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Summary 

Despite logistic operators’ best efforts to restore normalcy to global supply chains, disruptions 

will continue to be on the menu for 2022. 

 Strong global retail demand and imbalances in container distribution will keep exerting 

pressure on ocean shipping. Though there’s limited room for more rate growth, we still 

expect high rates and low reliability to challenge the market over the next six to twelve 

months. 

 Increasing refrigerated container (reefer) rates in 2022, along with prolonged tight reefer 

availability, will be hitting the upcoming food export season of countries in Central and South 

America.  

 Food trade managed to stay strong during the pandemic, with increasing volumes traded on 

a global scale. Yet it’s threatened by the reefer imbalance. 

 The trucking sector is also contributing to the instability, mainly due to aggravation of the 

structurally low labor availability, which will push road transport rates higher in 2022 as well.  

Solutions are not easy to find. Relief might come from the growing reefer production, but extra 

capacity will be effective only if the container distribution problem is under control. Similarly, 

record orders for new vessels in 2021 will only increase volumes in the medium term. 

Congested Global Supply Chains 

Much has happened in the world of container shipping since we last reported on this industry in 

March 2021. Record-high rates soared even higher. The Suez Canal incident, which happened 

around the time we published our analysis, can be looked at as a real-world stress test. It brought 

to light the fragility of global supply chains and revealed what a delicate line they have been 

treading since the inception of the pandemic.   

In this light, the thousands of mega-container carriers currently waiting for berth along the coasts 

of North America, Europe, and Asia are the result of repeated blows dealt to global supply chains.  

Capacity control through vessel cancellations in 2020 and 2021 fueled a vicious circle, generating 

imbalances in container distribution on a global scale. Successive single incidents, like the Suez 

Canal blockage, Covid-19-related port closures, and power shortages in China, accelerated the 

downward spiral of imbalances in the container market. This is the key factor that needs to be 

addressed quickly. It is hampering the industry’s efforts to manage the container backlog and get 

the intermediate goods and raw material trade back on track, while at the same time satisfying 

rising retail demand. 

In this report, we focus our attention on the US and Europe, providing an update on the key 

drivers of the present crisis while also looking ahead to the prevailing trends of 2022. 

http://far.rabobank.com/
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High Pressure From Retail Sales Increase 

As we approach the holiday season, US consumer demand keeps on expanding. Adjusted US 

monthly retail sales (including foodservice) grew by 1.7% in October 2021 compared to 

September, and 16.3% compared to the same period last year. Part of the growth can be 

attributed to inflation, which currently stands at 6.2%, but US consumers are still buying more 

products than before. Retailers have been doing their best to replenish inventories, but they’ve 

barely managed to keep up with the growth in demand. As a result, the sales-to-inventory ratio 

recovered by 0.01, to 1.26, the lowest level since 2012 (see Figure 1). 

European retail sales moved on a similar path. The total retail trade index1 grew 6% in the period 

from January 2020 to August 2021, with e-commerce strongly overperforming the other retail 

channels (+39% in the same time frame). Food and non-food retail indexes increased by 4% and 

8% respectively, with the latter showing good signs of recovery and even slightly surpassing the 

pre-pandemic levels (see Figure 2). 

Figure 1: US monthly sales to inventory, total 

business, adjusted, Jul 2016-Jul 2021 

 Figure 2: European retail trade indexes for  

e-commerce, food, and non-food products, Nov 

2019-Jul 2021 

 

 

 
Source: US Census, Rabobank 2021  Source: Eurostat, Rabobank 2021 

Although patterns of retail sales increases were similar in the US and the EU, the logistical 

consequences, particularly in terms of port congestion and pressure on trucking, are rather 

different. In our opinion, this is due to two major factors: 

 The spike in retail sales in the US was a historic one. It comprised both e-commerce and 

physical retail sales of goods. In Europe, physical retail shops have, up to now, only just 

recovered their pre-pandemic levels, but moved very little above that. 

 The trade routes connecting Asia and North America were, and still are, the ones that were most 

impacted by ship cancellations. As such, there is a bigger backlog of containers in US ports than 

in the European main sea hubs. In this context, it is only normal that the Los Angeles-Long 

Beach (LA-LB) port hub is overwhelmed and that, at present, attaining the objective of reducing 

the backlog while serving increased import flows from Asia seems to be a long shot at best. 

