
 

The Rise and Struggles of Shipping Giants: 

How the Push for Control Could Backfire 

Introduction

For decades, the shipping industry was built on a straightforward model; carriers 

moved goods across oceans, port operators handled docking and unloading, and 

freight forwarders arranged the rest. But today, the biggest players in the game like 

Maersk, MSC, CMA CGM, Hapag-Lloyd, and COSCO aren’t content with just 

shipping. They want it all. They want to own the ports, control the warehouses, 

manage the trucking, and even handle the last-mile deliveries. They’re turning 

themselves into end-to-end logistics powerhouses, and for now, it looks like they’re 

winning.


But behind this ambitious push for dominance, cracks are starting to form. 

Customers are getting nervous, regulators are raising their eyebrows, and the very 

strategies that made these companies untouchable could soon become their 

downfall. This is the story of how the world’s biggest sea carriers tried to take over 

the global supply chain and why that might not be such a great idea after all.


The Race to Control Everything

Think of a shipping line like Maersk as a giant with an insatiable appetite. It doesn’t 

just want to move your containers; it wants to decide where they get loaded, where 

they get stored, and how they reach their final destination. That’s exactly what’s 

happening. Maersk bought Performance Team, a major North American 

warehousing company, for $545 million, and its terminal arm, APM Terminals, runs 

more than 75 port facilities worldwide. MSC, through its subsidiary Terminal 

Investment Limited (TIL), snapped up a controlling stake in Long Beach’s TIL 



Terminal for $1.8 billion. COSCO? It practically owns Piraeus Port in Greece, one of 

the most critical gateways to Europe.


At first glance, it’s easy to see why this strategy makes sense. By cutting out the 

middlemen, these shipping giants save money, improve efficiency, and make life 

easier for customers who want one company to handle everything. It’s a simple, 

clean, and profitable vision. But like most things that seem too good to be true, 

there’s another side to the story.


When Bigger Isn’t Always Better

There’s a reason most industries avoid extreme monopolisation. When one 

company controls everything, competition dies, innovation slows, and service 

quality starts to slip. This is exactly what’s beginning to happen in shipping.


One of the biggest issues is how customers are reacting. Retail giants like Amazon, 

Walmart, and Home Depot thrive on having flexibility in their supply chains. The 

moment they realise they’re putting all their eggs in one basket, handing over their 

entire logistics process to a single company, they start looking for a way out. That’s 

why some of the biggest customers of these integrated carriers are quietly 

diversifying, moving their business to smaller, independent logistics providers or 

even setting up their own transportation networks. They don’t want to be locked in 

with a single provider that can dictate their costs and control their supply chain at 

will.


Then there’s the issue of regulators. Governments don’t take kindly to monopolies, 

and as carriers tighten their grip, watchdogs are stepping in. The European 

Commission is keeping a close eye on anti-competitive practices, while the U.S. 

Federal Maritime Commission has launched investigations into pricing structures 

and freight handling policies. The last thing these shipping companies want is a 

forced breakup or stricter rules that could unravel the very control they fought so 

hard to gain.


And let’s talk about money. Expanding into logistics isn’t cheap. Buying up ports, 

warehouses, and trucking fleets costs billions, and these companies are betting that 

the profits will justify the expenses. But what happens when the market turns? 

We’ve seen it before during the 2015-2016 downturn, carriers that over-invested in 

assets found themselves drowning in debt. Hanjin Shipping, once a global giant, 

collapsed under the weight of its financial burdens, leaving thousands of stranded 

containers and a cautionary tale for the rest of the industry.


The Trap of Market Dominance



At first, this push for vertical integration gave these companies a massive 

advantage. They had the power, the control, and the ability to dictate how global 

trade flowed. But dominance comes at a price.


The moment a company becomes too big, it starts losing what made it successful in 

the first place. Maersk’s expansion into digital freight forwarding, for example, was 

supposed to revolutionise logistics. Instead, it frustrated traditional freight 

forwarders who suddenly found themselves competing with a carrier that once 

relied on them. The backlash was swift, with customers and industry players calling 

out Maersk for squeezing out competition rather than creating real innovation.


Another issue? Overreach. When a company tries to control too many moving parts, 

cracks start to appear. Carriers that once focused solely on moving containers now 

have to worry about warehousing logistics, last-mile delivery, and managing an 

increasingly complex network of inland transportation. It’s not what they were 

originally built for, and mistakes are piling up. Complaints about delayed shipments, 

inflexible service, and mismanagement have grown as these companies stretch 

themselves too thin.


The Reality Check

For these shipping giants, the road ahead is uncertain. Will their all-in bet on vertical 

integration pay off, or will they end up tangled in a web of regulatory battles, 

financial burdens, and customer defections? The signs are already there; strained 

relationships with major clients, government scrutiny, and the logistical headaches 

that come with over-expansion.


If there’s a lesson to be learned, it’s this: controlling everything doesn’t always mean 

winning. Sometimes, the strongest position in an industry comes not from owning 

every piece of the puzzle but from knowing when to collaborate, when to specialise, 

and when to let others share the load. The shipping industry is built on partnerships, 

competition, and adaptability. If the biggest players forget that in their quest for 

dominance, they may find themselves sailing straight into troubled waters.


Conclusion: A More Balanced Approach?

The major carriers have reshaped the global supply chain, and there’s no going 

back. But to avoid the fate of past industry giants that grew too big, too fast, they’ll 

need to rethink their approach. A more balanced strategy, one that focuses on 

partnerships with smaller entities and services providers like freight forwarders or 



ECTN issuers... and many more businesses that pivot in and around the industry, 

rather than complete domination which could be the key to long-term success.


At the end of the day, global trade isn’t about which company controls the most. It’s 

about ensuring that goods move efficiently, affordably, and reliably. And if these 

shipping giants lose sight of that in their race for control, they might just find 

themselves steering straight into a storm.
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