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“The Greek year”

The XXII Euro-Med Convention 
From Land to Sea, 
4-7 October 2018, 

Athens

This year a record number of 650 guests from more than 30 countries gathered in Athens for the 22nd 
edition of the Grimaldi Group’s Euro-Med Convention. It wasn’t a coincidence that after 11 years the event 
came back to the capital of Greece. The year 2007 heralded a series of global crises that shook the very 
foundation of the Greek economy and society, not least the maritime part which for centuries has been a 
vital element of the nation’s DNA. As such, the 2018 Euro-Med Convention wasn’t only a follow-up to last 
year’s conference, with its main focus put on technology and how it ties to environmental performance, but 
also tried to answer in what shape is Greece’s ro-ro and ferry market after it was struck by several storms.

by Przemysław Myszka
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t
he annual meeting was kicked off by 
Emanuele Grimaldi, the man at the 
top of the entire Group, who set the 
conference’s tone by saying, “We are 

in the place where the Agora was born, 
where citizens exchanged opinions and 
proposals about the future of the commu-
nity in full freedom, where the foundations 
of occidental thinking were laid down.” He 
then emphasised that climate change and 
digitalisation are the two megatrends that 
are currently being discussed the most – 
and through this eco-technological-devel-
opment-lens he went on to summarise how 
the numerous divisions of the Group faired 
last year.

Size matters, so do technology, environ-
ment, and people

The general impression that stood 
out from Grimaldi’s speech was that size 
matters. Back last year, the company 
ordered 10 ro-ro newbuildings that, once 
delivered, will be the world’s largest and 
most eco-friendly per transported cargo 
unit (only to opt for two more this year), of 
which three of 5,400 lane metres of cargo 

in the meantime it also bought two ships 
(Cruise Ausonia and Corfu), and took an-
other two (Amiscora and Florencia) back 
from a charter. Minoan Lines, the Group’s 
Greek ferry subsidiary, took back Mykonos 
Palace and the high speed craft/catama-
ran Santorini Palace.

Having mentioned Minoan, Grimaldi 
used the company as an example of how 
the financial and euro zone crises im-
pacted it, demanding some bold actions 
to weather down these storms (during the 
panel debate, Grimaldi praised all the em-
ployees of Minoan without whose efforts 
it’d be impossible to sail through rough 
waters). A decade ago, Minoan had a debt 
in the excess of €500m and was losing 
money. Fast forward to today, after letting 
go of all operations and stakes outside of 
its core business (incl. shares in Hellenic 
Seaways), the shipping line is liability-free, 
its earnings are in the black, and it has a 
bigger fleet thanks to which new services 
were launched, such as with Chania and 
the Cyclades Islands.

As for fleet-wide investments, Grimal-
di continued, 80 ships received a silicon 

capacity will be ice-classed, meaning 
that they’ll be deployed in the sometimes 
extremely harsh and demanding 
environment of the northern Baltic (where 
the Group’s Finnlines is again plying 
the waters with Europalink, whereas six 
other vessels were cut in half in order to 
be enlarged with new midsections, an 
investment for which the company was 
recognised at the beginning of 2018 with 
a Baltic Trendsetters Club Certificate 
awarded by the Baltic Transport Journal). In 
addition, the Grimaldi Group is working on 
a new ro-pax design, the Superstar, for its 
Baltic services, specifically shorter routes 
like Malmö-Travemünde and Kapellskär-
Paldiski; the goal is to make Superstar 
around 40% more eco-performant per 
cargo unit than the Star Class vessels.

Next, the car carrier branch is getting 
bigger, too, following the delivery of the 
first three deep sea vessels in a series of 
10 (Grande Baltimore, Grande Philadel-
phia, and Grande New York). The southern 
fleet is expanding as well; here Grimaldi 
Lines will lengthen two of its cruise ferries 
(Cruise Roma and Cruise Barcelona), while 
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coating for smoother hull-water friction, 
while 30 had their propulsion system 
upgraded, all in order to lower bunker 
consumption. A total of 26 vessels were 
equipped with scrubbers. As a result, while 
the Group carried 11% more tonnage last 
year than in 2016, the emissions of carbon 
and sulphur dioxides decreased by 3.3% 
and 6.2% per nautical mile, respectively.

The company will also invest in its land 
assets, i.a., in new terminals, quays, and 
multi-level car parks; in renewables, like 
solar panels and wind turbines; as well as 
in next-gen projects on the future use of big 
data and automation technologies, along 
with making the company cyber-secure. 
Yet, despite all the money put in hard- and 
software, the Group understands that hu-
man resources will continue to be pivotal 
for the company’s success, the boss un-
derlined. Grimaldi currently employs some 
15k people, of which 12k are EU and the 
remaining 3.0k non-EU citizens. The Group 
supports the European Commission’s aim 
of making the EU once more a strong base 
for seamen. As such, Grimaldi plans to 
have all of its ro-paxes, both in south- and 
northern Europe, manned by seafarers 
coming from the EU by end-year.

