
Unctad warns risk of Oligopoly in 
maritime transport. 
!

!  !!
Robert Grantham 
• The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) is the United 
Nations' main body responsible for dealing with trade, investment and global 
development issues. On October 25 in Geneva, Switzerland, the agency officially 
launched the document entitled "Review of Maritime Transport 2017". It is an extensive 
document drawn up annually since 1968 in which maritime transport statistics and 
analyzes are reviewed, as well as data from the world fleet of ships, freight costs, port 
traffic and the latest trends in the legal and regulatory universe of the transport world. 

One of the most striking points is the agency's warning of the risk of an oligopoly being 
created in shipping, in particular container shipping, as a result of shipowners' mergers, 
acquisitions and consortia. While recognizing that shipowners' movements have helped 
to balance ship supply and utilization, it points to the need for member state regulators 
to monitor such mergers and acquisitions and consortia and alliances and eventually 
revise rules to prevent potential abuse of economic power . In the words of Mr. Shamika 
N. Sirimanne, Director of Unctad's Technology and Logistics Division: "The risk is that 
the increased market concentration in container shipping could lead to an oligopolistic 
structure. In many developing country markets there are only three or even fewer 
remaining suppliers. Regulators should monitor the development of mergers and 
alliances to ensure there is competition in the market. " 

It should be noted that the 10 largest ship operators in the world concentrated 48% of 
the market in 1996, rising to 64% in 2006, 83% in 2016 and projecting a 90% 
concentration in 2026. 

Another warning that the agency makes is the necessary investments by ports to 
accommodate larger vessels and the effect of transferring ships from major routes to 
secondary routes, also requiring new investments, and the fact that these costs may not 
represent more cargo, but only the same volume on fewer and larger ships. This 
phenomenon is felt in Brazil, where we observe that in 2010 we registered 179 weekly 
calls of container ships in the national ports and in March of this year we noticed a total 
of 114 calls, a reduction of 36%, while volumes grew in the period of 2007 to 2016 
36.4% according to Brazil´s Regulatory Agency ANTAQ. Reinforcing this perception of 
the cascading effect, the Consultancy firm SeaIntel estimates that by 2020 less than 



10% of the vessels employed on the Asia / Europe route will be less than 14,000 TEUs 
in size. 

It is also interesting to note that on average the costs associated with transport and 
insurance represent 15% of the value of imports worldwide. But that figure now 
represents 22 per cent in developing island countries, 21 per cent for least developed 
countries and 19 per cent for landlocked countries. The differences are due to lower port 
efficiency, inadequate infrastructure, low economies of scale and less competitive 
transport markets. In that sense, Unctad recommends that ports should establish plans to 
better adapt to the new demands of the maritime transport market with a focus on the 
increasing pressure of additional costs. One recommendation to improve the efficiency 
of ports in developing countries is for national, regional and intercontinental shipping 
lines to be interconnected, drawing attention, as in the case of Brazil and many other 
countries, to cabotage that is protected from International competition . This market 
constraint can lead to unnecessary inefficiencies and loss of maritime competitiveness. 
A well-designed policy that allows - under very well-defined conditions - that ships in 
international traffic can carry transhipment cargo could improve the competitiveness of 
the national ports and facilitate the access to the international markets. 

A relevant fact is the question of the shipowners' demand to turn certain ports into a 
transhipment hub, an option which can not always prove to be profitable. It is necessary 
for all port stakeholders to find ways to aggregate additional revenues to meet the new 
and burdensome demands. 

Finally, a curious fact reported by Untad regarding gender in maritime transport. In 
shipboard jobs, only 1 per cent are occupied by women, while in land-based jobs, 55 per 
cent of junior-level positions are female and only 9 per cent of executive positions are 
occupied by women, a situation that is contrary to development goals sustainable 
development. 
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