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INDUSTRY OPINION

There is a growing shift underway in 

China’s maritime policy settings that, 

while not yet widely understood, has the 

potential to significantly reshape risk 

allocation across global supply chains — 

with Australian shippers firmly in the 

firing line. 

At its core, the emerging policy direction 

out of China appears to place greater 

accountability on cargo origin parties for 

compliance, abandoned shipments and 

documentation integrity. In practical 

terms, this represents a move away 

from destination-side enforcement and 

towards upstream liability — effectively 

pushing responsibility back onto shippers, 

exporters and intermediaries. 

What is changing in practical terms 

is the treatment of cargo where issues 

arise at destination. Historically, Chinese 

authorities and local receiving parties 

have carried a significant role in managing 

non-compliant, misdeclared or abandoned 

shipments once the cargo has arrived. 

The emerging approach appears to shift 

that burden, with regulators increasingly 

expecting that the party initiating the 

shipment — whether shipper, freight 

forwarder or booking party — remains 

accountable for ensuring the cargo can be 

lawfully imported, cleared and ultimately 

received. 

This includes greater scrutiny over: 

the accuracy and completeness of 

shipping documentation at origin; 

the legitimacy and readiness of the 

consignee to receive cargo; 

financial and legal responsibility 

for cargo that is rejected, unclaimed or 

abandoned on arrival; and 

clearer attribution of liability where 

there are discrepancies between declared 

and actual cargo details. 

That may sound technical, but the 

implications are anything but. 

WHY THIS MATTERS FOR 

AUSTRALIAN SHIPPERS 

From an Australian shipper’s perspective, 

this is a material change in exposure. 

Traditionally, risks associated with cargo 

issues arising in foreign jurisdictions — 

particularly around customs irregularities, 

abandoned freight or disputed 

documentation — have been managed 

through contractual frameworks, insurance 

and local agent controls. Under a more 

prescriptive Chinese regime, those buffers 

may no longer be sufficient. 

What we are now seeing is the potential 

for direct liability to sit much closer to the 

shipper or freight forwarder, particularly 

in scenarios involving direct airway bills 

or shipper-controlled consignments. In 

these cases, the absence of an intermediary 

taking responsibility at destination 

may mean that any breakdown in 

the import process — whether due to 

documentation error, consignee dispute 

or regulatory non-compliance — flows 

directly back to the origin party. This is 

already raising concerns among logistics 

providers, with some suggesting that 

handling certain cargo movements could 

become commercially unviable if liability 

thresholds are pushed too far upstream. 

That alone should trigger attention — 

but it doesn’t stop there. 

OPERATIONAL AND COMMERCIAL 

CONSEQUENCES 

A second-order impact is likely to be a 

tightening of operational practices across 

the supply chain. More stringent checks 

on documentation accuracy, consignee 

verification and cargo admissibility will 

inevitably translate into higher compliance 

costs and potential delays. 

In effect, parties at origin will need to 

exercise a higher level of due diligence 

before cargo is shipped, rather than relying 

on downstream checks and balances at 

destination. For Australian exporters — 

particularly SMEs — this risks eroding 

competitiveness in a market where 

margins are already under pressure. 

There is also a behavioural impact 

emerging. If forwarders and carriers 

perceive an increased risk of being held 

liable for problem shipments, we may see 

a shift away from certain service models 

altogether — particularly direct shipper 

arrangements that lack strong destination 

control. That could limit flexibility in 

routing, reduce service options and 

ultimately concentrate market power 

further upstream in the supply chain. 
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Insurance is another key pressure point. 

If liability exposure increases without 

corresponding clarity from regulators or 

carriers, insurers will respond accordingly. 

That could mean higher premiums, 

narrower coverage or additional exclusions 

tied specifically to China-bound cargo. As 

noted in industry discussions, these cost 

pressures are not theoretical — they flow 

directly through to the shipper. 

THE BROADER STRATEGIC 

CONTEXT 

What makes this situation more complex 

is the broader international context. It is 

clear that concerns about shifting liability 

frameworks are not limited to Australia — 

they are global in nature, with coordinated 

industry responses being actively 

considered. 

That matters, because it changes the 

strategic question. 

This is no longer just about compliance 

with a single country’s policy settings. It is 

about whether unilateral regulatory shifts 

can effectively redefine risk allocation in 

international trade without consultation or 

transitional safeguards. If left unchallenged, 

similar approaches could emerge in other 

jurisdictions — compounding the impact on 

global supply chains. 

WHAT AUSTRALIAN BUSINESSES 

SHOULD DO NOW 

For Australian shippers, the immediate 

priority is awareness and preparedness. 

Businesses need to review their 

contractual arrangements, particularly 

around Incoterms, liability clauses and 

agency relationships. Freight forwarders 

will need to reassess their risk appetite 

and operating models, especially in 

relation to direct shipper-controlled 

movements. 

At a policy level, there is also a clear role 

for the Australian Government. Where 

international regulatory changes have the 

effect of shifting commercial risk onto 

Australian exporters, it is appropriate to 

seek clarification, engage diplomatically 

and, where necessary, push back. 

Ultimately, the issue here is not simply 

about China. 

It is about maintaining a balanced and 

predictable global trading environment 

— one where risk is allocated fairly, 

transparently and with due consideration of 

the commercial realities faced by shippers. 

Because when that balance shifts too far, 

it is not just policy that changes. 

It is the cost — and confidence — of doing 

business.  n

Tom Jensen is General Manager Freight 

Policy & Operations at the Freight & Trade 
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FREE CALL 24/7
NATIONAL HELPLINE 1800 554 654

Hunterlink is your link to workplace mental health and wellbeing.
Hunterlink provides confidential, 24/7 counselling services 

and support for all seafarers in Australian ports. 

Email enquiry@hunterlink.org.au
Website www.hunterlink.org.au

WhatsApp Helpline +61 439 382 204

How well do you look after mental health and wellbeing in your workplace? Do you meet current WHS regulations?
Does your organisation need support or advice concerning psychosocial hazards? 
Hunterlink is here to help. 

As a specialist welfare and support service for seafarers and maritime workers, we understand the challenges of these industries.
We’re the leading Employee Assistance Provider for maritime workplaces, offering specialised mental health and wellbeing
support, critical incident response, and tailored training to meet your needs. 

We currently support 34 maritime organisations across Australia and New Zealand 
Managing five dedicated crisis phone lines including a 24/7 helpline for all international seafarers in Australian ports
ACA & PACFA registered counsellors provide support for a wide range of workplace mental health issues
Management consultancy and training workshops are available on workplace mental health programs, including
psychosocial hazards and accredited Mental Health First Aid training

 Assistance is available 24/7 via our helpline, email, or WhatsApp messaging.

24/7 Helpline 1800 554 654
WhatsApp +61 439 382 204


