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Market Update as Terminal Congestion, Driver and Chassis Shortages Worsens Across N. America 

 

As we have been reporting the past few months, the impact of the China-USA trade war and traditional peak 

season volumes were very significant this season and have now peaked to critical levels upon arrival to USA and 

Canadian ports, including, but not limited to, Vancouver, LA/Long Beach, Seattle/Tacoma, New York / New 

Jersey to name a few. This is posing significant challenges and delays for many modes of transport impacting the 

entire USA. Here are a few highlights for immediate review: 
 

• Leading up to the holidays, many Shippers/Importers focused on immediate inventory needs, replenishment 

stock after the holidays, and front-loading inventories for the first quarter and Spring merchandise as the 

threat loomed of additional tariffs from China. Although the tariffs are under further negotiations and the 

January 1st tariff increase of an additional 15% on top of the existing 10% has been postponed to March 2nd, 

volumes already shipped to initially avoid this have now arrived. The larger ocean freight terminals and rail 

ramps are now at critical levels, increasing long dwell times, escalating delays, and creating extra costs as a 

result. 
 

• The demand for Drayage Truckers for both inbound and outbound containers is plagued by continued 

shortages of drivers nationwide, the regulated hours they can operate and the inability to maximize their turns 

at the terminals and rail ramps. The major congestion at several ocean port terminals and rail ramps 

nationwide has created long lines with waiting times up to 6 hours in some of the major port areas: created 

more complexity in already flawed appointment systems; and limited space for empty containers returns. 

These obstacles have reduced the number of containers they can effectively move in a day. The alternative for 

inbound containers is to pre-pull containers, at an additional cost to offsite yards in order to get containers out 

quicker and help to avoid or reduce demurrage (storage). The trucker will then charge a mitigated daily 

storage, and stage them for delivery once a driver is available. With shortages in drivers and chassis, some 

regions of the country are already scheduled out two (2) weeks in advance from arrival to final delivery. This 

is likely to be the pattern for the next few weeks. We would also like to remind you that many drayage 

companies do not only work on behalf of shippers and freight forwarders, but also support the steamship lines 

directly by delivering or repositioning their containers, maxing out available drivers for some even further. 
 

• Chassis shortages continue to plague the process as they become very scarce with the higher than usual 

volumes that hit in such a short window. Larger importers that have brought in additional volumes due to the 

tariff war or are front-loading first quarter inventories, continue to be challenged with no space in their own 

distribution centers or have to utilize space in offsite yards and outsourced warehouse and fulfillment 

facilities. This means that full containers of product sit on chassis as temporary storage until they can be 

unloaded. This equipment (chassis and containers) could be tied up for over 30 days or more waiting for the 

unloading process. Future arrivals of inbound containers or the need to have outbound containers positioned 

for loadings will continue to experience delays over the coming weeks. Another point to mention is the 

thousands of chassis that sit damaged and awaiting repairs for months if not longer that have crippled 

equipment inventory, especially at critical times like now.  
 

• The continued obstacle of limited space to return empty containers is causing drayage truckers in some ocean 

port terminals and rail ramps to be turned away or being instructed to return them to a different location. This 

is already causing extra charges with waiting time and is considered an additional move if they are redirected 

to another location. Furthermore, this is causing increases in container per diem (detention) as well as 

additional chassis charges per day until returned, ultimately passed on to the client.  
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• Outbound / Export containers have also had many obstacles as a result of the current market conditions. The 

same issues with regards to the driver and chassis shortages are impacting the export community very hard, 

impacting schedules set for the container loading at the shipper’s facilities, as well as missing the cutoffs for 

the planned vessel booking. Major congestion at the rail ramps and ocean port terminals are also creating 

delays in getting the containers to the port of loading terminals timely and are therefore not in time for 

staging and vessel loading. As a result, late containers are being rolled out one or even two vessels later.  
 

• The Driver Shortages have also impacted domestic LTL and FTL carriers. The same volume increases have 

impacted the last mile deliveries or pickups from shippers relative to international air freight and less than 

container (LCL) cargo, in addition to domestic dock to dock moves. Long lines can be common at the 

Airports, Container Freight Stations (CFS), Distribution Centers, Fulfillment Warehouses and Shipper 

Warehouses. Such delays have put truckers in a situation of prioritizing time and avoiding scenarios of 

having to sit idle. Those that remain in the long lines are passing on waiting time at premium levels and even 

adding congestion surcharges. Those that cannot wait long, often decide to pull out in order to use their 

capacity elsewhere or make other deadlines. Such action pushes the recovery or drop off to another time or 

day, which has created some shipments to accrue storage (on inbound shipments), add time and costs for 

having to reattempt at a later time, and of course create delays beyond the standard expectations. The 

continued push of E-Commerce has also continued to add more strain on domestic truckers. 
 

• Warehouses around the country are reported at maximum capacity. Predominantly driven by the continued 

fast pace of E-Commerce growth, the front-loading of first quarter inventories by many shippers to avoid the 

China tariff (now postponed until March 2nd) has impacted many facilities with overflow from company 

distribution centers looking for storage as well as value added services to accommodate both short- and long-

term needs. Together with annual increases in rents, warehouse and distribution providers have also increased 

costs to cope with the demand of space that has increased labor and expenditures. 
 

• Trans Pacific Eastbound carriers have increased their “Blank Sailings” leading up to Chinese New Year. This 

will sharply reduce vessel capacity as we soon approach February 5th. Some carriers have also added blank 

sailings for the week after Chinese New Year as well, in anticipation of volumes dropping with less demand 

in shipping what is traditionally referred to as “slack season.” However, if there are any obstacles or negative 

reports related to the China/USA tariff negotiations, this could re-spark demand to import goods quickly and 

before the postponement period ends March 2, 2019. If you are shipping in the coming weeks, we highly 

recommend to continue planning and booking well in advance (2 to 3 weeks). Volatility can still be expected 

in both rates and space as the carriers leverage the blank sailings and space naturally tightens before the 

factories close for the week-long holiday. 
 

• Asia to USA Airfreight rates have begun to spike again and space has become tighter in anticipation of the 

Chinese New Year holiday. We recommend you book in advance to maintain proper transits and timelines 

required. 
 

• As reported back in our October and December market updates, a Low-Sulfur Fuel Mandate is set to be 

imposed in January 2020 by the International Maritime Organization (IMP). Shipowners will be required to 

burn low-sulfur fuel or install “scrubbers” that work to remove sulfur from the exhaust systems until they can 

convert. This global initiative involves a high degree of uncertainty to the actual cost models. The estimates 

are in the billions of dollars. Some “unofficial” forecasts see the additional costs as much as 30% to 50% 

more than the current high sulfur fuel being used today. As a result of this mandate and global awareness, the 

majority of steamship lines have already implemented a Low-Sulfur Surcharge now, in order to help offset 

costs they are experiencing to prepare for this mandate. Some carriers have already begun to change their 

BAF formulas and include this low sulfur surcharge under one (1) floating fee to simplify and maintain an 

all-inclusive fuel cost. Others will simply add it as a separate surcharge in addition to the BAF. 

 

 

For any further clarification, assistance or guidance on the above, please do not hesitate to contact your local 

handling office or account representative. 
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