
 
 
   

 

News bulletin – global container trade – November 2021 

 

The Risk of Large Losses for Global Container Trade: 
2021-2022  
 
An Overview of Potential Risks to Vessels & Cargo | Marine Loss Control Engineering 
November 22, 2021 
 

 
 
Rough seas played only a part in the loss of nearly 4000 containers in 2020 and the first few months of 2021 
combined. This is more than double normal losses expected.1   For the upcoming winter season and 2022 
container trading year, the typical risk associated with high winds and choppy seas is now augmented and 
amplified by the unprecedented supply chain situation. 
This bulletin provides background and reasons you should be concerned about a potential container 
loss, and actions you can take to help protect your interests. 
Recent Loss History 
2020 and 2021 have experienced some of the largest container ship losses on record. At an average of 
$50,000 per box, the One Apus accident in 2020 was estimated to have lost $90 million in cargo alone, the 
highest in recent history, according to Jai Sharma, a partner at maritime law firm Clyde & Co. in London. 
Losses so far in 2021 have totaled an estimated $54.5 million, Bloomberg data show.2  

• Mv MAERSK EINDHOVEN lost 260 containers on 17 February 2021 while trading from the Far East in 
the Pacific Ocean en route to the USA west coast 

• Mv MAERSK ESSEN lost 750 containers on 16 January 2021 while trading from the Far East in the 
Pacific Ocean en route to the USA west coast 

• Mv ONE APUS lost 1,800 containers on 1 December 2020 while trading from the Far East in the Pacific 
Ocean en route to the USA west coast 

• Mv EVER GIVEN blocked the Suez Canal on 23 March 2021 and chocked the Far East Europe trade 
for a week holding up billions in global trade each day 

This is not to mention the number of damaged containers that remained on board in the collapsed stacks, 
the vessel voyage diversion, salvage of deck and uninsured consequential losses such as arrival of goods 
past the viable window for sales, e.g., event & festivity sales, or fashion season.      
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Current Circumstances  
There are several reasons why you should be concerned in addition to the usual winter season challenges. 

1. Spot rate spikes and newly signed contracts signal that this is not just a blip.3,4 
2. Ports are congested, with no relief in sight, and global choke points remain a risk 
3. Ships are at full capacity – carriers and even retailers are using different means of getting cargo to its 
destination, e.g., chartering their own ship  
Container Spot Prices, Ports Congested  
Spot prices in the global container trade have been increasing over the last year and it appears that the curve 
is still going up according many sources including Reuters.  A 20-foot container could be shipped at a price of 
USD 1,500 to 2,000 one to two years ago. The price is currently in the range of USD 17,000 to 20,000 from 
China to the United States with no indication of a decrease in the near future.5  
With an unsatiated consumer demand, congestion at primary and secondary ports, unprecedented shortage of 
truckers and strained infrastructure,6 it’s anticipated that the trade will remain as it is.  Container vessels will keep 
trading fully laden on all the main international trading routes, including the Northern Pacific Route.  The Northern 
Sea Route – a route with higher risks from the ice, environment and limited services – is also a potential during 
warmer months as demonstrated just this past October by the Aragonborg. 
Trading Agreements  
With the shortage of tonnage, clients are facing the simple fact that container carriers decline to take their 
shipment without providing suitable reasons. Probable causes? Another customer is paying more, or the vessel 
is already fully booked.  This is problematic for companies with trading agreements that require on-time, damage-
free delivery and high contractual financial consequences should these commitments be missed.7 
 
In response, shippers and companies alike are getting creative with their alternative solutions, each posing 
different costs and risks to consider from an insurance point of view. 
 

• Major retailers have chartered vessel(s) for their exclusive use and are shifting arrival ports 
• Shippers and logistics service providers that have typically used a third party 100% have started operating 

their own (temporary) ship or fleet of ships 
• Tonnage and space is sourced on bulk cargo vessels that are not designed for carrying containers or the 

container stacking limit is exceeded 8 
Global Ocean Choke Points 
Large container vessels like the EVER GIVEN remain trading through the Suez Canal. In total, approximately 
50 vessels pass through the Suez Canal on daily basis according to the Suez Canal authorities. Hence, a similar 
incident due to a navigational or technical error on board any such vessel remains, in our opinion, a risk for the 
future. Without twin channels or a single channel wide enough to remain open in case of such event, similar 
choking of global trade can recur.  
The Panama Canal, Strait of Malacca, Dover Strait, Strait of Hormuz, important connections between the Far 
East and Europe could also be blocked for various reasons – and not only like an incident with the EVER GIVEN 
but also due to piracy, war and/or terrorism.    
 
 
 

https://www.reuters.com/business/china-us-container-shipping-rates-sail-past-20000-record-2021-08-05/
https://www.citizensjournal.us/shipping-costs-surge-17000-to-ship-container-to-california-from-asia-up-from-3800-in-2020/
https://www.citizensjournal.us/shipping-costs-surge-17000-to-ship-container-to-california-from-asia-up-from-3800-in-2020/
https://www.suezcanal.gov.eg/English/Navigation/Pages/NavigationStatistics.aspx
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Considerations 
Planning now for the upcoming winter months can help to reduce risk.   
Financial Impact  
Financial loss can be extensive from winter weather, especially from the container stack failures mentioned 
earlier:   

• Containers and cargo lost overboard 
• Damaged containers and damaged cargo that remain on board in the collapsed container stacks 
• Environmental clean-up costs of polluted ocean, shores, and beaches 
• An increase in extra expenses/costs as vessels are being re-routed 
• Salvage costs of collapsed stacks on board 
• Repair of damaged structural parts of vessel involved 

