
EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

Shipping is the lifeblood of the global economy, 
transporting approximately 90% of global trade. There are 
over 50,000 merchant ships trading internationally,1 
carrying every kind of cargo, so the safety of vessels is 
critical. The maritime industry saw the number of total 
shipping losses remain stable during 2017, declining 
slightly to 94 – the second lowest total over the past 
decade.

Losses were down 4% compared with a year earlier (98) – 
current figures show a significant improvement on the 
10-year loss average (113) – down 17%. Over the past 
decade, total losses have declined by more than a third 
(38%), driven by improved ship design, technology and 
advances in risk management and safety. Recent lower 
shipping activity is also a factor.

Disparities remain. The South China, 
Indochina, Indonesia and Philippines 
maritime region has been the number one 
area worldwide for major shipping 
incidents for the past decade, leading 
some media commentators to call it the 
“new Bermuda Triangle”.  Last year, 
almost a third (32%) of losses occurred here 
(30) – up 25% annually. Not only are the 
seas busy they are also prone to bad 
weather – in 2017 Typhoon Damrey 
contributed to a number of losses (6). In 
addition, safety processes on some 
domestic routes continue to lag behind 
global standards. The East Mediterranean 

and Black Sea region is the second major 
loss hotspot (17), followed by the British 
Isles (8) and the Arabian Gulf (6). 

Cargo ships (53) account for over half of all 
vessels lost during 2017, with activity up 
annually by 56%, driven by a rise in 
foundering (sinking) incidents. Fishing and 
passenger vessel losses are down year-on-
year. Losses involving bulk carriers and 
tankers increased, with bulk carriers 
accounting for five of the 10 largest 
reported total losses by gross tonnage (GT).

Foundering has been the cause of over half 
of the 1,129 total losses reported over the 
past decade. It accounted for an even 
higher share of 2017 losses (65%), with bad 
weather often a factor. Wrecking/stranding 
ranks second (13), followed by machinery 
damage/failure (8). Fire/explosion losses 
remained stable year-on-year (6).

There were 2,712 reported shipping 
incidents (casualties) in 2017, up slightly 
year-on-year by 3%, driven by a rise in 
machinery damage incidents – the top cause 
of casualties around the globe (42%). The 
East Mediterranean and Black Sea region 
is the most frequent location for incidents.

Behavioral and cultural risk need 
addressing. Technology can help. Despite 
huge improvements in maritime safety, 
fatal accidents at sea persist. Human error 
continues to be a major driver of incidents 
and captains and crews are under 
increasing commercial pressure as supply 
chains are streamlined. Tight schedules can 
have a detrimental effect on safety culture 
and decision-making leading to the 
“normalization of risk”. Better use of data 
and analytics can help to address this. The 
shipping industry has learned from losses in 
the past but predictive analysis is important 
for the future. New insights from crew 
behavior and near-misses can help identify 
human error trends. Sensor technology can 
also enhance risk management. For 
example, hull stress monitoring sensors 
could be linked to ship navigation in bad 
weather, feeding real-time information on 
structural integrity. However, over-reliance 
on technology on board must be avoided. 
Continual training is imperative to ensure 
the right balance is achieved between 
technology and human intervention.
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This sixth annual review 
focuses on key developments 
in maritime safety and 
analyzes shipping losses  
(of over 100 gross tons) 
during the 12 months prior to 
December 31, 2017. It follows 
the Safety & Shipping 
Review 2017 available at 
www.agcs.allianz.com/
insights
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90% of global 
trade transported 
by shipping 

Bad weather a 
factor in 21 losses 

1,129 total losses 
over past 10 years

94 total losses in 
2017. Second lowest 
total in a decade. 

75% of shipping insurance 
losses are caused by human 
error. Equivalent to $1.6bn

Container ships are 
getting bigger. Capacity 
has increased by almost 

1,500% in 50 years 
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30 losses in South China, 
Indochina, Indonesia and 
Philippines  -  the main hotspot 

53 losses - cargo ship 
most frequent vessel 
lost globally in 2017 
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61 losses caused by 
foundering in 2017.   
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Up year-
on-year 

6 vessels lost  
to fire in 2017.
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3 regions account for 
almost half of all losses 

180 piracy 
attacks in 20171. 
Down year-on-
year. Lowest 
total for 22 years
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