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R&D, to ensure the technological 
innovation necessary to make the 
required zero-carbon transition 
within the IMO 2050 timeline,” WSC 
said in a November statement ahead 
of the IMO’s review.

The proposal calls for the R&D 
fund to be financed over a 10-year 
period by a required levy of $2 per 
metric ton of marine fuel consumed, 
to be paid for by shipping companies. 
The fund would be overseen by the 
IMO through a new body known as 
the International Maritime Research 
and Development Board (IMRB).

Under the plan, the IMRB would be 
operational by 2023, with the expec-
tation it would be folded well before 
2050, the IMO’s targeted deadline for 
reducing total emissions from interna-
tional shipping by at least 50 percent 
compared to 2008 levels.

Still, ship owners and carriers 
acknowledged they need to deal with 
questions raised by IMO member 

WHILE THE OVERARCHING question 
surrounding decarbonization in ship-
ping — how exactly does the industry 
get there? — remained unanswered as 
2020 came to a close, the year did fea-
ture some progress on the commercial 
side as carriers and forwarders, feeling 
growing pressure from shippers, began 
offering products and services designed 
to lower emissions. Still, uncertainty 
over the best path to a zero-carbon 
future is beginning to figure into capac-
ity decisions by carriers, demonstrated 
by the restraint shown by container 
lines in ordering new ships.

It’s a safe bet that, while incre-
mental progress on decarbonization 
will continue next year, without wide-
spread clarity on a way forward, 2021 
may end up looking a lot like 2020.

By JOC Staff

Despite 2020 progress, long road 
ahead for decarbonization

The year ended with industry 
attempting to sell the International 
Maritime Organization (IMO) on 
the benefits of a proposed $5 billion 
research and development fund 
designed to hasten the creation of 
decarbonization technologies. The 
proposal, backed by eight of the 
world’s largest ship owner groups, 
including the World Shipping Coun-
cil (WSC), BIMCO, and Intertanko, 
received its first airing in late Novem-
ber during a virtual meeting of the 
IMO’s Marine Environment Protec-
tion Committee (MEPC). The IMO, 
which had a host of questions on the 
plan, took no formal action and will 
resume discussion on the proposal 
in June.

“The industry recognizes the 
unprecedented nature of its proposal 
and the associated complexities and 
will work to address this so that gov-
ernments can take forward its offer 
of $5 billion of funding to accelerate 

Stretch goals
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friendly offerings it calls ACT with 
CMA CGM+. According to the 
 Marseille-based carrier, shippers and 
non-vessel-operating common carri-
ers (NVOs) using ACT will be able to 
choose services in which their cargo 
is moved via its LNG and biofuel- 
powered vessels, allowing them to 
reduce emissions produced through 
shipping their goods by anywhere 
from 15 percent to 85 percent.

Maersk also offers a biofuel trans-
port option, and most major carriers 
offer some type of carbon calcula-
tor, which allow shippers to track 
the emissions of given services and 
select accordingly. DHL in October 
said it would replace heavy fuel oil 
with sustainable biofuel on select 
container ships to neutralize the 
carbon emissions of all its less-than-
container load (LCL) ocean freight 
shipments starting Jan. 1. At the start 
of 2020, Kuehne + Nagel began offer-
ing carbon neutral LCL shipments by 

Growing pressure
Shipper demand for more environ-

mental sustainability in supply chains 
increasingly drove new services and 
technologies on the part of container 

carriers in 2020. Forwarders and carri-
ers say environmental executives with 
shipper organizations are increasingly 
showing up at meetings.

CMA CGM, for example, launched 
a new slate of more environmentally 

states, not least of which are the 
specifics about the R&D fund’s gover-
nance and oversight. “Governments 
have… raised a number of legitimate 
issues which the IMO will need to 
carefully address,” WSC said.

Aoife O’Leary, director of interna-
tional climate for the Environmental 
Defense Fund, said there needs to be 
less focus on the shipping industry’s 
R&D proposal and more on carbon 
pricing tools.

“We believe that a well-designed 
carbon pricing mechanism can not 
only incentivize an implementation 
of more energy efficient operational 
measures, but will also drive the ulti-
mate transition of the sector towards 
zero-carbon fuels,” O’Leary said in 
an email to The Journal of Commerce. 
“While R&D is important, the pro-
posal as it stands from the industry 
will not help to decarbonize the indus-
try. The IMO needs to focus on a full 
carbon pricing measure immediately.”

Carriers and 
ship owners 
have proposed 
creating a $5 
billion research 
and development 
fund to hasten the 
decarbonization of 
shipping.
Shutterstock.com

“Governments have 
raised a number of 
legitimate issues which 
the IMO will need to 
carefully address.”
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cooperation are drawing to a close,” 
Altana AI CEO Evan Smith said 
during the virtual JOC LogTech20 
conference in late October. “While 
this will impose new cost to service 
providers, it’s also going to unlock 
a transformative business opportu-
nity. And that’s automatic customs 
pre-clearance.”

Smith’s company, which works 
with customs authorities, logistics 
integrators, and shippers and received 
a $7 million funding round in Novem-
ber, believes the next iteration of 
C-TPAT and other trusted trader 
programs won’t be built around the 

Reforming 
compliance

New ‘trusted trader’ programs 
likely to be mandatory

By Eric Johnson

offsetting carbon dioxide (CO2) emis-
sions with investment in sustainable 
conservation projects.

The uncertainty over how to 
achieve a zero-carbon future is 
beginning to complicate strategic 
capacity planning for carriers. With-
out a clear understanding of the 
technology that will be used to pro-
pel ships over the next decade-plus, 
container lines are pulling back on 
ordering new ships at a time when 
vessel space is reportedly maxed out 
in the major east–west trades.

That makes it less likely that over-
capacity, which plagued the industry 
for the better part of the last decade, 

NEW TECHNOLOGY MAY provide the 
expedited cargo clearance US import-
ers say trusted trader programs like 
the Customs-Trade Partnership 
Against Terrorism (C-TPAT) have 
failed to deliver, but the trade-off will 
be mandatory participation.

US importers have long hoped that 
the federal government would be able 
to balance the need to screen inbound 
cargo with trade facilitation efforts 
that reward their consistent compli-
ance, but the industry may soon find 
itself drawn into an environment of 
compulsory self-regulation.

“The days of voluntary 

will return to the sector in coming 
years, given that research into viable 
new fuel types is only in the early 
stages.

“We are very much aware of the 
technology risks for ordering ships at 
this point,” Maersk CEO Søren Skou 
said on the company’s third-quarter 
earnings call in mid-November. “We 
would ideally like to figure out…what 
the future fuel should be and then start 
building ships.” Maersk’s orderbook as 
a percent of its existing fleet is a mere 
1 percent, according to IHS Markit.

Regardless of the reason, car-
riers simply are not ordering as 
many ships as they used to; the 

global orderbook as a percent of 
the existing fleet has dropped from 
61 percent in 2007 and an average 
of 16 percent over the last five 
years to just 8 percent currently, 
Hapag-Lloyd said in its third-quarter 
earnings statement.

Container lines also aren’t argu-
ing with the distant time horizon 
for decarbonization solutions to 
materialize.

“We strongly believe in the 
coming era of decarbonization and 
zero-carbon ships,” Hapag-Lloyd 
spokesman Nils Haupt told The Jour-
nal of Commerce. “But it will still take 
time until we have a solution.”  JOC

“While R&D is important, 
the IMO needs to focus 
on a full carbon pricing 
measure immediately.”
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