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Containership orderbook drops to historic low 

The global containership orderbook, seen as a percentage of the world fleet, 
has dropped to a historic low point this month, continuing the declining trend of 
the past few years. As per Alphaliner’s July data, the orderbook-to-fleet ratio 
now stands at only 9.4% or 2.21 Mteu. 

For the first time in more than 20 years, the global newbuilding pipeline thus 
fell below the 10% threshold. While much of the past decade’s declining ratio 
was primarily a statistical side effect of an ever-growing global fleet, this has 
fundamentally changed in more recent years. 

Throughout the first six years after the recessions of 2008 - 2009, and after an 
initial 20-month ordering lull, container ship orders kept coming in and the ves-
sel pipeline remained stable in absolute terms, lingering around the 4 Mteu 
mark. At the time, many carriers and ship owners still believed in a relatively 
prompt recovery of the global economy and attempted to invest anti-cyclically to 
take advantage of attractive newbuilding prices.  

Ever since however, the orderbook has declined from 3.55 Mteu in July 2016 to 
2.84 Mteu in July 2018, and it has eroded further to today’s low of just 2.21 
Mteu. 

The fact that the decline already began four years ago means that the ongoing 
COVID-19 scare and its knock-on effects on the global economy and the liner 
trades are not solely to blame for the recent dry spell.  
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Instead, it was the lingering overhang of unemployed tonnage that 
served as a deterrent to new orders: With the exception of some 
short peak-season weeks, there was hardly a moment in the last ten 
years when there was not at least some inactive container tonnage. 

Seasonal unemployment frequently peaked at between 1.00 and 
1.50 Mteu of capacity, not to mention this year’s 2.50 Mteu peak 
that was initially caused by IMO2020-related scrubber conversions 
until COVID-19 took over to wreak havoc on the shipping market. 

Even a number of landmark deals, including CMA CGM’s orders for 
nine LNG-powered 23,112 teu ships from CSSC in September 2017, 
and HMM’s orders for twelve 23,900 teu ships from SHI and DSME 
in September 2018 could not reverse the overall trend. 

A number of major shipping lines that were widely reported to be ‘in 
the market’ for large container tonnage have apparently shelved 
their newbuilding plans for the time being. This includes the German 
carrier Hapag-Lloyd and the Japanese Ocean Network Express (ONE), 
who allegedly asked the shipyards to come up with offers for a series 
of 23,000+ teu megamax ships last year. 

Further to this, there might well be a small overhang of zombie-
orders in the official newbuilding pipeline, meaning orders that have 
been signed and announced (or at least reported) only to be quietly 
dropped, renegotiated or deferred at a later stage. This could mean 
that the real-world orderbook is actually still a bit smaller than the 
one on paper.   

Since many shipyards are slowly and surely running out of work, lead 
times for standard container vessels have come down a lot and plen-
ty of relatively near term building slots are available. Owners who 
would commit to newbuildings in the next weeks, could get their 
ships as soon as early 2022. If and when a carrier or non-operating 
owner will commit to orders in the current climate remains to be 
seen. 
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