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Retailers pivot in fast-moving trans-Pacific as
carriers accelerate blank sailings
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Retailers say an October spike in blank sailings is disrupting their inland supply chains. Photo credit:
Sheila Fitzgerald / Shutterstock.com.

Bill Mongelluzzo, Senior Editor | Oct 25,2023,12:55 PM EDT

Blank sailings on the eastbound trans-Pacific are accelerating this month as carriers
seek to reestablish some control over the current low-growth market, but importers
expect the moves will result in disrupted supply chains and higher spot rates.

“Carriers are blanking sailings, and they’re doing it to stabilize the spot rates,”
Christian Sur, executive vice president of ocean freight contract logistics at forwarder
Unique Logistics International, told the Journal of Commerce.

Carriers in recent days have informed forwarders such as Unique they intend to
implement general rate increases of $300 to $500 per FEU effective Nov. 1, Sur said.
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Facing the prospects of low-single-digit volume growth through the Lunar New Year in
February, carriers so far this month have effectively reduced almost 22% of trans-
Pacific capacity through blank sailings, according to Sea-Intelligence Maritime
Analysis. That’s up from 11.5% in September and 13.1% in August.

And while container lines have so far announced capacity cuts of just 6.4% in
November and 1.7% in December, those numbers are expected to increase significantly
in the coming weeks as more blanks are announced.

Carriers accelerate trans-Pacific blank sailings in October
Asia—East and West Coasts Coast North America blank sailings and offered TEU capacity, as of Oct 24, 2023
(o]

o
(o]

2,500,000

> 2,000,000
‘v
©

§ 1,500,000
2

~ 1,000,000

500,000

0

Sep-2021 Feb-2022 Jul-2022 Dec-2022 May-2023 Oct-2023

@ Deployed capacity Blanked capacity

Source: Sea-Intelligence Maritime Analysis © 2023 S&P Global

Related data for this chart
Click here to explore related data on Gateway

Retailers, forwarders and third-party logistics providers (3PLs) say the blank sailings
have definitely intensified in October, resulting in scheduling woes.

“Absolutely. From late July to late September freight was moving consistently,” said
Weston LaBar, head of strategy at Cargomatic, a logistics provider with operations in
20 ports. “Now we’re seeing delays of 40 days [due to rolled cargo].”
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Sur said carriers will notify the trade of additional blank sailings either within, or more
likely independently of, their shipping alliances. “To me, carriers seem to be acting
more independently than they have in the past,” he said.

Adjusting logistics plans in a changing landscape

Retailers are adjusting quickly to the changing landscape by diversifying their carrier
mix so they can re-book rolled cargo with lines that have available space. They are also
widening the windows in which they are telling customers to expect their cargo to
arrive and working with their truckers to ensure sufficient drayage capacity.

“We’ve built lead time back into the supply chain, but that comes with a lot of
additional cost,” Morgan Jackson, director of global logistics/delivery at Walmart, told
the South Carolina International Trade Conference last week. Jackson said Walmart is
also building trailer capacity into its private fleet and asking third-party vendors to do
the same.

Bob Fredman, principal at the consulting firm SF Global Insights and former logistics
manager at Limited Brands and Big Lots, said that in today’s volatile environment in
the trans-Pacific, mid-size retailers should be looking closer at their lead times and be
prepared to prioritize shipments both at Asian load ports and when the shipments
reach US ports.

If shipments begin to back up at marine terminals due to the erratic shipping patterns,
mid-size retailers should ask their carriers for more free storage time on the docks,
Fredman said. “If cargo bunches up, you will need more free time,” he said.

Meanwhile, retailers and forwarders are reaching as far back into their supply chains
as they can to identify blank sailings as soon as they are announced.

“We really rely on our origin offices,” Christopher Hope, vice president of sales for
forwarder Star Asia International, told the South Carolina International Trade
conference. “They’re checking in with the carriers, they’re preparing, they’re letting
you know as far in advance as possible the schedule of blanks sailings.”

When shipments arrive at a US port, importers must prioritize which ones are truly the
most important, said a home furnishings retailer.

“When it arrives, we hot-list it with our drayage operator. We hot-load it at the
warehouse,” said the retailer, who did not want to be identified.

But importers must be careful not to prioritize too many shipments, given the limited
drayage capacity many retailers have. “If everything is a priority, nothing is a priority,”
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the retailer said.

Carriers trying to provide advanced notice of blankings

Amid the accelerating blank sailings, importers must be prepared for “massive
imbalances” in demands on their drayage and warehouse capacity, LaBar said.In a
hypothetical example, if an importer’s logistics operation is designed to receive 100
shipments each week in a Shanghai to Los Angeles service, but the containers booked
on the first sailing are rolled to the next week’s sailing and the following week’s sailing
is also blanked, then 300 containers may arrive on the third week’s sailing, creating a
“capacity crunch” for the retailer and its drayage provider, LaBar said.

US imports from Asia show slight year-on-year gain for September
Total monthly TEU volume of US containerized imports from Asia, with year-over-year change
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Carriers in THE Alliance are sensitive to the needs of their customers and have “gone
to great pains” to avoid the last-minute blanking of sailings that their customers find
so damaging to their supply chains, an executive with a carrier that is part of the
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alliance told the Journal of Commerce. The source said THE Alliance is now giving
customers at least three weeks advance notice of blanked sailings and providing at
least four weeks advance notice 10% of the time.

The executive said he personally prefers to adjust capacity by suspending an entire
service in trade lanes with multiple weekly sailings. Carriers can then add port calls to
the remaining services and re-deploy some of the available vessels to maintain
schedule integrity on those services, he said.

While carriers are wary of the tepid growth forecasts over the next few months,
volumes on the eastbound trans-Pacific are nonetheless on the rise. US imports from

Asia have risen sequentially in every month since March, while September’s imports of

1.5 million TEUs were the most since August 2022 and up 1.4% from September 2022,
according to PIERS, a sister product of the Journal of Commerce within S&P Global.

Contact Bill Mongelluzzo at bill. mongelluzzo@spglobal.com.
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