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A new Maersk-led
VLCC pool aims

to operate 50 ships
with an average
age of just 3.5
years by the end
of this year.

Jonathan Boonzaier Singapore

Nova Tankers, the new VLCC pool
sat up by partners Maersk Tankers,
Mitsui OSK Lines (MOL)’s Phoe-
nix Tankers, Ocean Tankers and
Samco Shipholding opened its
doors for business this week.

The ambitious undertaking
seeks to create a fleet of 50 mod-
ern VLCCs by the end of the year.

TradeWinds sat down for an ex-
clusive interview with Nova Tank-
ers managing director Morten Pil-
nov to find out how the pool will
operate and what impact he
expects it to have on the VLCC
market.

Plans for Nova Tankers first
emerged late last year, when it was
revealed that the four partners
were in the process of setting up a
pool with a focus on the spot mar-
ket. Each partner has a very mod-
ern fleet and enjoys an excellent
reputation in the market,

“When we first decided to set up
the pool, we had dialogue with
various tanker operators. To make
a pool successful you need part-
ners who share the same beliefs
and values. All of us are financially
strong, have modern fleets and
have a focus on quality and safety,”
said Pilnov, who was previously
head of gas for Maersk Tankers.

Setting up the pool was in part a
response to the lacklustre VLCC
market but Pilnov is quick to
stress that the partners are in it for
the long haul and will hopefully
not pull out when the markets im-
prove.

“At Maersk Tankers, we have
had very good experiences with
pools that have existed through
both good and bad times. We will
keep Nova running as long as all
the partners are willing to do so,”
he said.

Combining their VLCC fleets
gives each partner better market
coverage and operational efficien-
cv.

New ground

Joining the Nova Tankers VLCC
pool marks a major change in di-
rection for two of the four pool
pariners,

Pool partnerships are nothing
new for Maersk Tankers and Mit-
sui OSK Lines (MOL) but it is
new ground for both Ocean Tank-
ers and Samco Shipholding.

Ocean Tankers of Singapore,
which is not to be confused with
the troubled Cypriot company
that shares the same name, has
always been regarded as a fierce-
ly independent operator, al-
though joining Nova could mark
a new era of close co-operation
with other industry players,

Ocean Tankers chief executive
Evan Lim says the company de-
cided to join Nova because of the
challenging conditions shipown-
ers are facing,

“We hope that by joining the
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“It is not possible for operators
with smaller fleets to build up
good relationships with charter-
ers if most of the time they don’t
have an available ship. The pool
gives customers a greater deal of
flexibility and reliability,” said
Pilnov.

Naturally the pool also offers its
partners greater efficiencies and
economies of scale, especially

since there will no longer be a du-
plication of chartering teams in
each company’s offices. The pool
will also be able to benefit from
individual purchasing and agency
agreements that are already in
place.

Pilnov says that at present it is
difficult to say whether the pool
will give any advantage on freight
rates.

“It is too early to make that de-
termination. The focus right now
is on optimising vessel efficien-
cies,” he explained.

It is still early days for Nova
Tankers and ships are joining the
pool as and when they become
free from existing employment.
Pilnov expects the fleet will grow
to 37 ships within the next two
months.
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for partners Ocean Tankers and Samco

pool we will share common re-
sources that will allow better ef-
ficiencies. We won't be worse off
than if we did not join,” he ex-
plained.

Ocean Tankers operates a large

Joining Nova also marks a new
era for Samco.

The company is managed from
Singapore but owned by the Al-
rehab family of Saudi Arabia. It
controls a fleet of 10 modern
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The market needs consolidation
and if our experience with Nova
is successful we may also con-
sider adding our other classes of
vessels to pools,” said Lim.

Hermelin tells TradeWinds that
several of these vessels are coming
off period charter, which has put
the company in the unusual posi-
tion of playing the spot market.

Reluctant to fix its VLCCs out
on period employment at the
very low rates currently being of-
fered, Samco has instead opted
to place available vessels in the
Nova pool.

“It is more cost-efficient for us
to do so, rather than operating in
the spot market independently,”
said Hermelin,

Samco has a further two VLCC
newbuildings set to join its fleet
later this year and they too may
go into the pool. It also has a
handful of vessels that date from
the late 1990s and early 2000s.

These are slightly older than
the age wanted by the pool but
Hermelin says Samco has not
been precluded from adding
them. Tanker sources say it is un-
likely the oldest ships will join as
they are still working on very
long period charters.

“Our plan is to have 50 VLCCs
with an average fleet age of 3.5
years by the end of this year,” Pil-
nov explained,

He stresses that the fleet ar-
rangement will be fairly flexible,
with individual partners being
free to withdraw a vessel if they
sell a ship or line up long-term
employvment. Similarly, partners
can add new vessels or ones that
are coming off period employ-
ment,

Pilnov does not disclose exactly
how many vessels each partner
will deploy in the pool, except to
say Maersk Tankers will be con-
tributing 19.

Samco chief executive Bengt
Hermelin says his company ini-
tially plans on contributing six
vessels from its 12-strong VLCC
fleet, while Evan Lim, executive
director of Ocean Tankers, tells
TradeWinds that it is considering
adding up to 14 tankers.

Nova Tankers has long stressed
that it aims to operate a very mod-
ern VLCC fleet and this is sup-
ported by the young fleet-age pro-
file of its partners.

Pilnov is reluctant to divulge
any age cut-off point for potential
vessel candidates and, given the
young profile of the partners’
fleets, this is unlikely to be a press-
ing matter for several vears to
come,

Operators of pools are always
keen to grow their size and part-
nership base, something Pilnov
says Nova Tankers is also keen to
do but only at some point in the
future.

“We will be interested in con-
sidering other like-minded parties
but for now our concern is that we
are running this pool as efficiently
as possible,” he concluded.