Last but not least, the Grimaldi Group 
has teamed up with 15 other shipping firms 
to set up the Clean Shipping Alliance in 
order to promote decarbonisation of mari-
time transport, including preparations for 
the more stringent rules on sulphur content 
in ship’s fuel, which will go down from cur-
rent 3.5% to 0.5% as of 1 January 2020, en-
compassing almost the entire world (excl. 
the 0.1% Sulphur Emission Control Ar-
eas that have been in place already since 
2015). In this regard, however, Grimaldi 
voiced his concerns about the availability 
of compliant fuel post-2020. He stressed 
that exceptions should be made for those 
who, although they want to be in line with 
the new regulations, simply cannot be, all 
because a given bunkering market lacks 
the 0.5% fuel.

What’s necessary
The questions surrounding the global 

0.5% sulphur cap as well as the Interna-
tional Maritime Organization’s (IMO) plans 
to cut shipping’s greenhouse gas emis-
sions by 50% by 2050 vs. 2008’s level, 
dominated the panel debate, conducted 
by Alfons Guinier, former Secretary Gen-
eral of the European Community Shipown-
ers’ Associations.

The technology we dispose of at pre-
sent, started Ugo Salerno, Chief Executive 
of RINA, won’t be enough to satisfy IMO’s 
ambitions, nor that of the Paris Agreement 
for the transport sector taken as a whole. 
We’ll need better logistics, meaning bigger 

and more energy efficient ships, along 
with terminals that provide smoother op-
erations and a modal shift, so that more 
goods are transported by sea rather than 
overland with the use of trucks. Ennio Cas-
cetta, Managing Director, RAM – Logistica, 
Infrastrutture e Trasporti, agreed and pro-
vided some figures to back this claim. For 
instance, he said, thanks to the Mediter-
ranean part of the Motorways of the Sea 
EU programme, the emission equivalent 
to a 1.0m-big city was avoided. In the light 
of this, Emanuele Grimaldi emphasised 
that short sea shipping isn’t the problem, 
it’s the solution. And while at present we 
don’t have the technological means to be 
100% sure that 2050 will be all about green 
shipping, the Group’s CEO continued, the 
pace of advancement witnessed today is 
encouraging, and what shipowners can 
do is to team up with tech firms to speed 
up the progress. To this Mikael Mäkinen, 
President, Rolls-Royce Marine, and Andrea 

Annuziata, President, Port System Author-
ity of Eastern Sicily, agreed. They both said 
that technology will be key in the creation 
of a blue economy and that shipping lines 
and ports can already today contribute 
to its creation by making incremental im-
provements, like investing in battery power 
on-board vessels or providing cold ironing 
ashore. Asked about liquefied natural gas 
(LNG), the panellists leaned more to the 
opinion that it’s a short-term solution, given 
the fact that gas is still a fossil fuel and that 
apart from northern Europe and a few ex-
amples in North America, it’s still a niche 
proposal for those who can afford to both 
buy it and secure a supply chain. In turn, 
they said, ships running on electricity or hy-
drogen have the prospects to revolutionise 
the industry in the medium-to-long-term. 
Then again, Grimaldi and Mäkinen brought 
the discussion back down to earth by say-
ing that while all of this sounds promising, 
a lot of work will be done by trial and error 
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to scrutinise what’s best – LNG, maybe liq-
uefied biogas, electricity, fuel cells, etc. – 
for this-and-that type of services. “There’s 
no one size fits all solution. What’s neces-
sary is to have better vessels,” Grimaldi 
summed up the discussion.

Cautiously optimistic
After the discussion, the Euro-Med Con-

vention shifted its attention to Greek affairs. 
The second roundtable was hosted by Ni-
gel Lowry, Lloyd’s List’s Correspondent in 
Greece, who opened the session by prais-
ing the Greek ferry market for being very re-
silient to the crises that pestered it through-
out the last decade. On the other hand, he 
also strongly emphasised that the market is 
still fragile and in a state of recovery.

George Xiradakis, Managing Direc-
tor, XRTC Business Consultants, provided 
some figures on the state of the play. The 
demand for transporting cargo, passen-
gers, and passenger cars has been going 
down since 2002, particularly after 2009. 
The fleet is smaller (123 units vs. 40 in 
2002-2017) and older (18.5 vs. 13.5 for the 
same years). There has also been a shift 
in what generates revenues for ferry lines, 
domestic shipping being these days more 
and more important to the companies’ bal-
ance sheets. After sustaining around €1.0b 
of losses during the past decade, shipping 
lines are starting to recover, though. This, 
however, is highly dependent on the fuel 
prices, which may even constitute as much 
as 60% of their total costs. Uncertainties 
surrounding the 2020 sulphur cap have the 
potential to put additional pressure, driving 
this figure up.

