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Despite some dubious claims that supply chains are showing early signs of re-
normalisation, planetary logistical woes show little sign of abating. Record breaking 
costs and delays continue to escalate across the world’s major shipping routes, and 
consolidation, underinvestment, and emissions regulations are predicted to sustain 
persistently high shipping rates for the foreseeable future. The opacity of the supply 
chain also exacerbates problems. With only partial information, interventions to 
address a problem at one point often deepen problems elsewhere: 
 
"For example, Hamburg changed the rules concerning how early trucks with 
containers for export could arrive at the port. The idea was to reduce box congestion 
on the docks, quay and yard. A sensible move from a port perspective, Jensen said, 
but it led to a hold-up for many trucks already en route to the port, thus removing 
lorry capacity from Germany’s supply chain." 
 
Although the problems are widely generalised, China and the LA/Long Beach port 
complex stand out in reporting. 
 
90% of world trade moves by sea and 7/10 of the world’s major ports are based in 
China, including the world’s busiest in Shanghai. Tough zero-covid measures 
(particularly ahead of the February Winter Olympics) are causing ongoing closures 
and disruption, with global ramifications. Despite the US-China trade war and some 
efforts at reshoring or supplier diversification, various pressures continue to 
concentrate industrial production in the country. E.g. many competing locations lack 
comparable workforce skills, infrastructure, and supplier intermediaries, even if wage 
costs are similar (or lower). Components would often have to be imported from China 
anyway, incurring taxes and transport costs as well as the risk of delays 
The size of China's market makes it basically unavoidable for many firms seeking to 
compete on a world market level. 
 
Lockdowns and disruption elsewhere have actually increased dependence on 
China's extensive and well established domestic supply chains. 
 
Meanwhile in the LA/Long Beach port complex, outdated infrastructure, limited inland 
warehouse capacity (scraping 0.7%), labour shortages, and the inability to work 24/7 
(like Asian ports) are contributing to severe congestion. The port accounts for 22% of 
global shipping capacity waiting to berth. Although there have recently been 
superficial signs of decongestion, this a consequence of ships being told to remain 
further offshore while awaiting approval to approach, giving the appearance of 
decongestion while actually increasing waiting times. More trouble’s on the horizon 
with the expiration and renegotiation of dockworker contracts in July. 
 
The impact of the supply chain crisis has been uneven. Large firms have generally 
managed to weather its impact with measures like supplier diversification, increased 
lead-in times, increased inventories, decreased product ranges, and concessions to 
workers and suppliers. After massive disruptions in south-east Asia last year, for 
example, Toyota recently announced that the shutdown of their Tianjin plant this year 
was “unlikely to bring global impact on our supply as localisation has progressed 
considerably”. Domestic manufacturing incentives in North America, Europe, and 
Japan are also contributing to some level of reshoring, while last year’s global deal 
on corporate tax (establishing a 15% floor) is expected to reduce the attraction of 
low-tax states as headquarters or industrial locations. 
 



At the same time, many of these measures (diversification, increased inventories, 
etc.) take time and are not viable for all enterprises. The increased warehouse 
demand, for example, pushes up prices and increases the backlogs at the ports, 
intensifying pressure on weaker competitors. All around the world, smaller producers 
that can’t afford the move to air freight have been forced into temporary closures or 
bankruptcy. In an effort to limit the impact of delays, shipping companies are 
reducing their port calls, but as a consequence cutting off less profitable routes. The 
connectivity of African nations has recently fallen by 12%, increasing trade costs and 
prices on the continent. 
 
In summary, the disruption looks set to persist, although with large firms and 
dominant states largely able to circumvent the worst of the impacts. Supply chain 
managers biggest anxieties focus on China, where protracted lockdowns or an 
economic crash could spell shortages on a scale well beyond anything the pandemic 
has presented so far. 
 
	


