
The Freight Future is Fragmented. 
What's Your Countermove?
In April 2025, the United States imposed a sweeping 10% tariff on nearly all imports, then quickly 
walked back plans for higher rates on most countries. Today, only China faces elevated tariffs4up 
to 145% on select goods. Meanwhile, new port fees targeting Chinese-built vessels will soon go into 
effect. But these headline actions are symptoms of a deeper disruption.

The old logistics playbook4annual RFQs, fixed contracts, predictable lanes4no longer applies. 
Trade is fragmenting. Tariffs shift monthly. Port fees are politicized. And every rate sheet has a 
backstory. Shippers aren't just reacting to costs. They're reacting to chaos.

This whitepaper explores the structural fragmentation unfolding across global freight, how it impacts 
rate visibility and control, and what the most prepared shippers are doing to get ahead.



Fragmentation Is the New Constant
What used to be cyclical is now structural. The trade environment isn't just turbulent4it's been re-
engineered:

1

Tariff Volatility: The U.S. implemented a baseline 10% tariff on all imports (April 
2025), then suspended steeper reciprocal tariffs for most nations after global 
backlash. Only China remains exposed to extreme levels4up to 145% on certain 
goods.

2
Port Fees by Policy: Beginning October 14, 2025, the U.S. will impose 
new port usage fees on Chinese-built ships, escalating annually. 
Exemptions are limited to domestic routes and select regional partners.

3

Non-Tariff Measures Rising: Quotas, licensing rules, and 
carbon-based surcharges are multiplying as governments 
assert industrial policy through regulation. The OECD 
notes these measures have more than doubled since 
2019.

4

Geopolitical Routes: Conflict and chokepoints 
are rerouting trade through less stable 
corridors. The Red Sea, Panama Canal, and 
Arctic lanes are now strategic vulnerabilities.

To underscore the long-term impact, consider that more than 70% of global trade now moves 
through routes with documented geopolitical tension or policy-driven cost friction. McKinsey's 2024 
Global Trade Resilience report highlights that over $4.5 trillion in annual trade value is currently 
subject to moderate to severe policy interference.

The result is not volatility. It's fragmentation. One that rewrites how freight is priced, purchased, and 
managed.



When Freight Fractures, Rates Follow
Rate management has always required precision. Now, it requires anticipation.

Contracts Are Moving Targets
Spot creep is real. Fixed deals are being 
amended mid-cycle as carriers hedge 
against unpredictable tariffs and fees.

Surcharges Multiply
New charges like CBAM (carbon-based 
adjustment mechanisms), infrastructure 
levies, and port-specific handling fees 
can change monthly4and appear mid-
invoice.

Benchmarking Breaks Down
Fragmented trade routes and unilateral 
fees mean that historical data is a poor 
predictor. Lane-to-lane comparisons are 
eroding.

Audits Struggle
Excel models can't capture the second- 
and third-order effects of politically driven 
cost structures. Freight audit teams are 
playing catch-up, not catch-
discrepancies.

Example: A U.S. importer of steel parts saw a 6% cost overrun due to a combination of rerouted 
ocean lanes and unexpected dual surcharges applied by two terminals in the same port. Neither was 
in the original contract. Auditing flagged the cost too late for recourse.

The financial leakage is silent but significant. And it's multiplying.



The Countermoves Smart Shippers 
Are Making
Top-performing shippers are not just bracing for disruption4they are building structural resilience:

Rate Centralization
All contracts, spot rates, and amendments in one place4searchable, filterable, and 
version-tracked.

Scenario Planning
Ability to model cost shifts if a tariff hits Shanghai, a port closes in Europe, or a rate is 
re-classified.

Policy-Responsive Contracts
Guardrails that trigger re-negotiation rights when trade policies or surcharges 
materially change.

Lane & Carrier Diversification
Not just more vendors4more modal mixes, port pairs, and inland strategies.

Rate Ingestion Automation
Minutes, not days, from quote to database. Reduces lag, increases leverage.

In practice, this means shifting from a reactive sourcing strategy to a proactive design-led one. One 
Southeast Asian auto manufacturer now conducts quarterly resilience reviews of all freight contracts 
to evaluate margin risk by trade route and mode.



Rate Management Technology in a 
Fragmented Era
In a world where policy moves faster than procurement, static rate tools fall short. The next era of 
rate management is dynamic, multi-modal, and intelligence-driven.

Look for platforms that offer:

Real-Time Visibility
Every rate, every 
surcharge, tracked live4
not in monthly updates.

Contract 
Amendment 
Intelligence
Tools that auto-flag 
changes, additions, or 
inconsistencies.

Scenario Simulation
AI that lets your team ask, 
"What if we reroute via 
Busan instead of 
Shanghai?" and get a real-
time answer.

Benchmark Integration
Live comparisons of your rates against 
global benchmarks4not just past internal 
averages.

Modal Convergence
Ocean, air, trucking, rail4all visible in one 
place, analyzed with the same logic.

The ROI isn't just control4it's anticipation. Leading platforms now tie into market rate data and 
carrier systems to provide forecast-based procurement recommendations.



Conclusion: The Advantage Is Clarity
The supply chains winning today aren't the ones that avoid risk. They're the ones that see clearly 
through it.

The tariff landscape may change again. Port fees will expand. Regulatory pressure isn't slowing 
down. But smart rate management lets you make confident decisions when it matters most.

The freight future is fragmented. The counter to fragmentation is foresight.

If you're ready to audit your rate infrastructure and identify hidden exposure points, let's talk.

Get in Touch

https://meetings-eu1.hubspot.com/liam-mckiernan

