Port congestion in Northern Europe fuels record surcharges and delays amid strikes and low water levels

[image: ]
Port congestion across Northern Europe is exacerbating an already complex shipping landscape, as labour shortages and strikes combine with logistical challenges to create a perfect storm for global trade. Major hubs, including Antwerp, Rotterdam, Hamburg, and Bremerhaven, are experiencing significant backlogs, which not only delay shipments but also inflate costs across the supply chain.
Drewry's latest Logistics Executive Briefing highlights that Bremerhaven is particularly beleaguered, suffering from labour shortages influenced by recent holidays. These shortages have compounded difficulties in logistics as low water levels on the Rhine limit barge capacity from the ports of Antwerp and Rotterdam. With berth waiting times increasing sharply—Antwerp's average jumped from 32 to 44 hours and Hamburg's from 34 to 50 hours—the effects on supply chains are becoming increasingly severe. Bremerhaven saw a staggering 77 per cent increase in waiting times during the same period.
This congestion is not isolated to Europe. Global trade routes are similarly afflicted, with major ports like Shenzhen, Los Angeles, and New York reporting rising numbers of vessels queued for docking—indicative of an underlying systemic issue impacting efficiency in the maritime supply chain. In response, carriers have begun imposing congestion surcharges and rerouting strategies to mitigate delays. Mediterranean Shipping Company (MSC), for instance, plans to invoke a congestion surcharge on shipments from Northern Europe to the Far East starting June 1, further elevating freight costs. Spot rates have already surged by 27 per cent since early May, with shipping costs from Shanghai to Los Angeles escalating from $2,590 to $3,197 in a matter of weeks.
Compounding these challenges are ongoing strikes by dockworkers across Europe, demanding better pay and working conditions. The resultant disruptions in key ports like Rotterdam and Antwerp are leading to severe backlogs, forcing shipping lines to reconsider their operational strategies. This wave of labour unrest dovetails with rising inflation and heightened living costs, leaving dockworkers advocating for wage increases that reflect the current economic climate.
Moreover, geopolitical factors also play a role in the complicating landscape. Attacks in the Red Sea have prompted shipping lines to divert vessels around the Cape of Good Hope, adding significant additional transit times—up to 14 days for some routes. The shifts have increased pressure on critical hub ports in Singapore and Dubai, further influencing global shipping schedules.
The convergence of these issues lays bare the vulnerabilities inherent in container shipping. As inventory planning is disrupted, businesses are now compelled to carry excess stock, thus increasing overhead costs and complicating logistics. Experts caution that real-time market insights are essential for cargo owners navigating these turbulent waters. Keeping track of port congestion, capacity constraints, and other critical indicators has become vital for informed decision-making in an era marked by uncertainty.
As the landscape continues to evolve, it is clear that resilience in the supply chain, alongside adaptive strategies, will be paramount in mitigating both current and future disruptions. The focus for stakeholders must shift towards fostering a more robust and responsive logistics ecosystem that can withstand these escalating challenges.
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