and not go back to fix errors that have 
happened during the cargo operations, they always know that ultimately it is the decision of the master whether 
to sail or not. Even if the final plan was full of errors and delivered to the vessel just moments before departure, 
they still have the defence that they do not have access to the loading and stability software and therefore it is 
the responsibility of the vessel to raise these issues during the port stay. If the vessel chooses to sail with errors 
and container stacks collapse enroute, how can it be their fault? “They presented the vessel with the 
information, the vessel decided to sail so legally you can’t hold me liable?”. It is a very hard case to argue from 
the vessels perspective that commercial pressures forced them into sailing.  
 
Almost every player in the industry has gotten themselves into a position where it isn’t in their interests to share 
data. Even the providers of the software for vessel stability, stowage planning and terminal operating systems 
are trapped here. Looking across the software side of the industry, you’ll find that there are very few players in 
this market. It is dominated by less that 5 companies. They are providers of all three software solutions but 
because of how the industry has set itself against transparency, they fall into the same trap. 
 
There is very little, if any, money to be made from the stowage and stability software. The Terminal Operating 
Systems on the other hand, are where the major players make their profits. Whilst it would be relatively simple 
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to have the data from the terminal system to the shipping lines, any software provider that starts to offer this 
service has immediately alienated their largest customer base…..the terminals. As a terminal, why would I want 
to have my productivity data flowing directly out of my software when that same data can be used against me? 
 
Ongoing Initiatives 

 
           *Source: World Shipping Council – Containers Lost at Sea. 2022 Update 

 
 
With the number of container losses increasing each year, there are several ongoing initiatives in place that are 
looking at the problem. In the 2022 World Shipping Council Containers Lost at Sea Update, they outline a 
number of studies including the MARIN Top Tier Study, Discrepancy in container stacking strength (The WSC 
working with the IMO member governments and Revision of the IMO Guidelines for the inspection program for 
containers. 
 
The biggest challenge facing these initiatives is the fact that they focus on the following areas: 
 
Legislation and Guidance Changes 
 
Structural features of container design/construction 
 
Vessel lashing equipment 
 
Revised ISO Standards 
 
Amendments to SOLAS Convention 
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The issue with legislative changes is the speed and ability to pass and implement them. Shipping lines have a 
distinct reluctance to do anything that will impact their ability to load cargo. It’s often a case of everyone 
watching to see what everyone else does. If nobody implements the legislation…..why should I? 
  
For container shipping, there have been many upsides to the COVID pandemic. They have made more money in 
the last 12 months than they have in the last 12 years. However, COVID has also revealed the extent of how 
much shipping is woven into everyday life to consumers. 
 
Port closures, congestion, lack of capacity and rising freight rates have been shining a light on an industry that 
was previously hidden in the shadows to most people. Now that there is more awareness of the industry, they 
must be seen to be doing more to be socially and environmentally responsible.  

 
The obvious first stop for any ESG policy within shipping is going to be emissions. With shipping contributing 2-
3% of the global greenhouse gas emissions. Shipping has been obsessed with fuel consumption for decades, but 
primarily because bunker costs are one of the highest expenses of any shipping line. Whilst there has been a 
certain amount of “greenwashing” going on within the industry to say that we have been looking to reduce 
emissions for years, there are genuine efforts to move away from traditional fuels and towards greener (and 
eventually carbon neutral) fuels.  
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Container losses, on the other hand, are still largely hidden from public view. These incidents tend to happen 
far out at sea and don’t generally make their way into the mainstream media. Whilst these incidents do make 
the news and are of concern to shipping lines and shippers alike, the focus is more on the financial and 
reputational damage caused, as opposed to the environmental impact of 1,800 containers falling into the Pacific 
Ocean.  
 

 
It's another good example of when something can’t be easily seen, it CAN be easily ignored. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The purpose of this article is not to point the blame at any one party, rather it is an opinion of the author that 
we have managed to get ourselves into a situation that is neither good for the industry, the environment, or the 
planet.  
 
It is absolutely a position we can get ourselves out of, but only if we choose to. We can re-look at the ways we 
design and deploy vessels. We can revisit the relationships between terminals and shipping lines to see how we 
can operate in a more collaborative approach that still benefits everyone, without constantly looking to shift 
the liability to someone else (usually the vessel). 
 
It’s also a fantastic opportunity to take advantage of the technologies that are emerging on an almost daily basis 
that can assist the industry in improving its’ environmental and safety footprint. We are on a tipping point for 
the planet, our oceans and ourselves. As an industry, we owe it to ourselves and the generations to come to 
change. As an industry we can and must do better. 
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