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Nothing left to assumption
by Peregrine Storrs-Fox, Risk Management Director, TT Club

With supply chain congestion and widespread delays in the container trades currently being experienced, 
abandoned cargo is likely to cause headaches for many stakeholders, including ports and terminals, 
forwarders and logistics companies, and, of course, carriers. Cargo abandonment has always been 
problematic; the surge in container demand over recent months has, however, compounded container 
ship capacity issues, port congestion and consequent severe transit delays. Such hold-ups and potential 
additional costs to the cargo owners do little to alleviate the practice of cargo interests to abandon their 
shipments when faced with circumstances such as loss of their market for goods or even bankruptcy.

Risks surrounding abandoned cargo and how to avoid them

T here can be many potential causes 
of cargo being abandoned at some 
point in the supply chain – under-
standing what they are should 

offer some protection. Most commonly, 
goods are abandoned at the destination 
port. For terminals, the increased risks of 
safety, security and regulatory infraction 
are inevitable. In dealing with the long-
term storage issues, collecting outstanding 
charges, tracking interested parties, and 
possible disposal of goods put a significant 
demand on management and operational 
resources in each instance.

Lost in the shuffle
There can be tragic consequences in 

extreme cases, as with the sad tale of the 
long-term stored ammonium nitrate fer-
tiliser exploding at the Lebanese Port of 
Beirut, killing more than 200 people and 
injuring many more in August 2020. The 
dangerous stockpile had been neglected at 
the port for years. In the aftermath of the 
deadly blast, port authorities revealed that 
a further 50 abandoned containers filled 
with hazardous chemicals had also been 
discovered in an open-air storage yard. 
They had been languishing at the port for 
more than a decade. 

Even amongst sophisticated and well-
ordered operations, it has been known 
that regulated dangerous consignments 
have simply been ‘lost’ in the system. 

There is no room for complacency, 
and therefore ongoing, routine physi-
cal checks of the yard remain necessary 
adjuncts to technologies.

Terminal operating systems have been 
developed to, among many other things, 
dynamically position import containers 
for ease of access and dispatch, consider-
ing space availability. As such, abandoned 
cargoes in containers clog the system and 
disrupt the operational efficiencies, affect-
ing the throughput and service levels. 
Safety is a further concern when deal-
ing with such containers, and knowledge 
of the cargo’s nature and its condition 
is vital, although not always accurately 
available in these circumstances. Potential 
reactivity with adjacent loads and how to 
handle such freight in emergencies are all 
worthwhile considerations.

Those within terminal operators, port 
authorities and others left with the respon-
sibility of removing and/or disposing of 
the goods and returning the container to 
the appropriate carrier need guidance.  
TT Club has a mission to advise and help 
mitigate such problems and therefore has 
published Abandonment of cargo: Avoiding 
the pitfalls. It is essential to identify the 
red flags – certain commodities, such as 
waste, scrap, materials for recycling and 
personal effects. Furthermore, once the 
cargo is defined as abandoned, the pub-
lication outlines the role of enforcement 

agencies and the responsibilities of others 
involved in the supply chain.

Forwarders, carriers and other trans-
port operators must make efforts to iden-
tify problematic commodities, routings and 
destinations. Other alarm bells may include 
uncertainties concerning the nature of the 
shipper or sanction issues. The simple lesson 
is that all bookings should be subject to 
deliberate business decision-making – and 
procedures should be crystal clear on how 
to handle all exceptions. Adequate advance 
consideration will lead to an informed com-
mercial decision to decline the booking.

Similarly, be alert to the risks presented 
by counterfeit, non-compliant and pro-
hibited goods. Inevitably, identifying such 
shipments (and the criminals seeking to 
exploit legitimate transport operations) 
presents substantial difficulty. Likely, the 
goods won’t be declared accurately, both 
as concealment of the illicit trade and in 
terms of the nature of the potential hazards.

Varying reasons
Knowing your shipper is fundamental in 

identifying heightened risks. Not all cases of 
abandoned cargo involve a party who inten-
tionally seeks to deceive, but conducting 
careful due diligence will pay dividends. The 
reliability of the shipper is a vital considera-
tion to assess any heightened risk. Among 
others, consider the cargo routing being pre-
sented for shipment and deliberately develop 
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knowledge over time concerning usual trade 
routes for certain commodities.

The underlying sales contract will not 
usually be visible to the freight operator, but 
its terms could point to a reason for aban-
doned cargo. Be alert to factors that may 
indicate potential problems, not just where 
the load is “shipped to the order of” but also 
changes in economic or market conditions.

As mentioned, certain commodities 
present more risk – and may be inf luenced 

by geographical or seasonal conditions. 
Being alert at the outset of the booking 
process may reduce exposure. Experience 
will complete one’s list, but here are a few 

commodities commonly presenting higher 
risk: waste (all kinds including fabric, 
paper and wood), scrap (metals, plastics, 
wood), cargoes intended for recycling 
(often waste shipments with an alternate 
descriptor), used computer equipment, 
worn tyres, and personal effects.

While the reasons for uncollected cargo 
vary, most are relatively low value, high 
volume and often not newly manufactured 
goods. Particularly from cargo integrity 
concerns, it is fundamental to recognise 
that declarations may also be fraudulent.

A disproportionate impact
Abandoned cargo is not a new challenge. 

Every year, delivery delay or failure of the 
consignee to collect cargo results in sub-
stantial storage, container demurrage and 
detention costs. These issues are also invari-
ably complex and require expensive man-
agement time to resolve. There may be no 
legal or contractual way to escape liability or 
recover the costs associated with abandoned 
cargo, including container demurrage, port 
storage, disposal costs or fines.

As a result, learning how to identify risks 
early to help mitigate the inevitable fallout 
is key. Commonly, TT Club recommends 
establishing effective due diligence pro-
cedures and developing specific processes 
to identify suspect shipments to stay one 
step ahead. Early detection and proactive 
management reduce losses. However, in the 
complexity of the logistics supply chain, 
such things are not always straightforward. 
While sales pressures should be managed, 
relationships with partner operators may 
dictate tolerating certain bookings where 
assurances are less present.

In common with many troublesome 
issues, the reality is that uncollected 
goods affect a small fraction of transac-
tions, although it will have a dispropor-
tionate impact on time, distraction and 
cost. Whatever the cause – be it a mistake, 
fraud, insolvency or fiscal issues – the 
lesson of Beirut sadly needs to be learned 
the world over.

TT Club has been involved in many other 
instances where dangerous goods have lan-
guished in terminal areas until their hazards 
were exposed. The simple lesson is: leave 
nothing to assumption – and certainly do 
not abandon preparation and practice. �

TT Club specialises in the insurance of intermodal operators, 
non-vessel owning common carriers, freight forwarders, 
logistics operators, marine terminals, stevedores, port 
authorities and ship operators. The company also deals with 

claims, underwriting, risk management as well as actively works on increasing safety 
through the transport & logistics field. Please visit www.ttclub.com for more info.
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