
AN INSIDE LOOK AT  
THE BIRTH OF A GIANT

Since the beginning of the 2000s, 
the size of container ships has been 
endlessly optimised! “Thanks to new-
generation engines, we are now able 
to carry twice as many containers 
compared to a few years ago on the 
same amount of fuel”, Ludovic Gérard 
explains. “The massive size of our ships 
means that we can more efficiently 
satisfy the demand of a growing 

market. It also helps reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
per container and per kilometre, in accordance with our 
commitments1”. The world’s largest carriers are all building 
larger and larger ships for long-haul shipping. CMA CGM 

recently ordered nine 22,000 TEU ships powered by 
liquefied natural gas to be delivered in 2020 and 2021. 
“The technology would allow for ships of up to 30,000 
TEU. However, these container ships would be forced 
to remain at the dock longer for container handling. 
That would not deliver substantial economies of scale. 
In addition, even if the terminals adjusted, the gigantic 
size of the ships would make steering in the port more 
difficult and the trip through the Suez Canal much more 
challenging, forcing us to go around the Cape of Good 
Hope!” Thus, there is a natural logistical limit to this battle 
to create the biggest ships. “The maximum size of ships 
is probably around 24,000 TEU,” Ludovic Gérard states.

>1 The CMA CGM Group has pledged to reduce its CO2 emissions per TEU/km by 50% between 2005 and 2015. We have further pledged to 
a 30% reduction in CO2 emissions per TEU by 2025.

The CMA CGM ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY, the first of the three new 20,600 
TEU ships ordered by the Group, joined the fleet in January. Construction of this 
massive ship begun two years prior at the Hanjin Heavy Industries shipyards in the 
Philippines. Ludovic Gérard, Vice President Executive Officer CMA Ships, tells us 
about these new giant ships and what they mean to the Group.
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The major phases 
OF SHIPBUILDING:

PHASE 1 – Designing the Ship

The shipyard design firm designs the vessel: the 
shape of the hull, cargo areas, machinery and living 
quarters. Nearly 400 different designs are submitted 
for approval to the CMA CGM naval architects, who 
optimise the various aspects of the project: energy 
consumption, cargo transportation, hydrodynamic 
performance, fittings, and so on. This design phase 
lasts around six months.

PHASE 2 – Cutting the Steel Plates

The steel plate cutting begins. The steel used is 
chosen based on calculations for ensuring the hull 
can withstand the sea. Would you believe the largest 
steel plates on the side of the hull are up to 8.5 cm 
thick? The cut steel plates are then assembled into 
small blocks, which are then assembled into larger 
and larger blocks. Entire sections of the ship (up to 
30 meters long) are prepared like a giant Lego set. 

PHASE 3 – Laying the Keel

The first “ship section” is placed in the dry dock. 
All the sections are welded together. After the keel 
laying, the entire hull is assembled during this phase. 
It lasts between four and five months. The machine 
superstructure and exhaust system are also installed, 
along with the block containing the crew quarters 
and the bridge. The building process is closely 
monitored by the expert CMA CGM – CMA Ships 
teams that are onsite throughout the entire build.

PHASE 1

PHASE 2

PHASE 3

VIDEO 
BUILDING A CMA CGM CONTAINER SHIP
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PHASE 4 – Launching the Ship

The vessel is launched: the dry dock is filled with 
water, and the ship floats for the first time! It is then 
moored in the fitting-out quay. Workers spend three 
to four more months finishing the work on the ship. 
They install electrical cables, lighting, fans and other 
types of equipment. The CMA CGM officers that will 
form the ship’s crew take part in the dock acceptance 
testing and gradually take possession of the ship.

PHASE 5 – Sea Trials

Over the course of two to four days, the ship is 
sent out for its sea trials with the officers and the 
supervisory team.

