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■ ■ ■ FINANCE

CHINA IS GOING to become 
ever more important in interna-
tional ship finance, a poll car-
ried out by SinoShip has shown. 

One top lawyer, Geir 
Sviggum from Wikborg Rein, 
says that Chinese banks are 
filling much of the gap in ship 
finance vacated by European 
counterparts.

“Four of the world’s 10 larg-
est banks by market cap are 
now Chinese, and Norwegian 
and international ship and rig 
owners are key targets in their 
process of internationalisation,” 
he says.

For Westerners, Chinese 
financing is, to a large extent, “a 
black box”, Sviggum says, and 
knowledge of how to enter into 
deals with these banks and – 
even more so – how to col-
laborate with these financiers 
in times of difficulty, when the 
need for renegotiation is press-
ing, is very limited.

One Shanghai-based senior 
executive from a top foreign 
dry bulk owner concurs, saying: 
“It is incredible just how much 
Chinese money there is for for-
eign shipping, but no one knows 
how to access it.”

China is one of the hot-
test places for ship finance at 
the moment, but the nation 
needs to decide whether it will 
remain insular or go global 
with its ship finance ambitions, 
according to Stathi Marneros, 
the founder and managing 

partner of 2009-founded 
Spartan Partnership, an HR firm 
for the ship finance sector.

Chinese banks remain 
focused on Chinese-centric 
shipping businesses in what 
is “still not yet a transpar-
ent market”, Marneros says. 

Banks in the People’s Republic 
are very much influenced by 
central government monetary 
and lending policies and banks’ 
market focus is still on support-
ing credit and loans for new-
buildings in Chinese yards and 
they remain not really active in 
the second-hand ship market 

through bilateral loans.
“Asian banks — and respec-

tive governments — need to 
decide what their role will be 
within the global ship finance 
arena,” argues Marneros.

“If Asian banks continue to 
foster an insular ship finance 

mindset, they will not need 
outside talent,” he says, add-
ing: “If, however, they decide 
to open up outside of China 
and hypothetically establish 
corporate lending hubs across 
major Western shipping cities 
in places like London, Athens, 
Oslo, Hamburg, Rotterdam, 

then this would represent a 
clear intention to attract the 
skills, talent and relationship 
and credit experience with rel-
evant geographic regions.” 

Asia is always a good place to 
obtain debt financing for solid 
established companies, argues 
Greek national Basil Karatzas, 
who heads up his eponymous 
firm, Karatzas Marine Advisors, 
from New York. Banks in Asia 
never really had any post-
Lehman trembles, so, they 
always have had liquidity, he 
says, before stressing that Asian 
lenders and investors are very 
“territorial” and rarely invest or 
finance companies and owners 
from the West.

That’s not quite true, says 
Paul Slater, a famous face in 
ship finance who runs First 
International from Florida. “If 
owners are going to build in 
China or charter the ships to 
Chinese companies then access 
to Chinese debt will be avail-
able,” he insists. 

Harry Theochari, a partner 
at Norton Rose Fulbright and 
one of the best known names in 
ship finance, points to the con-
tinued appetite for the so called 
Dim Sum market in Hong Kong. 

“Looking beyond 2014,” 
Theochari says, “we may well see 
the commercial leasing models 
that have dominated aviation 
finance emerging in shipping, 
albeit in a slightly different for-
mat, and export credit agencies 
playing a role in helping to cre-
ate a secure bond market.”

Finally, in terms of where 
Chinese are likely to access 
finance, the ceo of Wah Kwong 
Maritime Transport, Tim 
Huxley, says he expects to see 
many firms tap the IPO market.

Four of the world’s 10 largest banks 
by market cap are now Chinese

Where the taps flow
Sam Chambers canvasses famous names on where China sits in the ship finance 
universe in 2014

Basil
Rectangle


