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Subject: Disruption of maritime supply chains

Due to disturbed supply and demand, shipping capacity was withdrawn until mid-2020 from various trade lines, which caused  
bottlenecks when demand grew rapidly again. What is more, a number of stakeholders reported that carriers have been extremely  
selective in picking up EU cargo, shipping empty containers to Asia as fast as they can to use them for higher inbound rates, which is  
putting the EU’s reputation as a trusted trading partner at risk.

While  schedule  reliability  diminished over  the last  year,  transportation costs  have sky-rocketed and carriers  have been making  
record-high profits in 2021.

1. Can the Commission explain what it is doing to monitor competition in the container shipping sector, the selective picking of  
cargo and routes, and surging freight rates? Is it aware of the long-term ramifications for European businesses, in particular SMEs, if  
the current situation does not improve?

2. Is it planning to follow the US approach to intensify inquiries and efforts, notably by challenging alliances between carriers if  
they ‘produce an unreasonable reduction in transportation service or an unreasonable increase in transportation cost or substantially 
lessen competition’?

Answer given by Executive Vice-President Vestager on behalf of the European Commission
(22 March 2022)

The  Commission  exchanges  regularly  with  regulators,  competition  authorities  and  market  participants  (e.g.  freight  forwarders, 
shippers, port operators, and carriers) to understand the circumstances in the sector, and identify any scope for intervention that can  
facilitate  return  to  normal  operations.  The  Commission  is  well  aware  that  the  current  situation  poses  challenges  to  European  
businesses including small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).

The monitoring of the sector has not identified any anti-competitive behaviour from alliances aimed at increasing freight rates. This  
view was shared also by the United States and China regulatory authorities at the Maritime Summit of September 2021.

In  this  context,  it  does  not  seem  that  regulatory  intervention  could  substitute  market  mechanisms  in  sorting  out  the  current  
congestion problems in logistic chains and imbalances between demand and supply in the maritime transport sector. Nevertheless,  
there is a need to enhance the resilience of European supply chains and be better prepared to respond to potential future crises or  
disturbances in the sector.

As part of its sectoral monitoring activities, the Commission sent in December  2021 a letter to carriers to collect information on the 
market changes that have occurred since the start of the COVID crisis.

The Commission will also review the Consortia Block Exemption Regulation (CBER), which will expire in April  2024. The CBER 
foresees a review before it expires. An evaluation would inform the decision of the Commission regarding the future of the CBER.


