
1Shipping confidence survey

In November 2015, the average confidence 

level expressed by respondents in the 

markets in which they operate was 5.6 on a 

scale of 1 (low) to 10 (high). This compares 

to the 5.9 recorded in August 2015. The 

survey was launched in May 2008 with a 

confidence rating of 6.8.

All main categories of respondent recorded  

a fall in confidence this time, most notably 

charterers (down from 6.5 to 5.5). The 

confidence of managers was down from 6.4 

to 5.8, that of brokers from 5.2 to 4.6, and 

that of owners from 5.8 to 5.7.

Geographically, confidence was up in Asia, 

from 5.8 to 6.0, but down in Europe from 

5.9 to 5.4, and in North America from 6.3  

to 5.7.

Many respondents expressed continuing 

concern about overtonnaging and excess 

shipbuilding capacity. One observed, “The 

over-ordering of ships by investment funds, 

together with the huge shipbuilding capacity 

created by China, are not conducive to an 

orderly market, with the result that shipping 

investments remain very risky.” Another 

noted, “As a result of excess shipbuilding 

capacity and the low cost of finance, 

shipping markets have been suffering from 

over-supply for years. We can only hope for 

strong growth in demand to improve the 

situation.”

Looking ahead, one respondent said, “2016 

and 2017 are going to be tough,” while 

another remarked, “Unless and until the 

global economy starts to improve, things 

are unlikely to change significantly.” 

Elsewhere, however, it was noted, “Major 

economies are stabilising and improving, so 

global trade will respond, which will lead to 

an improvement in the shipping markets.” 

In similar vein, another respondent said, 

“Shipping will always be a major part of 

world business, and will retain its 

importance as a result of recent political 

developments.”

A number of respondents commented on 

the effect of current low oil prices, with one 

emphasising, “The precipitous fall in oil 

prices has poured cold water over LNG-

fuelled ship design. While the application  

of LNG makes sense from an environmental 

point of view, the additional capital 

expenditure is not justified unless oil prices 

go up to previous levels.”
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“ Shipping markets will get 
better as major economies 
stabilise and improve.”

 

“ Smart owners wait until rates 
are low and buy used ships at 
low prices.”

“Environmental regulations 
will continue to drive costs and 
uncertainty.”

“There is a need to increase 
scrapping and to take out older 
tonnage.”

Small drop in shipping industry confidence. 5.6
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Business 
performance 
factors

*  ‘Net’ figures are the balance of ‘higher’ and ‘Lower’ responses. Positive ‘Net’ figures imply more ‘Higher’ responses than ‘Lower’ and negative figures 
imply the opposite. 
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Future investment
The likelihood of respondents making a major investment or significant development over the next 12 
months was down on the previous survey, on a scale of 1 to 10, from 5.3 to 5.2. Charterers, managers and 
brokers were less confident in this regard than they were three months ago, but the confidence of owners 
was up, from 5.5 to 5.7.

“A lot of shipowners are like investors in the stock market. Even though 
common sense tells them they may be making a bad investment, they would 
rather take the risk than miss out on a possible upturn in the market.”

Business performance factors
Demand trends, competition and port congestion featured as the top three factors cited by respondents as 
those likely to influence performance most significantly over the coming 12 months. The numbers were 
down by four percentage points (to 21%) for competition, which was pushed into second place by 
demand trends, where there was a one percentage point increase, to 24%, in the figures. Port congestion, 
up 15 percentage points to a new survey high of 17%, featured in third place, followed by finance costs, 
in respect of which there was a four percentage point drop to 14%. Regulation (up five percentage points 
to 9%) featured in fifth place, followed by operating costs (down five percentage points to 6%). Fuel costs 
featured as a significant factor for just 4% of respondents, compared to a survey high of 16% in May 2011.

“ Excessive regulation makes control of costs even more difficult. Furthermore, 
what is the point of creating rules when international authorities cannot agree 
how to apply them, such as in the case of ballast water management?”

Finance costs
The number of respondents who expected finance costs to increase over the next 12 months was down by 
one percentage point on last time, to 47%. The number of owners anticipating dearer finance fell by 18 
percentage points to 35%, but the number of charterers of like mind rose to 67%, from 50% previously.

“ We need a more realistic approach from those banks which are helping to 
keep zombie companies afloat.”

There was a fall in the number of respondents anticipating higher rates in the tanker, dry bulk and container 
ship sectors compared to the figures for August 2015. 

Freight markets

Demand trends 

replaced 

competition as the 

factor deemed most 

likely to influence 

performance 

significantly over 

the coming 12 

months, ahead of 

competition and 

port congestion.

Net sentiment*

+7

“Overall confidence in the state of the market is currently very low, 
and any hope of the start of a recovery is at least 12 months away.”

Dry bulk +16

“Many owners seem to order new tonnage whether it makes 
economic sense or not, just to maintain market share.”

Container ship -5

Tanker“When statistics indicate a tonnage shortage in two years’ time, owners order ships 
now in the hope that freight rates will be higher once the ships have been built.” 
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“ Well-informed owners and investors are 
not in the habit of throwing money away 
on lost causes.”

