
US punitive tariffs are causing concern in Breakbulk market 

 

With the announcement of the imposition of punitive tariffs of 25% on steel products and 10% on 

aluminum by the US government, noticeable loss of cargo in the breakbulk business is threatening. 

 

Because the US is the world's largest import market for steel with an import volume of 35.6 million t 

last year. The bulker market could also be affected: steel is one of the most important commodities 

for handysize and supramax bulks. 

 

The measure, with which the US fights against alleged cheap competition from abroad, causes also in 

the own port and logistics industry for displeasure. Texas Port of Houston, the country's largest steel 

import port, warns that there will be a direct drop in steel imports as a result of the punitive tariffs, 

which will also negatively impact the local economy and employment in the port. This experience has 

already been made with punitive tariffs in earlier decades. 

 

Especially for break bulk carriers operating multi-purpose vessels in Europe, the Mediterranean, the 

Black Sea and the Far East towards Europe in line or semi-service services, business could become 

more difficult as a result of US sanctions. Some carriers have special chartering departments for 

steel. 

 

In addition, US trading partners and the European Union are already threatening countermeasures 

for other products. For example, the German Engineering Federation (VDMA) warns of a possible 

spiral of "mutual" punitive tariffs, which could lead to a worldwide trade war. 

 

For shipping, the current sanctions come at an inopportune time. Thus, the charter rates of the 

multipurpose heavy cargo freighter have noticeably recovered in recent months. The Toepfer 

Multipurpose Index, which tracks the average charter rate for 12,500-ton heavy goods vehicles, rose 

7.5% to $ 6,929 / day in February. London broker Clarksons Platou even sees market rates for 17,000 

and 12,000-tonne at $ 9,100 and $ 8,100 per day, up 22% and 26%, respectively, within three 

months. 

 

It would take at least until the official approval of the punitive tariffs next week, until the concrete 

effects on the Breakbulk business are foreseeable, a German shipbroker told the HANSA. The fact 

that many steel products (tubes, etc.) that are produced and exported here are not at all locally 

available in the USA, according to the broker, argues against a massive drop in cargo volumes in 

northern Europe. »Basically, it's not good news for the industry, that's for sure.« 

 


