Lessons to Learn in Regard to Shipbrokers’ Authority

Global legal firm Hill Dickinson has considered the learnings from a successful application to set aside
a default judgment against a shipbroker in Urania Shipping Company Ltd v Nordtrade SIA & another
(IDA) [2025] EWHC 1835 (Comm).

Heard before the Commercial Court of the England and Wales High Court, the case highlights the
“importance of determining when shipbrokers (in-house and external) might have authority to agree
binding contracts — and when they might not”, stated Hill Dickinson.

“The Court only found that [the defence of ‘Second Defendant’, Turkish firm Nordtrade Tasimacilik] had
a real prospect of success, rather than actually deciding the matter,” it observed in a July “Insight”.

“However, its preliminary analysis of the issues raised, and how it dealt with them, is useful

for shipbrokers, their clients and all persons seeking to formalise contractual agreements and
relationships (such as charterparties and ship sale and purchase agreements) via E-mails, messaging
apps when formalising recaps and all other terms in correspondence of any form.

“In particular, it remains important for shipbrokers to consider if they have authority to bind a client
whom they represent, which specific entity they do represent and what practical and procedural
safeguards they have in place to protect both themselves and their clients. Failing to do so could mean
that the shipbroker is held liable (even personally) if there is ambiguity or it can be shown that the
shipbroker did not have authority to bind their client.”

While stating it will be “interesting to see what the outcome at the eventual trial is”, the legal firm urged
that in the meantime that “shipbrokers should ensure that the identity of the shipbroking company is
clear and unambiguous and that the correct company name is used”.

“Shipbrokers should also ensure that they clearly and expressly document their authority (or the
absence of such authority) to act on behalf of their clients. Maintaining written confirmation of authority
and/or using standardised E-mail signatures can help to avoid uncertainty.

“Given the increased scrutiny on shipbrokers’ roles in both charterparties and ship sale and purchase
transactions, understanding how the English Courts interpret shipbroker identity and authority to act
will become ever more important — especially in a digital age with a huge variety of communication
tools now in play.”
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