Richard Greiner, Moore Stephens partner, 
Shipping Industry Group

Conclusions
The inherent volatility of the shipping 

industry is part of its appeal to investors, for 

whom there is seldom any reward without 

risk. But confi dence historically fl uctuates 

more in a volatile market than in a stable 

one, and shipping is nothing but volatile at 

the moment. The small drop in industry 

confi dence levels over the three months to 

end-November is therefore not a great 

surprise.

Global unrest in general, and in particular 

the crisis involving Syria, does nothing to 

help confi dence in industries such as 

shipping, which operate across international 

borders. Neither does the migrant crisis in 

Europe, which has escalated signifi cantly in 

recent months, nor the Paris bombings. 

Shipping must expect to suffer the 

downside of such incidents just as, in better 

times, it can expect to benefi t from positive 

geopolitical changes. 

Informed awareness and the ability to react 

in a timely manner are the best defence 

against external infl uences on the industry. 

But what of those other inhibitors of 

shipping confi dence, which might be said to 

be of the industry’s own making? Firstly, 

there is the over-arching problem of excess 

tonnage. There are too many ships to carry 

the available cargoes. Doubts also persist 

about the level of newbuilding orders at a 

time when the market does not look to be in 

a good position to sustain them. 

Only increased ship recycling and 

rationalisation of business plans can 

effectively address these issues, and the need 

to take a proactive approach is borne out by 

the current state of the markets. The tanker 

market is producing comparatively good 

earnings at the moment, but its fortunes are 

too closely linked to the price of oil for 

anybody to accurately predict how long this 

will last. Expectations of improved rates over 

the next 12 months in the three main 

tonnage categories covered by the survey are 

down. In the case of the dry bulk sector, such 

expectations are at their lowest since August 

2012, while in the container ship market one 

has to go back to October 2008 to fi nd a 

lower fi gure. Indeed, our respondents 

recorded an overall negative sentiment in 

respect of the container ship market. 

 

This paints a rather austere picture for the 

immediate future of the industry, which is 

also facing the burgeoning challenge of 

funding regulatory compliance with the 

imminent entry into force of the Ballast 

Water Management convention. But it is by 

no means all bad news. Operating costs fell 

in both 2013 and 2014, which is evidence 

of the application of a measure of control 

which shipping has not been accustomed 

to seeing in recent years. Meanwhile, 

50% of those shipowners who responded 

to our confi dence survey rated at 7 out 

of 10 or higher the prospect of making a 

major investment over the next 12 months. 

Owners were also much more confi dent 

than they were three months ago that ship 

fi nance was going to be cheaper over the 

coming 12 months. 

Well-informed owners and investors are not 

in the habit of throwing money away on 

lost causes. Shipping remains a good 

business to be in, its continued existence 

assured by its singular capabilities. The 

outlook remains volatile, but exciting.

 

 

Respondents by type (%)
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Respondents by location (%)
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Asia
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Rest of the world

Full data tables concerning historic and current surveys can be found at www.moorestephens.co.uk/sectors/shipping-transport
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Richard has over 30 years’ experience in providing assurance 

and advisory services to the shipping and offshore maritime 

industries. He is a frequent speaker at shipping events and is a 

council member of the Ports and Terminals Group, a trustee of 

the Maritime London Officer Cadet Scholarship, and a board 

member of the OSCAR campaign.
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Michael undertakes audit, consultancy and regulatory reporting 

assignments for various UK and overseas clients in the shipping 
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Michael has extensive experience in corporate governance, 
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due diligence, feasibility studies, financial reporting in 

accordance with International Financial Reporting Standards 

(IFRS) and assists companies in their transition from local 

reporting requirements into IFRS.
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Moore Stephens in the UK 
Moore Stephens is the UK’s 9th largest 

independent accounting and consulting 

network, comprising over 1,700 partners and 

staff in 39 locations.

Our objective is simple: to be viewed by 

clients as the first point-of-contact for all their 

financial, advisory and compliance needs. We 

achieve this by providing sensible advice and 

tailored solutions to help clients achieve their 

commercial and personal goals.

Clients have access to a range of core and 

specialist services including audit and tax 

compliance, business and personal tax, trust 

and estate planning, wealth management, IT 

consultancy, governance and risk, business 

support and outsourcing, corporate finance, 

restructuring & insolvency and forensic 

accounting.

Our success stems from our industry focus, 

which enables us to provide an innovative 

and personal service to our clients in our 

niche markets. Specialist sectors include 

charities & education; culture, entertainment 

& media; energy, mining & renewables; family 

offices; financial services; hotels & hospitality; 

insurance; manufacturing & engineering; 

member organisations & trade unions; owner 

managed businesses; professional practices; 

public sector; real estate & construction; 

shipping & transport; sports & leisure; and 

technology.

Moore Stephens globally 
Moore Stephens International Limited is a 

global accountancy and consulting network, 

headquartered in London.

With fees of US$2.68 billion and offices in 103 

countries, you can be confident that we have 

access to the resources and capabilities to meet 

your needs. Moore Stephens International 

independent member firms share common 

values: integrity, personal service, quality, 

knowledge and a global view.

By combining local expertise and experience 

with the breadth of our UK and worldwide 

networks, clients can be confident that, 

whatever their requirement, Moore Stephens 

will provide the right solution to their local, 

national and international needs.