 
1 The Retail Trade Index is a business cycle indicator that shows the monthly 

activity of the retail sector in value and volume. It is a short-term indicator for 

final domestic demand. 
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Shippers Versus Carriers  

The Baltic Global Container Index jumped to a new high of over 11,000 containers in September 

2021 from an average of 4,477 containers in the first six month of this year. Specific rate increases 

varied, with the routes from China to the US west coast and to Europe increasing more than 

tenfold (see Figure 3).  

This extreme surge was finally met with resistance from shippers, driving global indexes down 

2.9% MOM in October 2021. In several cases, shippers refused to book containers at high rates, 

forcing spot prices to come down last minute. This, coupled with China’s power crunch limiting 

manufacturing exports, has led to a single-digit price decline in recent weeks. However, compared 

to the magnitude of the total rate spike, temporary and limited price adjustments provided little 

to no relief in practice. 

The Confrontation 

Throughout 2020 and 2021, carriers made pretty clear their intention to pass on to shippers the 

costs linked to congestion and container redistribution. They promptly and continuously added 

congestion and warehousing surcharges to their rates, sometimes as high as USD 8,500 per 40-

foot container. Carriers such as Maersk, CMA CGM, and Hapag-Lloyd have collectively reached 

an EBIT margin of over 30% thanks to surging rates, up from negative or single-digit margins in 

pre-pandemic years. Total EBIT profit in 2021 is expected to top the previous 20 years 

combined, a net profit gain that will not be easily given up. 

In an attempt to calm down the waters, CMA CGM and Hapag-Lloyd capped rate increases in 

an effort to prioritize “its long-term relationship with customers in the face of an unprecedented 

situation in the shipping industry.” The move was not welcomed with enthusiasm by shippers 

and forwarders. The director of the Global Shippers Forum summarized the rate freeze as: “The 

torturer asking the prisoner ‘aren’t you grateful I’m not turning the screw on the rack any 

further?’” The confrontation between shippers and carriers will continue as long as “endemic 

congestion” persists in the market. 

We have seen that a "shippers' revolt" managed to bring about only a very limited adjustment on 

rates and, on the other hand, how effective and reactive carriers have been to protect their margin 

gains. In this context, we expect prices to maintain a high level of volatility around an average that 

will slowly decrease as the balance in the container market improves. How long it will take to get 

container rates back to a lower equilibrium price depends on how quickly the balance is restored. 

Our expectation is around 12 months from now on. 

In addition to the tensions on the container freight side, we think it’s relevant to underline the 

difficult situation road transport is facing on both sides of the Atlantic.  

Figure 3: Select global container spot rates, Oct 2019-Oct 2021 

 

Source: Freightos Baltic Global Container Index, Rabobank 2021 

 -

 7,500

 15,000

 22,500

Oct 2019 Jan 2020 Apr 2020 Jul 2020 Oct 2020 Jan 2021 Apr 2021 Jul 2021 Oct 2021

U
S
D

/4
0
-f

o
o

t 
co

n
ta

in
e
rs

Baltic Index (global index) Northern Europe-NA China/East Asia-NA west coast

China/East Asia-Europe LA-Shanghai



4/8 RaboResearch | Out of Stock | November 2021 

 In the US, trucking companies are struggling on two fronts: at ports, where they play a key role 

in easing the congestion, and on land, where they have to service growing food and non-food 

demand. Battling on two fronts is not easy when trucking companies are reporting a shortage 

of 80,000 drivers in the market. The rise in trucking rates is a reflection of that lack of capacity. 

 In Europe, port congestion is not at US levels, as it was well managed up to now. However, the 

structural lack of drivers in many European countries is felt even more in a period of high 

congestion and demand. The problem is particularly evident in the UK, where the shortage of 

drivers is estimated at 100,000. In this case, the staggering lack of drivers stems from the impact of 

Brexit on the availability of foreign workers. The result is a general increase in rates matching what 

is happening in the US and yet another element that is contributing to the rise in logistics costs. 

Lastly, public authorities are interfering in the shippers/carriers skirmish as maritime trade is a 

strategic sector that has always been at the center of political intervention. The US administration 

and port authorities are particularly active in trying to increase ports’ throughput capacity and to 

cut waiting time and demurrage.2 In Europe, no specific action has (yet) been taken.  

The LA-LB port operates 24/7 by presidential decree, and the port authority has put in place a fee 

of USD 100 per day per twenty-foot equivalent unit (TEU) for containers “in port, but not on ship,” 

which increases by USD 100 per day after November 15. The potential additional costs for a 

10,000-TEU vessel would be USD 1m the first day, USD 2m the second, USD 3m the third, and so 

on. This will significantly increase shipping costs in the short term. 

