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Minutes of the Maritime, Road and Rail Policy Group 

Meeting  
 

Minutes of the Maritime, Road and Rail Policy Group Meeting held via Teams on the 25th March 2021.  

The meeting commenced at 9.30 am. 

 

Agenda item 1 – Competition Statement 

 

The Chair read out the Competition Statement at the commencement of the meeting.  

 

 

Agenda item 2 – Agree the Minutes of the meeting of the 27th January 2021. 

 

The meeting agreed that the Minutes were an accurate record of the meeting and the Chair asked the 

Secretariat to sign them on their behalf. 

 

 

Agenda item 3 – Matters arising from the meeting of the  27th January 2021.  

 

There were no matters arising or action points arising from the meeting . 

 

 

Agenda item 4 – Problems in the container industry  

 

There was a wide ranging discussion regarding the current problems in the container industry, the 

variations in government responses were noted from the active canvassing of views etc undertaken by 

the FMC in the USA to the UK Governments “laissez-faire” approach. 

 

There were a wide range of views regarding the issue expressed, BIFA representatives emphasised that 

the current problems were not solely of the shipping lines making other factors had contributed to the 

problems and all parties had to reflect on the situation.  It was agreed that issues such as the very poor 

reliability and customer service issues were of significant concern:- 

 

The following underlying problems were identified:- 

 

• The increasing commodisation of container shipping, which had undermined service  

• Introduction of ULCV’s to transport goods, without regard to the port industry’s capability to 

discharge/reload them 

• Disruptive impact of COVID 19 firstly on the supply side, then on the distribution/consumption 

side 

• Removal of capacity due to increased H&S requirements stemming from COVID 19 

• Different parties in the supply chain had different ambitions and requirements which were 

mutually incompatible, with some actually benefitting from price instability 

 

 

Additional problems were identified:- 

 

• Carriers were electing to roll full export containers in favour of repatriating empty containers to 

Far East because they could earn more money doing so 
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• In other instances, it had been impossible find space to return empty containers (in the UK 

vessels had to leave sufficient space to ensure full export containers could be collected in 

Hamburg, Rotterdam etc) 

• Lack of exports from the UK, the ratio used to be for every 2 import containers one could be 

refilled with export cargo.  Stricter re-cycling regulations in Far East had seriously reduced 

exports from the UK, now only 1 in 4 of import containers were being reshipped loaded with UK 

manufactured export goods 

• To keep to schedules lines were not allowing enough time in port to both offload import 

containers and re-load empties, the latter being often seen as of low priority 

• In some cases, containers full of unwanted/ non-compliant PPE were being left on the quay, at 

one time it was rumoured that there were 11,000 such containers at Felixstowe. 

• Lack of flexibility from the line in making available or accepting alternative cargo routings. 

• All Members complained about poor customer service and very low reliability schedules from 

shipping lines. 

• High consumer demand which had increased by about 9% had placed considerable pressure on 

finite capacity in the supply chain 

• Prices in the maritime container market were particularly sensitive to supply/demand fluctuations 

 

Some Members felt that carriers were overcharging for shipping goods from the Far East to EU 

manipulating supply by blanking sailing etc.  An alternative view is that the issue is the imbalance of 

supply and demand exacerbated by the shortage of containers in the Far East.  BIFA emphasised that 

price is not an area that the Association could discuss.  It was more appropriate for the Association to 

focus on areas such as:- 

 

• Quay rent/ demurrage charges when ports could not make goods available for collection from 

their premises. 

• General poor service from carriers  

 

Whilst problems were identified and discussed solutions were more difficult to pinpoint:- 

 

• Greater contractual responsibility enforcing all parties’ obligations to ensure that shippers 

tendered the volumes covered by a contract and the shipping line shipped them on the correct 

vessel 

• Much greater transparency regarding charges and surcharges  

 

Regarding the FMC increased monitoring of the market the agency, the meeting believed that this was 

more to do with controlling price than improving service.  Also, the Chinese Governments comments 

about pricing harming C 

 

No-one under-estimated the difficulty in trying to bring some sort of order back to the market, with one 

attendee referring to shipping line regulation as “like trying to herd cats”  Also, there was a view that 

restoring a properly functioning conference with stable rates supported by a commitment to ship goods 

as booked with transit times being adhered to would held restore stability.  The conference would work 

alongside the non-regulated market, at least providing choice. 

