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Intra-regional and Africa trade capacity drops as carriers  
prioritize lucrative East-West routes 

The cellular liner fleet grew 4.5% in 2021 to reach 24.97 Mteu on 1 January 
2022. This growth was not evenly spread across all trades however.  

On the contrary, last year witnessed a massive shift in capacity towards lucra-
tive East-West routes at the expense of regional traffic within Asia and Europe 
and also capacity deployed on Africa-related services. 

At the start of this year, 22% of the total cellular fleet was deployed between 
Asia and North America, up from 17.5% on 1 January 2021. Carriers added 
1.30 Mteu of capacity to this major East-West route over the course of last 
year, which represents a staggering 31.2% increase. 

This extra tonnage was not needed to cope with a corresponding surge in cargo 
demand. Container traffic at the twin ports of Los Angeles (10.70 Mteu) and 
Long Beach (9.38 Mteu) increased by a more modest 13% and 15.7% respec-
tively last year. Rather, the capacity increase was needed to compensate the 
huge efficiency loss as many ships faced long waiting times at anchorages. 

As the 1.30 Mteu capacity growth on the Transpacific exceeds last year’s 1.07 
Mteu cellular fleet growth, it is obvious that carriers had to reduce their offer-
ings on other trade lanes.  

The intra-Asian trade was the worst hit as several Chinese carriers switched 
tonnage to the Transpacific trade, while other lines have been chartering small 
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or medium sized tonnage previously deployed within Asia for ad hoc 
sailings to the USA. 

Some 331,200 teu slots were removed from intra-Asian services last 
year, which represents a capacity reduction of no less than 10.8%. 
11% of the cellular fleet is now active intra-Asia, down from 12.8% at 
the beginning of last year.  

Only the carriers themselves will know how much cargo they have 
been able to transfer from dedicated intra-Asian services to the Asian 
legs of deep sea services. 

2021 also saw a small capacity shift from intra-Asia to Asia-Europe, 
where China United Lines began operating a fortnightly service with 
five 4,400 teu panamax ships. These units, which were chartered 
from Antong Holdings and each carry the prefix REN JIAN, were previ-
ously deployed on regional Asian services. 

The capacity in the Asia – Europe trade last year increased by 10.2%, 
largely due to the delivery of 16,000—24,000 teu newbuildings re-
placing 13,000 teu units. Nowadays 21.7% of the cellular fleet is de-
ployed there, up from 20.6% on 1 January 2021. This means that 
43.7% of the total fleet is now trading in the two biggest East-West 
trades, up from 38.1% year-on-year.  

The East-West capacity upgrades also came at the expense of the 
liner offering to and from Africa. The combined capacity of ships trad-
ing between Asia, Europe or America and Africa has decreased by 
6.4% to 1.68 Mteu. This represents 6.7% of the total cellular fleet, 
down from 7.5% at the beginning of last year. 

Not all North-South routes were hit by the capacity shift to the two 
largest East-West trades. Capacity in Latin America-related services 
last year increased by 5.8%, which is slightly above the 4.5% growth 
of the total cellular fleet. 

The capacity offering on the Transatlantic remained relatively stable 
last year with a small growth of 2.5%. The same goes for the capacity 
deployed in services to/from the Middle East and the Indian Subcon-
tinent (+1.1%), and the Oceania/ANZ related loops (+1.3%). 

The intra-European trade however proved to be another victim of the 
capacity shifts. Some 48,200 teu slots disappeared from intra-
European services (- 4.5%).  

The ongoing capacity reduction was illustrated last month as the 974 
teu SPICA J left Europe for China. The SPICA J previously operated for 
many years as a typical feeder vessel in North Europe, but left Rotter-
dam without any cargo mid-December for a voyage to Asia. The ship 
is currently loading Chinese export cargo in Taicang. 
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