Speech held by Lars Vang Christensen in connection with the presentation of the Maritime Prize on 5 March 2010
Dear Minister,

Dear friends of the Blue Denmark,
The world is changing drastically these years! We Danes could follow the climate summit in Copenhagen at close range, when a new global power-political scene was set with China’s self-confident behaviour. The USA is indebted as never before and several previously developing countries, such as Brazil and India, show increasing strength. At the same time, the European Union is in many ways challenged economically and politically. It is a power-political time of change where even climate and environmental issues are objects of geopolitical fights over the localisation of future economic growth. At home, we are in the middle of a recession, and one may rightfully discuss what Denmark is to make a living from in the future and how we are to finance our common goods. Nevertheless, I will be so bold as to congratulate Brian Mikkelsen on his appointment as Minister for Economic and Business Affairs.
These are also times of change for the shipping industry. In many ways, we are midstream where things that used to be taken for granted must be reconsidered. This is true of the market on which we compete, where requirements for new business thinking are made. This is true of the surrounding world’s expectations, especially in the field of the environment and the climate where we have to find new operational and technical solutions.
I will return to this, but first I will stress two completely decisive areas where we do, luckily, not seem to be facing a time of change.
The purpose of the Maritime Prize is, among other things, to appreciate persons or companies who make special contributions to the innovation of the Blue Denmark. This is a noble and proper purpose, but a quite fundamental precondition for innovation is the unique, broad and open cooperation characteristic of the Blue Denmark. This cooperation cuts across shipping companies, sub-suppliers, researchers, consultants, authorities and organisations – and this is so regardless of whether we speak of technical, operational or business-related innovation. Cooperation and unity are core elements of our present and future success.
In this field, we are not facing a time of change!

This brings me to the other field where, luckily, we do not seem to be facing a time of change. In recent 20 years, the Blue Denmark has witnessed rapid change – in our own field, the merchant fleet has never been larger and the turnover and strength of Danish shipping companies have developed quite quickly. This has lead to associated effects in the entire Blue Denmark. We dare say that Danish shipping companies have been skilful at running their shipping business, but a considerable part of the explanation is a political acceptance of the need for international terms of competition. Internationally competitive framework conditions for the industry have been created in the economic field and, with fine support from the authorities, a political stability of priceless importance to the development of Danish shipping has been created.
Fortunately, we do not seem to be facing a time of change in this respect either, and it is decisive that this situation is not changed.

But what is then being changed these years? Where are the times of change?

First and foremost, in the market. We are in the middle of a crisis that has hit almost all shipping activities. It suffices to mention that world trade decreased by more than 10 per cent last year! At the same time, the banking sector is under pressure and intent on leaning the balances and, though things have become better, this is felt in the lending for the shipping sector. To this may be added an enormous global newbuilding programme. We are not short of challenges!
Fortunately, the Danish shipping industry seems to be getting reasonably through the crisis and to be developing positively also on the other side of the crisis, thus contributing to the Danish economy. Getting through the crisis does not mean operating our shipping companies in the same way and not that the market situation will be the same either.

On the contrary. When we emerge on the other side of the crisis, the competitive situation will be entirely new – many of the well-known competitors of Danish shipping are hit hard by the crisis and others use the crisis for expansion assisted by a higher international level of competences and perhaps by ships made available on favourable conditions.

This all means that, in order to maintain and extend our position, the Danish shipping industry must be industrially innovative and ensure that all parts of the business are fit for the new market situation. There are no sacred cows, all parts of the business must be scrutinised and all employees must be ready to adjust to the new situation. This is no easy process for any of the interested parties.

So, in this respect, we are very much witnessing a time of change!

But we are not only challenged by skilful competitors. For decades, the shipping industry has been faced with increasing requirements from the surrounding world in terms of safety and the environment and, in cooperation with the suppliers, it has been able to supply goods, and Denmark has actually been a pioneer in several fields. Nevertheless, we seem to be witnessing a change of gear where it is expected that every part of the business is run properly and with as little impact on the environment and the surroundings as possible. Regardless of the present crisis, and though the shipping industry is already an environmentally friendly means of transport, we must continue to meet new requirements for fewer harmful discharges from ships and for more energy-efficient operation – without knowing the technological solutions.
We ourselves must ensure a generally proper business operation and we do so quite willingly. But we cannot ensure an improvement of the industry’s environmental and climate profile on our own. The shipping companies can keep up-to-date, choose the best available solutions and have discussions with customers and other collaborators. But we cannot double the efficiency of the engines and find the fuel to replace fossil fuels! Despite the course of the climate conference in Copenhagen, the Danish shipping industry still has ambitions and responsible goals, but we depend on well-functioning research environments in Denmark, Europe and globally. As the day today shows, we have a fine tradition of maritime research in Denmark, but it is more important than ever that it is maintained and stimulated – and in this connection engages in international and European networks.

No doubt, Denmark and the Danish shipping industry is facing a time of change where many things are altered. This involves many challenges, but also possibilities that we can seize if we continue to join all the forces of the Blue Denmark to ensure that we catch these new possibilities. I know that we can do so and, therefore, I feel confident that the shipping industry and the Blue Denmark can continue to make positive contributions to societal developments at home, also when things have calmed down and the times of change are succeeded by a new world order.
Our new Minister will have a crucial role to play and we look forward to cooperating with him.

Thank you for your attention.