In this case, however, we think that the US public decision makers, albeit rightly seeking to speed 

up the clearance of the backlog in LA-LB via a system of disincentives, run the risk of increasing 

the tensions by generating more friction on how costs should be shared among carriers, 

importers, and trucking companies. 

Reefer – Resilient, but the Storm Has Yet to Arrive 

In contrast to dry containers, the availability of reefer containers, the main global food trade unit, 

was good in the first year of the pandemic, with rates showing resilience to the spikes affecting 

the dry market (see Figure 4). So far, rates have been growing less pronouncedly than for dry 

containers. Two general factors might have contributed to this difference in price evolution: 

1. Reefer contracts typically cover a longer period of time compared to dry containers, which 

means there will be a lag in price increases for reefers. 

2. Importers and exporters of food tend to include guaranteed capacity in their contracts to be 

able to securely trade time- and temperature-sensitive food products. 

 
2 Demurrage charges are raised when the container is not moved out of the port/terminal within 

the allowed grace period offered by the shipping line/port authority. 

Figure 4: Global reefer freight rate index, 2019-

2021 

 Figure 5: Balance of reefer containers in major 

trading regions 

 

 

 
Source: Drewry 2021  Source: Drewry 2021 
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Looking further ahead in time, Drewry reports reefer production will grow by 4% annually until 

2025. In addition, high rates and carrier profits have promoted a surge of vessel orders in 2021 

(+3.5m TEU), a 14% increase of the present 25.2m TEU total container capacity on ships. Reefer 

availability is not an issue in the near future. 

However, the combined impact of these trends on solving the endemic congestion of global 

supply chains might be limited. On the one hand, additional reefer capacity will bring little or no 

relief if deployed in the present context of extreme congestion. On the other hand, new vessels 

will not come into operation for at least five to eight years from now; a little too late to counter 

the congestion problem at hand. Carriers, shippers, and authorities will have to solve the 

“container conundrum” without that additional help. 

As 2021 comes to an end, it becomes clear that reefer supply is getting caught in the same 

distribution issues that are pervading the dry segment. Exporting countries have kept on losing 

reefer units that are not coming back with the normal flow because the global reefer cycle 

grinded to a halt. We expect this imbalance to influence the market in 2022, with poor reefer 

availability hitting the major exporting regions of Central and South America and, to a relatively 

lesser extent, southern Africa and Oceania (see Figure 5). 

The gigantic surplus of reefer containers in Asia (1.6m TEUs as of August 2021) is contrasting the 

huge deficit in Central and South America (-970,000 TEUs). To put things in perspective: Drewry 

estimates the total number of reefer containers just shy of 3.5m TEUs in 2021. This means one in 

two containers is now stuck in Asia.   

On the other hand, Europe (+20,000 TEUs) and the US (-10,000 TEUs) have benefited from a 

relatively balanced market, resulting in a positive evolution in food export volumes. Zooming in, 

South and Central American countries were virtually untouched by direct vessel cancellations 

during 2020 and were able to continue exporting food products. Reefers filled with bananas, 

pineapples, and avocados reached Europe and the US and could subsequently be processed and 

used to export other US and European food products. As the rampant congestion worsened, 

reefers did not follow their usual cycle. Therefore, many reefers have not returned to their point of 

origin in Central and South America. 

In our view, there are two factors, alongside cancellations, that are causing the disruption of the 

reefer cycle: 

1. Since late 2020, China put in place stricter food import restrictions that slowed down reefer 

throughput, increased waiting times, and worsened congestion at the main Chinese ports. 

Other nations, including EU countries, the UK, and the US, have officially complained to China 

to dial down their requirements related to food inspections. 

2. Container carriers, throughout 2021, responded to the increased retail sales by prioritizing 

Asian non-food exports to the US. In doing so, they effectively increased volumes on a highly 

profitable trade lane, while taking away relevant capacity to feed the global reefer flow.  

Exporters in deficit regions will have to negotiate hard for reefer capacity. Rates will have only one 

way to go: up. Difficulties in the south and central Atlantic trade lane could also result in poor 

availability for exports from Europe and the US throughout 2022, with possible difficulties in 

servicing high volumes of food exports.  

Global Food Trade – So Far, So Good 

Despite complaints of container shortages, global trade held up better than expected.  

