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Daniel Dagenais has been Vice-President, Operations at the Montreal 
Port Authority since January 2014, overseeing the following departments: 
Environment, Infrastructure Management, Port Logistics, Marine 
Operations, and Security and Fire Prevention.

Through over 30 years of shipping industry experience, Daniel Dagenais 
acquired expertise in the St. Lawrence River and all port processes on 
the river. At the heart of his vision, he aligns the pursuit of excellence, 
efficiency and innovation with a commitment to sustainable development 
and active involvement in the community so as to maintain dialogue and 
popularize port activities.

Before joining the Montreal Port Authority as Director of Operations, in 
March 2007, Daniel Dagenais accumulated extensive experience as a terminal operator for bulk, non-
containerized and containerized terminals at Montreal Gateway Terminals and Empire Stevedoring.

With a management undergraduate diploma from McGill University specializing in transportation and 
logistics and a professional development certificate for working managers from HEC, he is President of the 
Groupe conseil maritime – Québec region, a member of Initiatives for the Future of Great Rivers (IFGR), 
a member of the Board of Directors of the Association québécoise des transports (AQTr) and of the St. 
Lawrence Economic Development Council (SODES), and a member of the Canadian Institute of Traffic 
and Transportation (CITT), where he also served as a director on the National Board for three years. 
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Interview of the month



Question 1 : Could you tell us a bit about 
containers from their design to their everyday 
use?

Answer 1 : Containerization’s modern history is 
relatively well-known. For greater efficiency and 
productivity, shipping magnate Malcolm McLean 
devised an intermodal supply chain 100% structured 
around uniform metal boxes of standard size. 
McLean’s intermodality differs from the different 
European initiatives that have emerged since the 
turn of the century. Today, more than 60 years after 
the inception of containerized transport, 45-50 
million containers, manufactured primarily in China, 
Korea and India, are in circulation. 

Containers have a lifespan of about 20 years, 
depending on how often they are used and whether 
they are used in a salty environment.

Carriers purchase or rent containers based on 
different strategies. Since very diverse cargo needs 
to be transported, containers are available in a wide 
range of types, sizes and characteristics. 

In an ideal world, containers are used to carry 
goods being both imported and exported. However, 
this balance is difficult to maintain and depends on 
macroeconomic factors that are beyond carriers’ 
control. To meet shipping needs, it is normal to 
reposition empty containers in the normal course of 
operations. 

Question 2 : What caused the spectacular 
upswing in the cost of marine freight, resulting 
in the so-called “container crisis”? 

Answer 2 :  A simple, intuitive economic principle 
called the scarcity premium underlies the 
skyrocketing freight rates for containerized goods. 
When demand exceeds supply, the seller has the 
upper hand and is able to dictate service terms and 
conditions. In the case at hand, we are currently 
experiencing a “perfect storm”. 

The container crisis was triggered by several factors, 
essentially interruptions in production, consumption 
and transport at different times on all continents 
causing a major shipping container imbalance. 

In March 2020, when most economies entered 
confinement, millions of containers filled with 
consumer goods were momentarily immobilized. 
At the same time, shipping lines withdrew vessels 
in service to control their costs in preparation for 
a shock. Then, consumption, pent-up by isolation, 
supported by a combination of government financial 
support and more personal income available for 
discretionary spending (due to teleworking, no 
travel, reduced vehicle use, etc.) pushed demand 
to exceed production and transport capacity 
(containers were in consumer countries but needed 
in producer countries). Given that production times 
were long, distributors made forecast purchases, 
thereby aggravating the capacity shortfall and 
fuelling an inflationist surge in freight and vessel 
charter costs.

More recently, port congestion and waiting times in 
the world’s key ports caused costs to explode. In 
addition, the virus’ 2nd, 3rd and 4th waves forced 
ports and port facilities in producing countries to 
grind to a halt, there was a vessel grounding in the 
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Suez Canal… further interruptions in a sector that is 
already destabilized. 

Question 3 : Why does the cost of shipping a 
container vary depending on the sea route?

Answer 3 : In addition to the pandemic, which 
affects shippers and carriers, fundamental factors 
explain differential pricing. Countries’ trade 
balances affect transport supply and demand. Ship 
operators face major fixed costs, such as vessel 
purchases, but must also deal with variable costs 
such as freight rates and fuel prices, which fluctuate 
unpredictably. In addition, cargo value, distance 
travelled and reloading (stevedoring) costs are key 
factors affecting pricing depending on the route or 
direction travelled on a given shipping route. Where 
containers are concerned, intermodal costs for 
hauling them to destination must also be added.

Question 4 : What are the current consequences 
and those that could have repercussions over 
the medium and long term?

Answer 4 : In the short term, this crisis penalizes 
exporters since Asia, especially China, needs 
containers quickly. Carriers hurry to return them 
empty without waiting for them to be filled with 
exports. For instance, it is six times more lucrative 
for shipping lines to transport cargo from Shanghai 
to Los Angeles than from Los Angeles to Shanghai.
The cost of carrying goods in 40-ft. containers 
quadrupled from June 2020 to June 2021. In the Port 
of Montreal, the number of empty containers leaving 
for Asia doubled in one year, representing 20% of 
all containers on ships leaving our international 

container terminals. 

This worldwide imbalance definitely generates 
congestion in the various ports, since exports 
remain on the wharves. The Port of Montreal has 
been largely spared since we are a destination 
port.  Vessels or regular services come here and 
are assigned wharves for a few days so that they 
can unload their cargo and then reload fully and 
leave with exports. We have very few ships waiting 
in anchorage, unlike other ports like the Port of Los 
Angeles, where more than 55 vessels are at anchor 
waiting for a wharf. 

The main actors are aware that current prices are 
unsustainable in the medium and long term and 
that freight rates will drop, but not to pre-pandemic 
levels. Secondly, preferred access to port facilities 
is a major differentiating factor and getting such 
assets up and running is more time-consuming 
than building a ship or redeploying the fleet. We can 
expect a series of transactions reflecting this.

Question 5 :  Based on the indicators available, 
when will the industry be able to regain control 
of this crisis?

Answer 5 : The freight rate is an important universal 
indicator. It clearly shows the conditions of a market 
under pressure due to capacity issues. Most 
economists agree that the crisis should subside 
by late 2022, although there is no consensus on a 
specific timeline. It will be approximately six months 
before the crisis dies down noticeably. Among other 
things, it will depend on consumer and wholesaler 
behaviour and the capacity of the Chinese



companies manufacturing new containers. The 
demand for consumer goods should decline in 
November, after the upturn in imports caused by the 
back-to-school period, Black Friday and Christmas.  
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