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By Janet Nodar  

The rest of the world may be taking a deep breath and daring to hope the recession is ending, 

but for Australia, the key words seem to be „full speed ahead.‟ 

Despite a few cautious voices and looming challenges, “We escaped almost completely 

unscathed from the financial crisis in the rest of the world,” said Kevin Stephens, general 

manager of the Project Professionals Group in Queensland. 

It‟s a good time to be in the project business in Australia. More than half a dozen 

multimillion- to multibillion-dollar oil and gas projects planned or under way off Australia‟s 

northwest and northern coasts are poised to fuel a building boom, Stephens said. In addition 

to these offshore projects, land-based oil and gas, energy, mining, infrastructure and other 

large-scale developments are pushing project cargo. 

“Conveyor projects for bulk commodities, power generation projects, industry upgrades,” 

Stephens said, ticking off projects. “Trains, hydro projects in Tasmania and Victoria, civil 

works, pipeline projects. And, of course, with all those projects you have to bring in all of the 

earth-moving equipment and the housing and so on. It‟s a good thing from a project 

forwarder‟s point of view. All of those projects require huge equipment: turbines, generators, 

earth-moving equipment, pipes, steel, modules . . . and most of the components, 75 to 80 

percent, are imported.” 
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A 120-metric ton heat transfer module being loaded at the Port of Newcastle, Australia 
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Many projects also incorporate massive modules fabricated at yards in Malaysia, Thailand 

and Indonesia and moved on site, Stephens said. While working on a A$3.5 billion (US$3.3 

billion) mine upgrade recently, he said, his firm brought in 480,000 revenue tons of cargo, 

including dozens of huge mining modules, in one 12-month period. 

Australia survived the economic downturn with “hardly a scratch,” said Bree Neff, an 

economist with economic research firm IHS Insight who specializes in the Australasia region. 

Australia is an anomaly in the developed world, an advanced economy that still exports 

natural resources such as coal, iron ore, natural gas and agricultural products such as wheat.   

In large part because of China‟s appetite for steel and steel-related commodities, “Australia 

has had an extremely long period of economic growth, growth that has yet to be fully broken. 

The fourth quarter of 2008 was bad, but the economy has grown all of this year,” Neff said in 

December. 

Australia is also a big energy consumer with a strong internal market, much of it supplied by 

coal-fired plants. When the world economy collapsed, Australia was able to be self-sustaining 

despite the importance of commodity exports, Neff said. 

However, Australia is one of the largest polluters in the world per capita, because of its coal-

fired power generation infrastructure. The Australian government is pushing hard for a 

climate change bill, Neff said, and this is likely to push investment in cleaner sources of 

energy — yet another trigger for project cargo. For example, Victoria‟s government reported 

in 2009 that wind projects comprising more than 2,350 turbines, or about 5,000 megawatts, 

had been approved or were operating, Stephens said. 

That‟s not to say there aren‟t some glitches. Much of Australia lacks shore-based cargo-

handling equipment such as heavy-lift cranes, Stephens said. “One of the big problems we 

have is that we always have to charter heavy-lift ships. Our shore-based cranes are usually 

only about 50 tons. Most of the rest of the world has the advantage on freight rates (because 

of this). There are a few private berths with heavy lift, but it‟s a bit of a rarity, and these are 

usually in or near cities, (while) the ships have to go to remote berths. It restricts what vessels 

we can use.”   



Another serious problem is the lack of regular project cargo services to Australia, according 

to Christine Deschanel, Expeditors International of Washington‟s Sydney-based regional 

manager for project cargo services in the South Pacific. Finding transport for project cargo 

has gotten considerably tougher since the economic crisis hit, she said, because several 

breakbulk liner services that were regularly calling Australia have either cut back or 

disappeared. There were, for example, no direct breakbulk liner carriers operating services 

between Australia and India or Australia and South Africa as of the end of 2009. 

Because it can be rare to have sufficient cargo to justify full charters to these destinations, a 

typical option for her is to transship through Singapore. “When something regular goes away, 

and with limited services to the South Pacific, any reductions to this really causes an issue. 

I‟m hoping that things will change toward the end of 2010,” Deschanel said. As things stand, 

“you‟ve just got to find other ways around (the lack of liner options), on a case-by-case 

basis.” 

Expeditors typically handles mining equipment, land-based oil and gas drilling equipment, 

compression gear, mobile oil rigs and other large machinery such as tunnel boring equipment 

for the many desalinization plant projects under way. Last year was a little slow, she said, but 

“I think we‟ll start to see a bit of a change this year.” The project cargo fabricated for many 

projects can have lead times as long as 40 to 50 weeks; with that in mind, “it will be 

interesting to see what happens in early 2010,” she said. 

Meanwhile, heavy-lift and multipurpose carriers appear to have Australia in their sites. 

Bremen-based Beluga Shipping opened an office in Sydney, Australia, in 2009 in response to 

the region‟s booming project cargo market. 

“The western and northwestern parts of the country offer a lot of opportunities for us, as a 

number of oil and gas fields located in that area are being developed at the moment, said 

Niels Stolberg, Beluga‟s president and CEO. “Thus, project cargo from Europe, America or 

Asia is streaming into that region. We have been busy there for months with several vessels 

in offshore projects and could successfully conclude a number of long-term contracts. 

Looking at the projects being implemented or under way in Australia, we are very optimistic 

that the excellent conditions on that market will even gain more momentum.” 

Similarly, BBC Chartering has carried many project cargo pieces into Australia, including 

stackers and reclaimers for coal mining projects, said Oliver E. Andersen, managing director 

for the Leer, Germany-based company‟s Singapore division. 



  

The BBC Frisia discharging a 247 metric-ton gas storage sphere in Geelong, Australia 
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Capt. Marek Orent and Daniel Zhou, Houston-based co-presidents of Chipolbrok America, 

consider Australia a “very promising” market, thanks to the enormous LNG and other 

developments now or soon to be under way. “The scale is huge,” Orent said. “Every carrier 

has to look at that. However, we are liner carriers and our main business is connected 

between Asia, Europe and the United States. Australia is outside of our normal route.” 

For them, participation would mean proposing joint ventures or transshipment agreements 

with regional carriers that service Singapore or Pusan and need a global reach.   

Queensland-based Austral Asia Line, operates four 30,000-deadweight-ton vessels and four 

17,000-dwt. vessels in its Asia-Australia and Asia-India services, according to the company‟s 

Web site. The carrier also has 14 ships on order with delivery beginning in 2010.   

Roll-on, roll-off carrier Wallenius Wilhelmsen Logistics has been in the Oceania trade for 

more than 110 years, company spokesman Robert Minton-Taylor said. Aside from moving 

automotive, agricultural and construction equipment, the carrier has handled equipment 

related to mining, chemical plants, desalinization plants, power plants and military cargo.   

  



A 35-meter-long, 55-ton structural column being discharged from the ro-ro vessel WWL 

Tomar using 30-foot roll-trailers equipped with turntables 
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WWL is pursuing Australian project business and has or will tender to participate in cargo 

moves related to LNG projects including Pluto, Gorgon, Devil‟s Creek and an LNG project in 

Papua New Guinea. WWL also has handled mobile and static drilling equipment into 

Australia and New Zealand, according to Minton-Taylor, and anticipates a boom in this type 

of cargo related to coal seam gas developments in eastern Australia. Although a liner service, 

WWL is offering inducement port calls for Australian and regional project cargo in addition 

to regular port calls.  
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