Total US containerized imports jumped 24.4% YOY in volume in the first eight months of 2021, or 

17.8% compared to 2019 (see Figure 6). Total US containerized exports experienced a mild decline 

of -1% and -3% compared to the same period in 2020 and 2019 respectively. US agricultural 

exports have performed better, as containerized agricultural export volume managed to stay 

https://alphaliner.axsmarine.com/PublicTop100/
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unchanged in 2021 through August against the previous two years. Total agricultural exports 

grew 14.1% and 13.4% in volume for the first eight months of 2021 compared to the same period 

in 2020 and 2019 respectively. Growth was driven by grains, as they are mainly exported in bulk 

and only minimally affected by container dynamics, followed by animal protein and animal feed 

(see Figure 7).  

Figure 6: Total US containerized imports and 

exports, 2019-2021 

Figure 7: US exports of agricultural product 

value, 2020 and 2021 

Source: US Census, Rabobank 2021 Source: US Census, Rabobank 2021 

The good results for US exports were matched by the performance of the European food trade 

system. In 2020, European food exports totaled 131.8m metric tons, a 4% YOY increase (see Figure 

8). This is an all-time high. Pork (+24% YOY), cereals (+20%), and vegetables (+10%) reported the 

highest increases, while beverage and spirits exports, despite the prolonged closures of 

foodservice businesses across the globe, only lost 2.1% in volume compared to 2019 (see Figure 

8). Looking at January to July 2021, total food exports declined by 20% in volume compared to 

the same period in 2020. However, if compared to the first seven months of 2019, 2021 volumes 

scored a remarkable 20% gain (see Figure 9). This implies a still strong export position for the EU.  

Figure 8: Total European food imports and 

exports, 2017-2020, 

Figure 9: Total European food imports and 

exports, January to July, 2019-2021 

Source: Eurostat, Rabobank 2021 Source: Eurostat, Rabobank 2021 

The bottom line is that the ocean freight sector managed to transport high volumes of food 

products despite widespread congestion and supply chain hiccups. The drivers of global food 

trade are still at play, regardless of disruptions. The continuously increasing pork exports from 

Europe to China or the export of corn from the US are good examples of those drivers. 

The situation might change in 2022 for three reasons: 

 first, European and US food products are in high demand;

 second, as we described earlier, there is a reefer availability issue looming over the global food

export system; and

 third, food price increases are spreading all over the global economy, a factor that could start to

erode global demand growth.
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Disruptions Will Stay for a While 

Global food and agri supply chains have shown great resilience in coping with the disruptions of 

2020 and 2021. They recovered from the various lockdowns and managed to sustain growing 

volumes of global trade. 

Ocean carriers achieved record profits and have reinvested much of it in ordering new vessels. A 

record 3.5m TEUs of vessel capacity was ordered this year, amounting to 14% of the total current 

container slot base. Larger ships are expected to come into service in the coming years. However, 

these are long-term solutions. The global container distribution issue, regional reefer imbalances, 

and a global shortage in the food supply chain of truck drivers and skilled labor will remain the 

major disruption threats in the near future.  

On the dry container side, the priority for congested ports like the port of LA-LB is to re-establish 

a smooth flow of container handling in order to see rates slowly decline. This endeavor might take 

up all of 2022, leading to yet another year of high container rates. 

On the reefer side, total capacity is expected to maintain a steady 4% growth. Still, the regional 

imbalances following the disruptions in 2020 and 2021 will cause higher prices when South and 

Central America enter the food export season. These regions may, therefore, also face serious 

export challenges and the risk of revenue losses. 

Since the start of the pandemic, the reliability and efficiency of the EU-China rail link under the 

Belt and Road Initiative has provided traders on the continent with an alternative to ocean 

shipping. On the other hand, US rail has continued to suffer from low volumes during the 

pandemic and remains an underutilized mode of transportation. With proper investments to 

modernize the infrastructure, US rail could take on a more prominent role in the future, especially 

now that there is a shortage of truck drivers.  

Overall, we expect higher total transport costs to become the new normal for shippers, at least 

until the second half of 2022. We do believe that there is limited room for further increases in 

container rates, but price recovery will have a stormy course and is likely to last for at least 

another six to twelve months. While spot rates of containers have skyrocketed, the price 

differential between spot and contract markets has also doubled compared to pre-Covid times. 

This has thus emphasized the importance of supply chain transparency, early planning, and, more 

specifically, securing containers with contracts to avoid significant price fluctuations. 

 

https://research.rabobank.com/markets/en/detail/publication-detail.html?id=296721
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