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tanker fleet will continue to service Russian exports, diminishing the need for 
the shadow fleet.  Strong earnings, supported by a depleted orderbook will 
rekindle the interest of tanker owners in new construction.  After they were 
crowded out by Container vessels and LNG carriers in 2022, some earlier slots 
may start to open up, in particular for the smaller vessels. 

3. The product tanker market will outperform the crude tanker market 

Product tankers will be the main beneficiaries of the dislocations that will result 
from the February 5th EU import ban on Russian refined products.  Increases in 
long-haul product trades (exports out of Russia and import into Europe) will 
drive ton-mile demand, in particular for LR1 and LR2 moves from Asia.  MRs will 
receive a boost from increased transatlantic moves into Europe.  As a result, 
although we project that all tanker segments will do well in 2023, we expect 
product carriers to outperform crude oil tankers. 

4. Crude oil exports from the U.S. will reach new records 

In 2022, U.S. crude oil exports reached a record of 3.5 Mb/d, with a boost in 
volumes delivered to Europe after the Russian invasion of Ukraine.  U.S. exports 
in 2022 were supported by record releases from the U.S. Strategic Petroleum 
Reserves.  As the growth in U.S. production continues in 2023 (+500,000 b/d 
according to the EIA), we expect this record to be broken in 2023, even though 
additional SPR releases are unlikely.  A possible U.S. recession might also 
dampen domestic demand.  Growing U.S. oil exports (crude and products) will 
benefit all tanker segments.   

5. Environmental regulations will have a growing impact on vessel operations 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine and the subsequent reshuffling of global trade 
flows (temporarily) diverted attention away from the new IMO and EU 
regulations focused on reducing emissions from the shipping industry.  
However, with new regulations in place, owners need to take action to remain 
compliant, provided the new regulations are properly enforced.  As new 
regulations continue to be introduced and old rules are being tightened, 
shipping will be impacted. 

We expect a prosperous 2023 for tanker owners.  However, it could be a bumpy 
ride. 

  

 
 

 
   

 

 

 

 

 

Key tanker market developments for 2023 

Many researchers and analysts start the new year with a 
forecast of what will happen in the markets.  This is a very 
dangerous thing to do; just look at the last three years.  Nobody 
forecasted Covid-19 and – apart from a few Kremlin insiders – 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine was also totally unexpected.  
Both events caused significant personal losses and had a 
massive impact on the global economy, the energy markets and 
the tanker market.  With the ongoing war in Europe, the threat 
of a global recession and heightened geopolitical tension in Asia, 
the developments in 2023 are equally uncertain, even without 
considering that there may be future black swan events.  Against 
this backdrop, why would anybody want to venture a guess 
about what might happen over the next 12 months?  We do.  We 
think it makes sense to do this because it forces us to think 
about the future in a structured fashion and it helps us organize 
our thoughts about the key market drivers for 2023.  Some, 
most, or all our takes could be wrong (we review them at the 
end of the year), but it is a useful exercise.  So, what are the five 
key tanker market drivers for 2023? 

1. China’s oil demand will recover and give a boost to VLCC 
demand. 

The year 2022 was a down year for Chinese oil demand.  The 
country’s strict zero-Covid policy restricted economic growth 
and oil demand fell 400,000 b/d to 15.0 Mb/d.  The IEA expects 
China’s oil demand to grow by 800,000 b/d in 2023 to reach 15.8 
Mb/d.  Almost all of this growth will translate into additional 
seaborne imports and since 77% of China’s seaborne crude is 
delivered on VLCCs, this growth will disproportionately benefit 
the VLCC segment.  Even if some of the additional seaborne 
crude originates from Russia, these deliveries will likely move on 
VLCCs using ship-to-ship transfers in the Atlantic Basin.  We 
expect that VLCC rates, which underperformed Aframaxes and 
Suezmaxes in 2022, will recover and earn their historical 
premium over their smaller crude rivals in 2023. 

2. The volume of secondhand transactions will slow and 
demand for tanker newbuildings will start to pick up.  The 
shadow fleet will underperform. 

Last year was a bumper year for secondhand transactions.  A 
significant portion of the transactions involved older vessels, 
which captured premium valuations.  This was based on the 
expectation of a growing need for a “shadow fleet” to transport 
sanctioned Russian barrels.  The price-cap mechanism for 
Russian crude oil that was put in place by the G7 countries has 
effectively defanged the EU insurance ban and we expect that 
the same will happen when the refined products ban goes into 
effect on February 5th.  A meaningful portion of the mainstream 
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