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mpires come and go. But the delightfully named Österreichischer
Lloyd Seereederei has prevailed in one form or another across
three centuries. Its Germanic motto “Vorwärts”, or ‘Steaming
Ahead’ in English, comes to mind as owner and CEO Captain Eberhard
Koch, described the rise, fall and rise of this tenacious company.
As it is known today, the OL Shipping Group operates a fleet of
four 618 TEU geared, multipurpose feeder containers presently
on long-term charter to clients in East Africa and the Far East.
As Capt Koch asserted, OL Shipping Group’s primary role is to go
the extra last mile, effectively carrying and discharging all manner of
cargo into ports that larger container or multi-purpose ships cannot
viably access or the infrastructure to load or discharge is not available.
“We have a well-earned reputation, born from a desire to execute
our services with diligence, care, and transparency,” he said. “By
providing reliable, high quality, sustainable, and cost-efficient
transportation, we contribute to the success of our global clients
by adding value and ensuring the shipping chain keeps moving.”
The vessels, each 7,700 DWT, are pressed into service for container, bulk cargo and special projects, carrying everything from
helicopters, steel coils, windmills, cement in big bags, tanks and
heavy oil industry equipment. The two cranes are combinable to
lift 80 mts.
The ship owning companies and the in-house management company are headquartered in Limassol, Cyprus. A 10-strong on-shore
team, including in-house crew managers, oversees the fleet’s global
operations and its pool of 100-150 loyal seafarers. All vessels proudly
fly the highly reputable quality flag of Cyprus.

Capt. E. Koch, elected as the President of Cyprus
Marine Club. 2018

Recalling a rich history

With more than 175 years of shipping history, the OL Shipping Group
is a truly multinational company whose vessels are today ever primed for
the ‘last mile’ of service in global ports. Enigmatic owner, Captain Eberhard
Koch, sat down with Andy Probert and discussed how the company has
continued to plot a cautious route as it navigates the demands and
pressures of the 21st century.
2

Inside Marine

It is a far cry from 1833, when the first strands of its existence came
into being during the time of Emperor Ferdinand I of Austria. Seven
insurance companies of Trieste founded “Austrian Lloyd Trieste”
along the same lines as Lloyd’s of London.
By 1838, it had a 10-strong steamer fleet deployed as a postal
sea service for the entire Austro-Hungarian Empire, including a
fortnightly service between Alexandria to Limassol and Larnaca
and from Constantinople to Cyprus and back.
Growth continued apace, with the company expanding its fleet
to 61 vessels and establishing its own shipyard. It took on an international dimension with three steamships operational at the opening
of the Suez Canal in 1869.
By 1886, it was one of the world’s biggest shipping companies,
boasting 86 steamships deployed on 1526 round trips to global
destinations. By the end of the 19th century, activities extended to
Europe, Asia, Africa, and Australia.
However, the fleet decreased significantly during World War
1, and by 1918 Austrian Lloyd was dissolved, mirroring the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. After the war, some of the
company’s operations continued from the port of Trieste under
the name Lloyd Triestino.
The Austrian company resumed in 1951, but it wasn’t until 1976
that it bought its first vessel, a multi-purpose, geared semi-container
vessel, with the strong, backing of a German investor. With Capt Koch’s
arrival as joint Managing Director in 1984, the company grew further,
amassing 33 vessels from 3,000 to 120,000 DWT under the Austrian
flag. In 1991, an in-house ship management company was established,
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Capt. E. Koch supervising Drydock MCP GRAZ,
Singapore, Sembcorp, December 2020
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overseeing 75 vessels at its peak, and the business switched to pure
ownership again in 2006. Having previously relocated to Cyprus,
the company rebranded and emerged re-energised.

