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Market Update as Congestion, Driver Shortage and Chassis Shortage Increase  

 

As we have been regularly reporting that the combination of the China-USA trade war and traditional peak season 

volumes prior to the holidays posed significant challenges and delays to accommodate what was then a January 1st 

deadline. As those volumes arrive into the USA, the impact will continue to pose major obstacles. Here are a few 

highlights for immediate review: 

 

• Shippers/Importers not only focused on immediate inventory needs for the holidays and normal 

replenishment stock, but also looked to front load inventories for the first quarter and Spring 

merchandise under lower tariff amounts as the threat of additional China inbound tariffs loomed. 

Although the tariffs are under further negotiations (for 90 days) and the January 1st tariff increase of an 

additional15% on top of the existing 10% has been postponed, volumes already shipped to initially avoid 

this are now arriving. This is impacting terminals and rail ramps that are already congested and facing 

long dwell times, rail car shortages, driver shortages, chassis shortages as well as longer wait times. 

Delays, extra costs and new surcharges are escalating as we approach the holidays and the demands to 

keep product moving. 

 

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

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

terminals and rail ramps. The long lines, flawed appointment systems and limited space for empty 

containers returns at the terminals and rail ramps have reduced the number of containers they can 

effectively move in a day, resorting to pre-pulling containers, at an additional cost, to offsite yards just to 

get them out of the terminal to help either avoid or reduce demurrage (storage). It also allows the 

trucking company to more efficiently use drivers for last mile moves from their own yards and not have 

to factor in the time spent waiting at the ports and ramps, which can be as much as 2 to 6 hours, 

which also adds costs for waiting time. With shortages in available drivers, this is compounded even 

more. In some regions of the country, availability for a driver is now up to 2 weeks out from 

availability (or more) and likely to be more evident in the coming weeks.  

 

• A new obstacle developing is the limited space to return empty containers and causing drayage truckers 

to be turned away by the terminals and rail ramps or 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 as it is limiting the drayage companies in efficiently returning the 

equipment in time. Drayage providers and steamship lines have no choice but to pass these charges on as 

a market condition. These unfortunately become pass through charges to the client.  

 

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

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

tariff war or front loading 1st quarter inventories are now challenged with no space in their own DC’s or 

limited space in offsite warehouse and fulfillment centers as the E-Commerce revolution occupies much 

of the space for 3PL’s growing in this arena. This means that full containers of product sit on chassis as 

temporary storage in DC or container yards. This equipment (chassis and containers) could be tied up for 

over 30 days or more waiting for space to open up to unload product. Future arrivals of inbound 

containers or the need to have outbound containers positioned for loading are certainly going to see 

delays in the coming weeks. Another point to mention is the thousands of chassis that sit damaged and 

awaiting repairs for months if not longer.  
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• All of the above have prompted drayage truckers to increase rates, implement or pass on surcharges that 

the congestion is causing, and reject new or transactional clients. Drayage companies do not only work 

on behalf of shippers and freight forwarders, but many support the steamship lines directly in delivering 

or repositioning their containers.  

 

• As reported back in October, a Low-Sulfur Fuel Mandate is set to be imposed in 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. As this is a 

global initiative and involves a high degree of uncertainty to the actual cost models, estimates are in the 

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

sulfur fuel being used today. As a result of this mandate and global awareness already being highlighted, 

the majority of steamship lines have announced a Low-Sulfur Surcharge that they will be 

implementing as of January 1, 2019 to begin proactively offsetting costs they are currently absorbing. 

This surcharge will be updated on a per carrier basis for both inbound and outbound containers. 

 

• In terms of continued volumes coming out of China, a slowdown is starting to be experienced after the 

tariff deadline is no longer a factor. However, carriers are reporting that bookings are still quite strong, 

vessel utilization is good and combined with blank and voided sailings in the coming weeks by some 

carriers, efforts to maintain supply and demand of space are still in play. There remains some uncertainty 

as to whether the volume levels will be sustained up to Chinese New Year, which begins on February 

5th. Furthermore, any obstacles or negative reports related to the China/USA tariff negotiations could re-

spark demand to import goods quickly. If you are shipping in the coming weeks, we highly recommend 

to continue planning and booking well in advance. As rates continue to fall from their recent highs, 

volatility can still be expected if there are any signs of increased bookings. 

 

 

 

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

account representative. 
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