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oil prices reached well over $100/barrel in the period 2011-2014.  With 
bunker prices (for HSFO) at $700/MT, it is no surprise that shipowners were 
taking an interest in more fuel-efficient ships.  This incentive all but 
disappeared when oil (and bunker) prices collapsed in 2015.  While Chinese 
oil demand growth was the storyline for the early 2000’s, the second decade 
was dominated by rapid U.S. oil supply growth as a result of the shale oil 
boom.  After U.S. exports started in earnest in 2016, global supply/demand 
balances changed dramatically and tradeflows shifted. 

On the regulatory front, the environment and climate change became driving 
forces.  Since 2015, vessels calling in the North American and European 
Emission Control Areas are required to use 0.1% sulfur bunker fuel, while IMO 
2020, which will kick in on January 1st, 2020, requires a reduction from 3.5% 
to 0.5% sulfur everywhere else.  When pundits talked about peak oil now, 
they mean peak demand, not peak supply. 

VLCC rates in the 2000-2009 period averaged $58,000/day, with several 
months averaging above $200,000/day.  The decade that followed was 
decidedly less bullish with average TCE earnings of $33,000/day.  It will be 
interesting to see what the next decade will bring.  The market is closing the 
decade on a high and the industry is generally bullish for 2020 and beyond. 

 

  

 
 

 
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

The last decade has been nothing like the previous one 

We are approaching the end of the second decade of the 21st 
century and we want to use this Tanker Opinion to reflect on 
the previous two decades to see what changed and what 
stayed the same.  The period 2010-2019 has seen a very 
different tanker market than the previous decade of 2000-
2009.  Oil demand and supply, as well as tradeflows changed 
dramatically.  Tanker supply developments were also quite 
different.  The regulatory environment, ship finance, and 
(geo)politics, all changed.  Let’s take a trip down memory lane 
to highlight some of the key development in each decade. 

In the early 2000’s, the tanker market was still dealing with 
the phase-out of single hull tankers (remember OPA90 and 
MARPOL 13G?), which, together with a rather depressed rate 
environment, curbed tanker fleet growth at the start of the 
decade.  At the start of the year 2000, the single-hull tanker 
fleet was still double the size of the double-hull fleet (in dwt).  
At the end of the decade, virtually all the single-hulled tankers 
were phased out.  The mandatory transition of the tanker 
fleet from single to double-hulls coincided with a dramatic 
growth in Asian oil demand and imports, particularly from 
China.  In 1999, China only imported 1.1 million b/d.  Ten years 
later, the same country imported 3.8 million b/d.  The years 
2003 (+10% YOY) and 2004 (+16% YOY) were extremely bullish 
for China’s oil demand and provided a major boost to the 
long-haul tanker trade.  It started what shipowners now 
(affectionately) call the shipping “super cycle”.  Tanker rates 
reached unprecedented levels and shipowners lined up 
outside the door of shipyards in Japan, Korea and 
(increasingly) China to order new vessels.  Since the dry cargo, 
container and offshore markets experienced similar boom 
markets, prices escalated, and delivery times extended from 
1-2 years to 4+ years in 2007/2008.  Shipyard capacity was 
growing rapidly, especially greenfield yards in China.  People 
started to talk about “peak oil”, as in “will there be enough oil 
in the world to satisfy rapidly growing global oil demand?”  
The euphoria ended abruptly when the global financial crisis 
hit the world economy in 2008/2009. 

The tanker market started the second decade with a hangover.  
Global oil demand declined in both 2008 and 2009 due to the 
economic recession.  At the same time, shipyards kept 
delivering vessels that owners ordered 3-4 years earlier.  The 
resulting oversupply of tanker capacity stayed with the 
industry through most of the decade.  Not surprisingly, tanker 
rates were habitually depressed except for a few periods of 
relief (in 2010 and 2015).  The single-hull versus double-hull 
debate was (briefly) replaced with a discussion about ECO 
(fuel efficient) versus non-ECO ships, helped by the fact that 
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