 

 

Agenda item 5 – Developments at Felixstowe 

 

Since the appointment of a new Chief Executive at the port in Q4 2021, the port had offered improved 

service levels.  However, it was anticipated that it would be June 2021 before service levels were fully  
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restored.  The new management team had taken steps to improve service levels and increase capacity 

through productivity improvements:- 

 

• Dredging was ongoing to increase the number of berths that could handle the ULCVs 

• New shore equipment such as cranes and remotely controlled RTGs had either been ordered or 

were on order 

• Changes to the VBS system which required a container number to be quoted on all bookings had 

improved slot allocation and efficiency in handling deliveries and collections 

• Generally, the new management team were more willing to engage with port users. 

 

Members noted that service levels had improved at Felixstowe during 2021. 

 

 

Agenda item 6 – CDS and Customs updates 

 

The meeting heard that HMRC were re-structuring multiple work-streams under one umbrella. This had 

temporarily disrupted consultation with trade bodies, which is expected to resume soon.  It was 

anticipated that there would soon be an announcement as to when CHIEF would be closed down. 

 

It was expected that software companies would start to make available updated CDS compliant IT 

systems in Q2/3 of 2021 to allow forwarders/customs brokers to start the migration to the new system.  It 

was anticipated that HMRC would liaise with trade to produce a timetable for this migration. 

 

The software houses had significant concerns regarding the delay to implementation to full border 

controls, because now their imposition would coincide with industry and customs implementing CDS, as 

one attendee commented “the delay has merely kicked the can down the road”. 

 

 

Agenda item 7 – Dangerous goods 

 

The Dangerous Goods Office at Felixstowe have increased inspection rates and were identifying high 

levels of non-compliance on inbound shipments particularly those from China.  Placarding related issues 

are easily identifiable and attracting specific attention. 

 

Due to Chinese authorities requiring containers goods shipped under UN 3171 ( Class 9) to show a 

Class 9 placard , when the IMDG Code does not , the Felixstowe authorities are stopping these 

containers and removing the placarding to make them compliant. 

 

The issues are twofold the delay caused in releasing the containers from the quay, potentially resulting in 

quay rent plus the ports charge for removing the placards.  One shipping line intended to write to the 

DfTs Maritime Dangerous Goods Department to aske for guidance on the matter. 

 

 

Agenda item 8 – EU Exit Related matters 

 

There was a discussion regarding the filing of the Import Safety and Security Declaration for goods 

imported from the EU.  BIFA had consistently argued that this was the most difficult issue facing the  
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sector in connection with EU Exit, and that in a high volume roro environment would be particularly  

difficult to implement due to the time frames and the inability of the hauliers to collect and transmit the 

data. 

 

There followed a wide ranging discussion regarding the very high levels of import non-compliance of EU 

imported goods at the frontier, specifically linked to the Delayed Declaration regime.  Whilst no-one knew  

the exact extent of the problem all agreed that it was significant, and that Government was not in control 

of the situation, and that delaying controls such as the full implementation of GVMS would simply 

exacerbate the problem.  Many meeting attendees had either received or had importers who had 

received cargo which had not been declared to HMRC under either the pre-entry or EIDR model. 

 

BIFA had brought this matter to the attention of HMRC, and Michael Gove and no reply had been 

forthcoming.  BIFA was continuing to press for guidance on how to regularise such shipments when 

received. 

 

There was a feeling that trade flows were gradually improving, and that Member States were interpreting 

the Free Tarde Agreement in a more consistent manner.  An overview of the facilities and processes at 

Calais for handling the import of foodstuffs etc was given, highlighting the bureaucratic and labour 

intense nature of the system.   

 

 

Agenda item 9 – Any other business 

 

None had been formally tendered , but the meetings attention was drawn to the need to start focussing 

on emissions related matters. 

 

 

Agenda item 10 Date of next meeting 

 

It was agreed to hold the next meeting on the 30th June 2021 by Zoom 

 

 


