
Containers overboard!

Container ships are getting  
bigger: maximum capacity has 
roughly tripled in the past 20 years.

An analysis of the various causes of container losses and the role  
of different stakeholders

Why do containers fall overboard?
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In port, containers are 
secured in a process 
called lashing. This 
is done with lashing 
bars and turnbuckles. 
However, the upper 
containers on large 
container ships are only 
secured together at the 
corners with twistlocks.

Large forces can occur on a ship  
during sailing, especially during storm 
conditions. This happens, for example, 
due to violent side-to-side movements, 
waves hitting the ship and containers, and 
possibly hitting the seabed. The larger the 
container ship, the faster it returns to its 
equilibrium position in heavy weather.  
This makes container loss even more likely.

Many container ships operate 
under time pressure because time 
is money. According to insurers, 
sailing slower would cause fewer  
stability problems.
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Fire can also cause 

container loss. In 2021, 
the X-Press Pearl with 
1,486 containers on 

board burned for 
almost two weeks off 
the coast of Sri Lanka 

before sinking, releasing, 
among other things, a 

large amount of plastic 
pellets and chemicals 

into the sea.

2021

If heavy containers are stacked 
on light containers, the ship can 
become less stable.

Who is involved in container transport?
Container transport involves several stakeholders. Indirectly, everyone is 
involved to a certain extent, as almost everyone has items at home that have 
been transported in a container by sea.
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In November 2020, 
container ship ONE 
Apus lost over 1,800 

containers in the Pacific 
Ocean. A similar incident 
happened a few months 

later, when container 
ship Maersk Essen lost 
750 containers in the 

Pacific Ocean.

2020

How can we prevent container losses?

The forwarder3

facilitates transport, 
as an intermediate 
party.

The port 5

receives the container  
ships and provides facilities 
for loading and unloading 
and supervision/control.

The producer1 

delivers goods,  
which are transported 
by ship.

The cargo 
owner 

2 

has its own cargo 
transported by ship.

The consumer7

buys products, which 
have (partially or wholly) 
been transported by 
container ship.

The international 
maritime sector
must involve all parties to push 
for new safety requirements in 
IMO for the ever bigger container 
ships. This is also the advice 
from the Dutch Safety Board in 
its report published after the 
MSC Zoe container disaster. 
All stakeholders in maritime 
container transport have to 
face the consequences of these 
new safety requirements for the 
benefit of the environment.

The forwarder
should give safe container 
transport paramount priority 
when making agreements with 
other commercial parties.

The cargo owner
can choose a shipping company 
based on the measures it takes 
that benefit the environment. 
Cargo owners can also 
encourage shipping companies 
to implement improvements by 
specifying them in contractual 
agreements.

The shipping 
company
can secure containers better. 
Systems can also be developed 
to register container losses 
earlier. In storm conditions, 
voyages must be rerouted or 
postponed.

The port
can give priority to shipping 
companies with demonstrably 
improved safety requirements 
and offer flexibility to container 
ships that arrive later than 
planned due to waiting 
dangerous weather conditions. 
Additional checks can also be 
carried out and facilitated.

The insurer
might compensate damage 
suffered due to container 
loss only when pre-
agreed progressive safety 
requirements for container 
transport have been met.

The consumer
can ask sellers about how the 
product was transported and 
insist on new standards that 
ensure improved procedures 
around safe container transport.

As well as severe environmental 
damage, there is economic damage 
too.  
In the case of the 1,800 containers  
that fell overboard from the ONE Apus, 
an estimated $200 million of cargo 
was lost.

Not everything that happens at sea 
is automatically recorded. 
Therefore we can say that there is 
a high probability that the actual 
amount of container losses is higher 
than that is reported.

A TEU is a standard size for 
containers and stands for 
Twenty-foot Equivalent Unit, or a 
container over six metres long.

CONTAINER TRANSSHIPMENT AT PORTS WORLDWIDE CONTINUES TO GROW

A few examples

Do you want to learn more about container loss and how to prevent it?
Contact The North Sea Foundation.
www.noordzee.nl  |   info@noordzee.nl

The shipping 
company 

4 

provides transport with  
its container ships.

The shop / 
warehouse 

6

where the products 
are displayed or 
stored before they are 
purchased.

Every stakeholder can take responsibility for achieving 
safer container transport, but no one can do it alone. 
The North Sea Foundation would prefer measures to 
be laid down by law by the IMO, but it takes a long time 
to develop global policies. Safe container transport 
therefore requires all stakeholders involved to opt for 
voluntary measures as soon as possible.

The insurer
insures the transported goods.

The IMO
The International Maritime 
Organization sets global regulations 
for the maritime sector regarding 
safety and the environment.

This is what happens when containers fall overboard

How big is the problem and what are the consequences?

The loss of containers  
causes economic loss 

The containers and their 
contents end up in the sea

The contents of the 
containers cause 

extensive environmental 
pollution

Floating containers create 
unsafe situations, possibly 

causing collisions

Cargo and containers are 
often difficult to salvage

The North Sea Foundation
As a Dutch environmental 
organisation, together with other 
NGOs, we draw attention to container 
losses and try to prevent them in the 
future to protect the seas and oceans.

If a ship sails fast in severe weather 
conditions, the forces involved are 
increased. If a ship is not moving 
or is moving more slowly, the ship 
moves less, is more stable and is  
less likely to lose containers. The 
sailing direction is also important  
for stability.

A large container ship is 400 metres long. 
Due to the forces/accelerations  
on a ship, some twistlocks may break  
and entire stacks of containers may fall 
over like dominoes.
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In 2018, container ship 
Maersk Shanghai lost 
70 containers off the 
US coast. Nike shoes 
washed up later on  
several beaches in 

Europe after a journey 
of more than 8,000 km. 
Shoes have been found 

on the Azores and in 
Ireland, UK, France and 

Belgium.
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In 1997, container ship 

Tokio Express was 
sailing from Rotterdam 

to New York when 62 
containers fell overboard 
near England. One con-
tainer was full of Lego, 

causing nearly 5 million 
Lego pieces to end up in 

the sea. Since then,  
Lego has regularly 

washed up onshore.
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On 2 January 2019, 

container ship MSC Zoe 
lost 342 containers off 

the Dutch coast. As such 
an estimated 3.2 million 

kilos of cargo entered 
the marine ecosystem.

2019

Facts & Figures
According to the World Shipping Council, 
an average of 3,113 containers per year fell 
overboard in 2020 and 2021.
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