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Transpacific Eastbound Trade Remains Calm Leading into Typical Lunar New Year Rush
As we approach the Lunar New Year holiday, starting mid-February, the market continues to break with tradition and maintains a level of uncertainty.
The Lunar New Year is celebrated amongst several countries within Asia, however the ones that have a public holiday that could last for several days, includes China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Vietnam, North Korea, South Korea, Brunei, and the Philippines. Most notably is the China observance, which will have a public holiday for one week, starting on February 17th and lasting through the 23rd. Other countries may vary in length of the public holiday dates, but will generally be observed during the same time frame. As a result, it is not uncommon for manufacturers to wind down their production a few days early or even take a bit longer to return with a full staff. With this in mind, it is critical to work closely with your suppliers to confirm their official business operations during this time.

While ocean carriers operate within their Winter deployment strategy and post-holiday activity move into a slack season phase, we would normally be preparing for the surge in volume that leads up to the Lunar New Year holiday. It is this timeframe that often provides support for the ocean carriers to increase the rate levels and count on the tightening of space to create higher demand. However, it appears that such a surge is now shaping up to be a false hope this season. It appears that many importers front loaded, yet again as has been the pattern over many months, moving cargo in December and early January to avoid the Lunar New Year rush and chaos that comes with it. This has contributed to a softening in the market less than a month away from the shutdown of manufacturers and generally a one week pause from shipment activity while the holiday is observed.
With General Rate Increase attempts by the ocean carriers two times this month and even threats of a Peak Season Surcharge on fixed rate levels, what was implemented for just a few short days, quickly eroded. As carriers realized there was no demand as volumes did not materialize and therefore no justification for significant increases, we witnessed their typical action of dropping the rates to protect their market share. Countering some of their own efforts to get the rate levels back up, the ocean carriers actually increased available capacity as they prepared for what has been a normal surge each year, in particular, on the Transpacific Eastbound trade. Their efforts to prepare actually contributed to an oversupply of space in the market and contributed to what is now looked at as an unnecessary volatility of rates.
The above is not really a surprise, as many analysts believe that we will see similar patterns from the last quarter of 2025 continue into early 2026. The volume outlook for the full year low to moderate growth. It needs to be reminded that much of the trade patterns last year were driven by tariffs and a great deal of uncertainty that came with this change in policy, as it was being shaped and implemented. While there is still some level of uncertainty as deals continue to be negotiated, some for the better, there are now new tariff threats emerging as the current administration tries to leverage their political ambitions. While this brings about concern of potentially more changes to some existing deals, there is at least a basic framework of the tariffs to work within. Importers have a better ability to calculate costs for future orders, improving the position to make decisions on their sourcing plans and manufacturing needs, moving into the new year with hope for less disruptions. For many, it comes down to what percentage of sourcing remains in China vs. sourcing from other countries that currently look to be more competitive in price, but may still lack quality or mass production needs. At some point, inventories will need to be replenished and an improved U.S. economy is likely to stimulate more consumer spending. Unfortunately, some importers do remain on the sidelines trying to finalize their direction, as they are still trying to identify options that will allow them to compete in the marketplace and maintain a seamless supply chain in the process.
In addition, the entire trade community is waiting to see how the Supreme Court will rule on the tariffs. Unfortunately, it was announced just this morning that SCOTUS will not make a decision today, as anticipated, and has left the community with no set timeframe as to when they might make a ruling. This will leave some importers holding out a bit longer, if they can and could mean the difference of survival as a business or the difference of being able to compete in the market long term.
As geopolitical tensions had started to decrease in recent months, the discussion and even some activity with regards to transiting back through the Red Sea and use of the Suez Canal looked as if momentum for a full return had traction. This would once again allow for improved transit times and more efficient supply chains, especially from Asia to both Europe and the USA. However, recent political rhetoric by the current administration and an uprising in Iran, have suddenly put the ocean carriers back on guard as tensions could quickly escalate in the Middle East region.
Furthermore, ocean carriers are still heavily influenced by their insurance policies that have increased cost in that region which include higher war risk premiums and pressure to utilize safer routings, such as the Cape of Good Hope. The difference in transit time using the Cape of Good Hope routing still remains 10 to 14 days longer, which ocean carriers are eagerly awaiting the return to the Suez Canal to cut the transit time down significantly. The geopolitical landscape is once again, creating some pause to a full return through the Suez Canal and ocean carriers must again weigh the risk and cost involved. Time will tell if there are any other disruptions that can impact other global regions should geopolitical tensions arise elsewhere.
Airfreight from Asia to the USA is also counting on a surge as we approach the Lunar New Year holiday. In the case of airfreight, it is a bit easier to control the capacity. Airlines are monitoring and managing the flow of volumes closely and it is being reminded to the community to make sure bookings are being made in advance to the holiday to avoid delays and maintain needed transit times. It has been cited that air freight bookings should be made at least two weeks or more in advance for an ideal outcome and lift before the holiday.
We highly recommend that importers book in advance, regardless of how the market is viewed today. We have seen in the past where a sudden surge does take place and can surprise all parties involved in a shipment. Local Trucking, Warehouses, Ocean and Air Carriers and those managing Customs Formalities, will all have variable schedules surrounding the holiday that need to be accounted for. For both air and ocean bookings at origin, a minimum of two weeks is recommended and up to three weeks is ideal to meet carrier cutoffs and departure dates that are scheduled before the holidays. Some ocean carriers have already scheduled void sailings or port omissions during the holiday and leaving any unmoved cargo at the terminals until the next vessel arrives. 
We recommend our clients to please contact your account manager or handling office to discuss any shipments you feel will need to depart in advance to the holiday in order to review carrier and routing options.

Upon return from the Lunar New Year, it is hopeful that there will be some increased trade activity to push the momentum in a positive direction for 2026. Rate negotiations for the 2026-2027 ocean shipping season that are implemented on May 1st, will likely begin late February and early March, if not already. It will be very important for importers to provide forecasting as best as possible to help this along and achieve the best mix of rates and space protection against the capacity the carriers will put in the market.
Should you have any questions or need for guidance, please do not hesitate to let us know.
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