
CURRENT STATE 
• Shipping companies are progressing in effectively managing vessel 

capacity in the Asia-U.S. trade routes. Over the past three weeks, 
spot rates have been consistently increasing. U.S. import bookings 
continue to surpass pre-COVID levels, and consequently, reduced 
vessel capacity positively impacts rates. Traditionally, higher demand 
leads to greater capacity availability. However, in the past month, 
shipping lines have concentrated on tightening their service offerings 
due to improved demand. Asia-West Coast capacity has declined 
by 15% in July compared to June, while Asia-East Coast capacity is 
down by 8% to 10%, accounting for the impact of Panama Canal 
restrictions. 

 

• Shippers are actively reorganizing their shipments from Asia, shifting 
cargo from the US east coast to the West Coast, as the Panama 
Canal’s prolonged reduced operational. The Panama Canal 
Authority reduced the number of ships that can pre-reserve a transit 
to 14 vessels, meaning fewer than 34 can move through the canal in 
both directions daily, compared with 42 it can handle at peak 
capacity. The maximum draft for neo-Panamax vessels was also 
reduced from 50 to 44 ft.  However, this reduction is expected to last 
through August 21st. The latest restrictions come as a drought has 
reduced the level of Gatun Lake, which provides the water for the 
canal’s locks, to about 79 ft, compared with a 5-year average of 85 ft. 
Consequently, neo-Panamax ships wait up to 18 days before transiting 
the canal northward, with similar delays for southbound transits. So far, 
however, those delays have not translated into a significant increase 
in late arrivals at US East and Gulf Coast ports. 

•  
 

 • MARKET FORECAST 
• The recent uptick in freight rates on trans-Pacific routes indicates 

ocean carriers' improved ability to align vessel supply with demand 
through schedule adjustments and canceled sailings. However, 
experts in the ocean freight sector caution that the impending arrival 
of new ships could disrupt this equilibrium. As of August 14th, the Asia-
West Coast spot rate stands at its highest point since October 2022 
and is a twofold increase from the late June rate. These gains are 
likely linked to the heightened blank sailings activity initiated by 
carriers since late June. After reducing the number of canceled 
sailings during June, carriers have increased the frequency of blank 
sailings. In July, 21.7% of trans-Pacific capacity to the US West Coast 
was blanked, compared to 14.7% in June. While August has seen only 
8.5% of capacity blanked so far, there is a seasonal uptick in volumes 
for some ocean freight customers. Carriers' efforts to control space 
have been relatively successful and could persist. However, it is 
anticipated that challenges in further raising rates through peak 
season surcharges or general rate increases. Consequently, carriers 
are now more cautious, and it is expected that the period from now 
until the end of October might not be as robust as initially 
anticipated. 
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• The percentage decline in July's U.S. imports results from the unique 

import surge driven by COVID. The volume of containerized imports 
to the U.S. is regular and robust, and the import data currently 
doesn't show any signs of weakening consumer demand or an 
impending economic downturn. Imports to all U.S. in July 
decreased 14% year-on-year, increased 5% from June, and 
remained unchanged from July 2019, the pre-COVID period. 
Comparing the first seven months of this year to the same period in 
2019, U.S. imports have risen by 1.7%. Global Port Tracker forecasts 
a rise to 2.03 million TEUs for August, the highest monthly figure since 
October 2022. According to Global Port Tracker, the projection for 
U.S. imports in 2023 is a 13% decline from the inflated volumes of the 
previous year's boom. However, it's expected to slightly surpass pre-
pandemic levels: a 2% increase compared to full-year 2018 and a 
3% increase compared to 2019. Imports have yet to keep up with 
rising sales this year due to retailers working through excess 
inventory built up over the past 12 to 18 months. It's predicted that 
cargo growth will resume as these inventories are gradually 
depleted. 
 

• The United States and the United Kingdom are collaborating to 
combat climate change by developing environmentally friendly 
shipping routes, known as green shipping corridors. These corridors 
will be crucial in expediting the adoption of cleaner fuels and 
driving the shipping industry toward decarbonization. Envisioned as 
pathways connecting multiple ports, these corridors will 
demonstrate advanced zero- and near-zero-emission fuels and 
technologies. The ultimate objective is to eliminate greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions from these corridors by 2050. This collaborative 
initiative aligns with previous commitments made by both nations.  

 
Sources: Alphaliner, Decartes, Freightwaves, Global Port Tracker, 
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• China's imports and exports experienced a more rapid decline than 

anticipated in July, underscoring concerns over the resilience of the 
world's second-largest economy's recovery. The discouraging trade 
figures reinforce predictions that economic activity might further 
decelerate in the third quarter. Customs data revealed a 12.4% year-
on-year drop in imports for July, significantly missing a Reuters poll 
projection of a 5% decrease and far worse than the 6.8% decline seen 
in June. Meanwhile, exports contracted by 14.5%, surpassing 
expectations for a 12.5% reduction and surpassing the 12.4% decline in 
the previous month. This rapid decline in exports is the sharpest since the 
start of the pandemic in early 2020, while the substantial fall in imports is 
the largest since January this year when COVID-19 infections led to the 
closure of shops and factories. Analysts point out that while the sluggish 
import numbers reflect weak demand, the decline in commodity prices 
has also contributed to the overall decrease in trade figures. 
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