Moving forward in modern times
The OL Shipping Group is a member of the Cyprus Union of Shipowners, of which Capt Koch has been a board member since 2018.
The family-run company has also been a long-time supporter of the
‘Adopt a Cadet’ campaign by the Cyprus Maritime Academy of
which Capt Koch is Chairman of Governors.
“We believe training of new personnel is a necessary investment
for the future of our fleet,” he said. “We employ young nautical officers who, together with the cadets, we train on board and who represent our future. We also have two highly motivated and inspired
female cadets within our fleet.”
He added: “Our people are at the heart of our business and
the key to success. As our capabilities continue to evolve and
expand, we remain focused on attracting the best talent to join
our dynamic teams.
“By joining OELSM, employees become part of a global group of
multinational experts. We are collaborative, curious, and always
open to learning. Our international team bring different skills and
ideas to inspire innovation.”
Capt Koch re-affirmed the company is very much focused on
achieving a safety-first, incident-free workplace. The bedrock of
the group is based on six pillars: safety, performance, integrity,
collaboration, sustainability and innovation.
“I am proud of being internationally recognised for our broad
spectrum of close contacts and our excellent reputation with all
stakeholders, he stated. “I believe this is a clear indication of our
high-quality standards; delivering our services with confidence
and adding value overall. Realising our values is the key to our
longevity and success for long-term cooperation.”
As group owner, Capt Koch cultivates strong family ethics and
resilient commitment from management down to their “wonderful”
multinational and multicultural teams.
As much as the group is responding to the industry’s main challenges, he said the pandemic had presented a unique set of issues,
particularly with crew changes.
“There have been areas where crew changes were impossible.
We could not take our seafarers home even after fulfilling their
contracts; others were unable to join ships to replace stranded
crews. This led to a significant loss of income, resulting in hardship for seafarers and their families.
“Crew change regulations are different from country to country,
and in some places, like China, Covid-related policies vary significantly from port to port.”
He reflected: “This humanitarian crisis has resulted in significant
mental strain, fatigue and, consequently, an increased risk of accidents, imperilling the working conditions within shipping.”
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Optimism before challenge

Capt. E. Koch with Head of Mechanical
Workshop, Sembcorp, Singapore 2020

Master MCP GRAZ, Yousif Girgis
December 2020

Reflecting on investments the company has – or hasn’t – made in
recent years, Capt Koch outlines OL Shipping’s pragmatic approach.
“We missed chances here and there. In 2006/2007 it was easy
to finance the series of container ship newbuildings which still
are part of our fleet today. Then, with the sudden downfall in markets,
and the unwillingness of German banks to further finance, we
were luckily supported by our shareholders: thus we managed to
survive! What has also saved us through the decades was our
belief in remaining conservative in this volatile business called
shipping and not touching the German KG system.
“Having said that, we chose not to be the fastest in the expansion.
Now, we have set aside enough funds to have the freedom to make
analytical decisions. Our investment decisions in 2021/2022 have
been very low. We have no newbuilding programme. If we invest,
we will be buying second-hand vessels. There has been too much
uncertainty to know which fuels to use in the future.”
Capt Koch asserted that to maintain recent positive trends, governments, and industry, along with international organisations, need to
scale up their efforts to limit the effects of emerging variants of covid
on crew changes while safeguarding the health and wellbeing of seafarers and global communities.
“Additionally, one key challenge for the industry remains the
Turkish embargo on Cyprus-flagged vessels entering its ports.
There are hopes the ongoing political dialogue will lead to a settlement, which would give renewed impetus to the sector.
“One thing that characterises our industry is the number and
kind of challenges we deal with daily.” These, he pointed out,
included being aware of the capital markets’ unwillingness to

finance investments necessary to meet the extensive new environmental regulations.
“Some estimate more than $1 trillion in capital needs,” Capt Koch
remarked. “Systemic changes in the way ships are designed, built,
and financed may be necessary. Alternative financing and equity
markets as alternatives to capital markets need to be explored.”
He revealed the OL Shipping Group is fully committed to further
greening of the maritime sector and is itself in the early stages of
working on green shipping projects.
Acknowledging the impacts of the Ukraine conflict on the availability and working of Ukrainian crew members, he said: “We need
to work together with all possible players in the shipping industry
and in general.
“I consider myself an optimist. As with all difficult challenges
with industry-wide innovation, there will be many opportunities,
and we will embrace the future with a positive outlook.
“The next generation of shipping leaders will be focused on sustainability, diversity, technological solutions, and environmental
stewardship. They are sophisticated in finance and practical about
operations, highly educated, from diverse backgrounds, love
the industry, and understand its uniqueness.
He concluded: “I believe our people in the OL Group are key
players in this difficult global game and are already leaders –
providing solutions, cooperation, and excellent services to our
customers and suppliers.”
“We have been in the business for a long time, and under our
stable shareholding structure, we intend to stay in it for the longterm. Personally speaking, I’ve been in Cyprus for over 20 years
now. I love living in Cyprus, and it really feels like home.”
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The Captain’s dream team
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