General Average 
“General Average is a principle of maritime law whereby all stakeholders in a sea venture proportionately share 
any losses resulting from a voluntary sacrifice of part of the ship or cargo to save the whole in an emergency.” 9   
According to Van Traa, a law practice specializing in the field of International Trade, Transport & Logistics and 
Insurance in the Netherlands, recent examples have included situations concerning: 

• Extinguishing fires aboard vessels 
• Beaching or stranding of vessel that require re-floating 
• Vessels with engine problems10 

In the case of the EVER GIVEN, the owner of the ship declared general average following the work to re-float 
the ship in the Suez Canal in March and reached an agreement with the Suez Canal Authority on July 7, 2021. 
The terms of the deal, which came after more than three months of legal wrangling, were not disclosed by either 
side.  However, the money, according to canal authorities, would cover the salvage operation, costs of stalled 
canal traffic, and lost transit fees for the week the EVER GIVEN had blocked the canal.11 
According to Clyde & Co., a law firm representing insurers of over $125m of cargo onboard the EVER GIVEN, 
as well as some uninsured cargo, cargo owners will have to pay a general average bond (a percentage of the 
value of their goods). The "cash deposit" for the GA claim has been set at 25% of cargo values.12  
Preparing for the Winter Season on the Northern Hemisphere, Action You can Take Today 
The incidents cited plus the expectancy that price levels, port congestion and extreme weather conditions are 
likely to remain the same or worsen over the upcoming winter season, point to an increasing risk for large losses 
in the Northern Pacific.  

For our stakeholders, preparing can be imperative in managing risk.  
 
Routing System | Ask for details about the weather routing system being used.  Does it include the following? 

• Voyage planning 
• The use of modern technology for weather & wave data actuals and historic statistics  
• Shore based professional weather routing support to master and officers  
• The ability to increase safety for the vessel and cargo by forecasting and monitoring the motion behavior 

of the vessel   
• Real-time onboard route optimization to help in safeguarding the cargo. 



 
 
 
 

News Bulletin – Global Container Trade – November 2021 

 

Container Stacking Heights | While you may have little control over whether the vessel owner will stack the 
containers in an arrangement beyond the design stability parameters of the vessel, talking about a few key 
topics can raise awareness and help you to ascertain risk.  

• Again, a proactive and effective weather routing of the vessel can go a long way to preventing incidents 
• A proactive maintenance plan, checking for damage or deterioration of the lashing and securing gear 

before the winter months can help to ensure the integrity of the gear that keeps the containers in place 
• Consider asking about the protocol to keep damaged, leaking and overweight containers from getting 

on board – these containers can be weak points in the stacking arrangement 
   
Talk with your insurance carrier about changes to shipment methods and routes. 
 
About AIG’s MLCE 
AIG’s Marine Loss Control Engineering (MLCE) is a multi-faceted risk engineering team operating worldwide, 
analyzing exposures and loss histories, and then making the appropriate recommendations to minimize risk.  
With an average 25 years of maritime industry experience, most are licensed master mariners and vessel chief 
engineers with complementary experience as adjusters and surveyors.  

For more information, contact your local AIG Marine Loss Control Engineering (MLCE) representative.  
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The information, suggestions and recommendations contained herein are for general informational purposes only. This information has been compiled 
from sources believed to be reliable.  Risk Consulting Services do not address every possible loss potential, law, rule, regulation, practice or procedure.  
No warranty, guarantee, or representation, either expressed or implied, is made as to the correctness or sufficiency of any such service.  Reliance upon, 
or compliance with, any recommendation in no way guarantees any result, including without limitation the fulfillment of your obligations under your 
insurance policy or as may otherwise be required by any laws, rules or regulations.  No responsibility is assumed for the discovery and/or elimination of 
any hazards that could cause accidents, injury or damage.   The information contained herein should not be construed as financial, accounting, tax or legal 
advice and does not create an attorney-client relationship. 
 
American International Group, Inc. (AIG) is a leading global insurance organization. AIG member companies provide a wide range of property casualty 
insurance, life insurance, retirement solutions, and other financial services to customers in approximately 80 countries and jurisdictions. These diverse 
offerings include products and services that help businesses and individuals protect their assets, manage risks and provide for retirement security. AIG 
common stock is listed on the New York Stock Exchange. 
 
Additional information about AIG can be found at www.aig.com | YouTube: www.youtube.com/aig | Twitter: @AIGinsurance www.twitter.com/AIGinsurance 
| LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/company/aig. These references with additional information about AIG have been provided as a convenience, and the 
information contained on such websites is not incorporated by reference herein. 
 
AIG is the marketing name for the worldwide property-casualty, life and retirement, and general insurance operations of American International Group, 
Inc. For additional information, please visit our website at www.aig.com. All products and services are written or provided by subsidiaries or affiliates of 
American International Group, Inc. Products or services may not be available in all countries and jurisdictions, and coverage is subject to underwriting 
requirements and actual policy language. Non-insurance products and services may be provided by independent third parties. Certain property-casualty 
coverages may be provided by a surplus lines insurer. Surplus lines insurers do not generally participate in state guaranty funds, and insureds are therefore 
not protected by such funds. 
For clients out of the United Kingdom: 
 
In the United Kingdom, the principal insurance provider is American International Group UK Limited. American International Group UK Limited is registered 
in England: company number 10737370. Registered address: The AIG Building, 58 Fenchurch Street, London EC3M 4AB. 
 
American International Group UK Limited is authorised by the Prudential Regulation Authority and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority and 
Prudential Regulation Authority (FRN number 781109). This information can be checked by visiting the FS Register (www.fca.org.uk/register). 
 
© American International Group, Inc. All rights reserved. 
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