Speed and manoeuvrability are tested, along with 
the various machinery. With the ship moving at 
full speed, the crash stop test determines the time 
needed for it to come to a full stop! The Company 
officers familiarise themselves with the process for 
taking charge of the ship.

PHASE 6 – The delivery

The ship is certified as compliant by the classification 
society, Bureau Veritas in this case. Four weeks 
after the sea trials, it is baptised and blessed. This 
ceremony is meant to bring the ship good luck, as 
it will spend years at sea. It is also an emotional 
moment for the CMA CGM teams, who have been 
onsite overseeing the construction for many months!

PHASE 5

PHASE 4

PHASE 6

Captain Jaspard

Taking possession of a ship from the shipyard is always a moving experience for a ship’s 
crew. When we arrive at the yard, we have one month to get to know the ship, make 
it our own and finalise the preparations. We help with the final sea trials, and then it’s 
the big send-off. We cast off the moorings on our way to our first port of call. This 
is an emotional moment, filled with the clamour of sirens and whistles, when we say 
goodbye to the yard that gave birth to this enormous vessel. That is also the beginning 
of another intense period. A ship’s first round trip means maiden calls in each port, 
and the port authorities are always excited to welcome a new leviathan. The CMA CGM 
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry was even more noteworthy, being one of the world’s largest 
ships, and it is often the largest ship ever to call in the ports where we stop. We have a 
huge collection of commemorative plaques and small gifts on board: from traditional 
Korean dolls to a Delftware plate given to us by the port of Rotterdam. We carry with 

us a piece of every country we have visited. These calls also give us a chance to meet and talk with some of our 
customers. This is a rare opportunity for us as sailors, even though we carry their goods to every corner of the 
globe every day. 

But my greatest challenge is spelling the name of the CMA CGM Antoine de Saint-Exupéry on the radio to a pilot 
who doesn’t speak French in every new port of call!

VIDEO 
CMA CGM ANTOINE DE SAINT EXUPÉRY  
IN ALGECIRAS

16THE  EXPERTS



Container ships are built primarily in South Korea, Japan 
and China. Shipyards in Europe tend to concentrate on 
higher-added-value ships such as passenger or research 
vessels. When CMA CGM is looking to acquire new 
ships, a call for tenders is sent out to a select group 
of shipyards. The Group chooses a shipyard based on 
the tenders submitted. CMA CGM has worked with 
large Korean shipyards like Hyundai Heavy Industries, 
Daewoo Shipbuilding & Marine Engineering, Samsung 
Heavy Industries, and Hanjin Heavy Industries, as well 
as CSSC shipyards, DSIC, Yangzijiang, New Times, and 
Cosco Shipping Heavy Industries in China.

Timeline to be created 

Years 

Which Shipyards 
BUILD THESE LEVIATHANS?

CMA CGM

4
4 football pitches  

(90-120 m long) 

Airbus A380s 
(length: 73 m) 

5.5

semi-trailers 
laid end to end (length: 30 m) 

containers measuring 20 feet long  

 
Laid end to end, these containers would form  

a chain measuring 123 kilometres long!

13.3

10.5

20,656

Cars 
laid end to end 
(length: 4 m)

100

the Eiffel Tower  
(324 m) 

AIRBUS JET ENGINES

the Empire State 
Building  

(380 m minus aerials).

The CMA CGM Saint-Exupéry  
is longer than 

The CMA CGM Saint-
Exupéry has the power of 

Further details: 
Length of work: between 14 to 18 months 

for a ship of this size

Nearly 1,000 workers 
involved

THIS SHIP CAN CARRY

A 400M BOAT IS AS LONG AS

8,500 TEU

11,000/13,000 TEU

16,000 TEU (Jules Verne)

18,000 TEU (Bougainville)

20,600 TEU (Saint-Exupéry)

22,000 TEU for LNG (under construction)

2005-2006

2009-2010

2013

2015

2018

2020

PICTURES 
CMA CGM ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY 
PICTURES
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