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NOO fleet loses 1.7 Mteu to liner operators in 20 months 

The cellular fleet of Non-Operating Owners (NOOs) has seen just under 500 ves-
sels for a total of 1.7 million teu sold to liner operators (end users) in the last 
twenty months. Never has the NOO fleet shrunk so rapidly in such a short time 
frame. This loss is reduced to 1.6 million teu, when taking into account the few 
vessels that were sold by end users to NOOs during this period.    

This massive fleet exodus finds its root cause in the post-COVID cargo demand 
bonanza. The huge overnight need for container tonnage caused charter rates 
to skyrocket to levels unseen in the history of container shipping. 

Buying, rather than chartering, ships quickly became financially more relevant 
for liner operators, especially in the early days when second-hand assets were 
cheap. For NOOs, selling tonnage also turned out to be an increasingly appeal-
ing option, with the strong demand from buyers causing asset prices to reach 
historic highs.    

The NOO fleet haemorrhage started in August 2020, when various carriers, 
among which MSC, started tapping into the tonnage providers' fleets. From Au-
gust to December 2020, a total of 79 NOO vessels for a capacity of 341,700 
teu were sold to end users. This figure climbed to 673,200 teu for 183 vessels 
in the first half of 2021. The second half was equally busy, with an additional 
162 NOO vessels for about 500,000 teu sold to carriers. 

The year 2021 alone saw close to 1.2 million teu of NOO fleet capacity joining 
end users. The haemorrhage continues in 2022, with another 62 vessels for 
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about 200,000 teu sold between January and mid-March. The war in 
Ukraine and the geopolitical and economic uncertainties it creates 
have however dampened the enthusiasm of end users for NOO ton-
nage, but this could be temporary. Illustrating this, Alphaliner under-
stands that MSC has just concluded three further acquisitions and 
other buyers keep looking for tonnage.   

06&�E\�IDU�WKH�PDLQ�EX\HU   
 

The NOO vessels sold to liner operators in the August 2020-March 
2022 period had capacities ranging from 700 to 9,000 teu. MSC 
was, by far, the main buyer, with 169 container vessels for 636,900 
teu acquired second-hand. This is a staggering number, matching the 
size of a carrier like Yang Ming, currently the world’s 9th largest oper-
ator, based on Alphaliner data.     

Ranking second was CMA CGM, with 62 vessels purchased for 
207,000 teu, followed by Maersk with 27 vessels for 141,600 teu 
and Wan Hai Lines with 23 ships for 139,700 teu. Sea Consortium 
and Hapag-Lloyd were also relatively busy, adding 14 and 13 ships 
respectively to their fleets. Sinokor, T.S. Lines, RCL and GFS also 
counted among the active buyers.   

:KDW�DERXW�UHSODFHPHQW"  
  

The number of newbuildings ordered by NOOs in the 1,000-9,000 
teu size segments between August 2020 and March 2022, following 
a dearth of orders previously, falls short of the capacities lost to end 
users. 

According to Alphaliner a total of 175 vessels for 710,321 teu were 
ordered by NOOs over the last twenty months. Just over half of this, 
376.000 teu, has already been fixed on long-term employment and 
will therefore not hit the charter market any time soon. This leaves 
the balance, only about 334,000 teu of charter-free tonnage, ex-
pected to be available for employment upon delivery (unless fixed in 
the meantime). Most of the charter-free tonnage concerns smaller 
ships of 1,000 to 3,000 teu, although a few units of 5,000-7,000 teu 
are still believed unfixed. 

The low newbuilding figures, versus the amount of tonnage 'lost' sug-
gests that the NOO fleet needs a lot more ordering in the 1,000-
9,000 teu sizes and below, to ensure its renewal. However, a number 
of factors including soaring newbuilding prices, increasingly faraway 
deliveries in the future and uncertainties regarding environmental 
regulations and fuel choices have contributed to keeping speculative 
NOO orders at low levels. And the war in Ukraine and its consequenc-
es, as well as a perception that the cargo demand bonanza might 
soon end, are not prompting NOOs to embark on any substantial 
newbuilding programs.  
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