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The other main cargo stream goes in the opposite direction, from the Black Sea 
and East Med to Asia.  About 10.7 Suezmaxes per month carry crude oil from 
the East Med/Black Sea to the Far East, mainly China (5.8) and Korea (1.5).  
Additionally, India is importing about 4.3 Suezmax cargoes per month from the 
East Med.  Exports from Libya through the canal have increased again in recent 
months (3 in December) but are still below 2019 volumes (5 per month).  Some 
Suezmaxes from the Americas and NW Europe also use the Suez Canal to travel 
to Asia. 

It is going to be interesting to see how the Med market reacts now that it looks 
like the closure might take longer than originally anticipated.  Suezmax rates 
have started to move up in the Med.  Cargoes that were sold to Asian refineries 
might be re-sold to local refiners and be diverted.  Refineries might be able to 
buy additional crude from Atlantic sources, but these will take some time to 
arrive.  Cargoes from the AG could still reach the Med via the Sumed pipeline, 
although at added costs.  This would also absorb tankers located in the Med 
that move the cargoes from Sidi Kerir to their final destination.  As there will be 
less new tonnage coming into the area, local tanker rates could increase further 
in the coming days. 

 

  

 
 

 
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

What will be the impact of the Suez Canal Closure? 

On Tuesday morning, March 23, the 20,388 TEU containership 
‘Ever Given’ ran aground in the Suez Canal, blocking all traffic 
through the canal.  So far, efforts to dislodge the vessel with 
tugs, have been in vain.  As we are approaching spring tide, 
chances might improve in the coming days, but some people 
are speculating it could take several weeks to free the ship.  The 
Suez Canal is a vital link between the Atlantic and the Pacific.  In 
the 2019/2020 fiscal year, an average of 53 ships passed 
through the canal every day.  By now, a total of several hundred 
ships are waiting on both sides of the canal.  Ships are starting 
to re-route via the Cape of Good Hope (around South Africa), 
rather than wait for the re-opening of the canal.  While oil 
tankers are not the main users of the canal, for certain routes 
the canal is critical.  This week we will take a look at which oil 
trades are most affected. 

VLCCs rarely use the canal as they cannot transit in fully laden 
condition due to a combination of beam and draft restrictions.  
They sometimes use the canal in a so-called drop-and-pick 
move, where they discharge part of the cargo into the Sumed 
pipeline, which runs from the Ain Sukhna in the Red Sea to Sidi 
Kerir in the Mediterranean, transit the canal and reload in Sidi 
Kerir.  However, in 2020 the volume of such moves has declined 
significantly; from about 5 voyages per month in 2019 to just 
1.5 in 2020.  VLCCs travelling from the Atlantic to the Pacific or 
vice versa normally use a route around the Cape of Good Hope, 
especially when freight rates are as low as they are now. 

As the name already indicates, the primary crude oil tanker 
class using the canal is the Suezmax tanker.  Suezmax tankers 
can pass through the canal in fully laden condition, and are 
often the most economical choice, if the canal is involved.  The 
main trading routes that use the Suez Canal originate close to 
one side of the canal and have a destination close to the other 
side, so they maximize the time saved by using the canal.  The 
main crude oil routes are from the Black Sea and Eastern Med 
to Asia and from the Middle East to Southern Europe.  Overall, 
in 2020, an average of about 45 laden Suezmaxes per month 
passed through the canal. 

Data from Lloyd’s List Intelligence shows that in 2020, about 7 
Suezmaxes per month travelled from the Middle East to South 
Europe, mainly from Iraq (6.8 voyages/month) to Greece and 
Italy.  Another 3.7 ships sailed from the Middle East to the East 
Med, mainly to Turkey. Smaller volumes move from the Middle 
East to UKC and to the Americas.  Some of these trades can 
relatively easily be replaced by using the Sumed pipeline.  There 
are media reports that the pipeline operator has already 
approached traders with cargo onboard ships that are waiting. 
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