But, as mentioned earlier, a crisis may 
as well be an opportunity to revamp one’s 
operations. That was what Minoan Lines 
did, explained Antonis Maniadakis, the 
company’s Managing Director. Apart from 
austerity measures, like selling non-core 
assets, the company also invested in new 
and more modern tonnage to cut opera-
tional expenses and attract those clients 
who were left on the market still willing to 
trade with the help of shipping lines. This 
sort of proactive approach required the 
right personnel, stressed Leonidas Mem-
etriades Eugenides, President, Eugenides 
Group. In his view, especially small and 
medium shipping companies must make 
their human resources one of their com-
petitive edges.

That was the overarching strategy of 
the Grimaldi Group, said Guido Grimal-
di, Corporate Short Sea Shipping Com-
mercial Director. Back 10 years ago, the 
company served the Greece-Italy market 
with a smaller fleet, which had at least 20 
years under its belt. Now, the ships are, 
on average, seven years old and offer 

larger carrying capacity across a bigger 
network of services. Volumes are follow-
ing suit thanks to what Guido Grimaldi 
called “trailerization” – that more and 
more goods are transported within the 
Med. by lorries. This trend can be either 
negative, if the route solely goes overland, 
or positive if one combines it with rail and 
sea services. But the latter requires cross-
border and multimodal cooperation, 
underlined Guido Grimaldi. This kind of 
partnership-thinking led to the foundation 
of Alis, a co-op between different players 
from across the logistics supply chain. 
The chief objective is to make transpor-
tation run as smooth as possible and in 
the most environmental-friendly way. An-
dreas Ntais, President and CEO, the Port 
of Igoumenitsa, highlighted the port au-
thority’s investments within Alis, i.a., in a 
longer 1,800 m quay wall, assuming that 
Grimaldi and others will utilise it in a multi-
modal way, so to speak.

The second panel debate closed with 
Manolis Tsagarakis, Unit Leader, Shipping 
Division, National Bank of Greece, who put 
a spotlight on the amount of loans taken by 
shipowners today and in the 1990s up to 
mid-2000s. In the heyday, when everything 
seemed to grow almost on its own, over 
€1.0b was made available on a yearly basis. 
Obviously, that sum plummeted down dur-
ing the crisis years. Currently, some €650-
700m of loans are raised, which points to 
companies being cautiously optimistic. 
Xiradakis agreed, presenting a chart which 
juxtaposed leverage with earnings and pin-
pointed the year 2017 as one of the closest 
to the pre-crisis era of low debt and sound 
profits. Nevertheless, all nod their heads, 
the year 2020 may very well bring about a 
new row of stumbling blocks for the Green 
shipping market.

Later in the day, during a press confer-
ence, other challenges which the shipping 
sector will have to confront in the near fu-
ture were tackled. Asked specifically about 
Brexit, Emanuele Grimaldi explained that 
Finnlines isn’t so strongly involved in ship-
ping to and from England, executing in this 
regard only a contract on behalf of Stora 
Enso. Then again, he said, another busi-
ness of the Group, the con-ro carrier Atlan-
tic Container Line (ACL), is more exposed, 
as the company’s ships, including the new-
est ones, are sailing under the British flag. It 
is uncertain, Grimaldi continued, what will 
happen to the state flag after the UK leaves 
the EU and whether it will still be as benefi-
cial for ACL to have its fleet UK-flagged. Ear-
lier this year, Grimaldi talked about this with 
Prime Minister Theresa May, but, it seems, 
no clear guarantees were made concerning 
this issue. As such, pulling ACL’s ships from 
the UK registry is an option that’s on the 
Group’s table, given that Brexit could bring 
about negative consequences for the ship-
ping industry, legal- and tax-wise.

Busy
This year’s conference marks 10 years 

after the biggest financial crisis the world 
saw to date, followed by the convulsions of 
the European debt crisis, both of which af-
fected the Greek shipping business deeply. 
Surely, for some it was a lost decade. Oth-
ers drew lessons from it. Meanwhile, in the 
middle of a cautiously optimistic, yet fragile 
recovery, new challenges are emerging, the 
just-around-the-corner 0.5% sulphur cap 
being probably the most discussed today. 
It appears, therefore, that shipowners and 
operators will have their hands full for the 
foreseeable future – whatever future tech-
nological developments, new regulations, 
and climate change create for them.  �




