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Opinion: Maersk and MSC heading for direct
confrontation over customers
Ahead of the 2M alliance’s �nal termination in 2025, Maersk and MSC will
probably try to steal customers from each other, writes analyst Lars Jensen.

Lars Jensen is a shipping analyst and founder of consultancy Vespucci Maritime. In the future, he
will write two opinion pieces for ShippingWatch a month. | Photo: Magnus Møller

BY LARS JENSEN, SHIPPING ANALYST AND FOUNDER OF VESPUCCI MARITIME
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The break-up of the 2M alliance will alter the competitive landscape on the major
deep-sea trades, the only question is: How?

Before contemplating the answer to the question, a few baseline facts need to be
highlighted.

Alliances breaking up is certainly nothing new.

They have existed in various forms since the 1980s, and although they have indeed
grown in size, it does not change the fact that all alliances eventually come to an end.

This can happen because carriers merge with each other forcing a change in
allegiances.

A good example was when CMA CGM acquired APL at a point where they were
members of the Ocean-3 and G6 alliances respectively.

At almost the same time Hapag-Lloyd acquired UASC with the parties members of
G6 and Ocean-3, and on top of that COSCO acquired CSCL where they were
members of CKYHE and Ocean-3 respectively.

2M was already in existence and this paved the way for Ocean Alliance and THE.

Prior to 2M, the market had been relatively stable with the alliance constellations of
CKYH, New World Alliance and Grand Alliance 3 a structure lasting almost a decade
as well.
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This all to say that alliance structures do undergo changes at somewhat regular
intervals as carriers’ strategic plans also change. The announced disbanding of 2M is
therefore neither unique nor extraordinary.

The next element to note is that the announcement points out that this means the
end of 2M in January 2025 as there is a two-year notice period.

Whilst certainly factually true, the reality is likely to be slightly different.

What is more likely to happen is that Maersk and MSC increasingly will be pursuing
opportunities outside of 2M 3 be that own services or slot swap agreements with
other carriers.

As such, it will be a gradual dissolution rather than a big bang only two years down
the line.

Given the difference in strategy between MSC and Maersk, the most likely evolution is
that MSC will increasingly launch new own services as they get a swathe of new
vessels delivered, whilst Maersk will seek out less formal slot arrangements with other
carriers to widen the coverage of their network in support of the logistics strategy.

And in addition, the split-up might lead to a more direct commercial confrontation
between MSC and Maersk in an effort to retain own clients and potentially <poach=
clients from the partner during the gradual split-up.

But in any case, this has opened the competitive playing �eld widely as presently 2M
operates 32 percent of the capacity from Asia to Europe and 27 percent of the
capacity on the Paci�c.

The split-up might lead to a more direct commercial
confrontation between MSC and Maersk
Lars Jensen

ALLIANCES

Major carriers have divided into three alliances:

2M: MSC and Maersk (plus a strategic collaboration with ZIM)
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FOR SUBSCRIBERS

This means that each of the other global carriers will have to ask themselves whether
their current alliance allegiance is the right one for the longer term. 

In all likelihood, some of them will arrive at the answer <no=, and we will begin to see a
re-shaping of the alliance landscape. We might well see Ocean Alliance to be the next
break-up candidate sometime during 2023 and this will most likely also result in an
eventual change in the composition of the THE alliance.

Adding further complexity into the equation, the anti-trust exemption for liner
carriers in the EU expires in 2024 and is currently undergoing review for an extension.

If it is not extended this would not make it impossible for carriers to share slots, but
would make the tighter alliance structures much more dif�cult to operate.

What we might see emerge over the next two years is thus a set-up where we will
indeed have new alliances, but the structure might be somewhat looser than what
we have seen over the past decade 3 and this in turn could be seen as a step where
the carriers prepare themselves for the possible phase-out of the liner exemption as
we approach 2030.

Ocean Alliance: Cosco, CMA CGM, Evergreen and OOCL

THE Alliance: Hapag-Lloyd, ONE, HMM and Yang Ming

https://shippingwatch.com/carriers/Container/article14872291.ece
https://shippingwatch.com/carriers/Container/article14872291.ece
https://shippingwatch.com/carriers/Container/article14802874.ece
https://shippingwatch.com/carriers/Container/article14802874.ece

