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It is estimated that 90% of the world’s trade, including 
hospital supplies and medicines, is transported by sea 
and man-made waterways, such as the 193-kilometre-long 
(120 miles) Suez Canal, which cuts through Egypt and con-
nects Mediterranean Sea to the Red Sea. This artificial 
channel in Egypt has played an important role in economic 
growth since its completion in 1869, serving as an artery of 
world trade, including the healthcare industry, being a key 
transit point for ships moving goods from Asia, Middle East, 
and Europe [1, 2]. On an average day, the canal caters to 
nearly 50 vessels carrying essential commodities. It was 
responsible for the transit of over 19,000 ships in 2019 rep-
resenting nearly a third of the world’s container ship traffic, 
equating to nearly 1.25 billion metric tons of cargo, and 
accounting for about 12% to 13% of world trade per year [3]. 

However, on March 23, 2021, a 224,000-ton and 
400-metre-long cargo ship Ever Given ran aground near 
the southern end of the Suez Canal due to low visibility and 
poor navigation amid 40-knot winds and a sandstorm [4],  
causing a blockage in the major waterway. Meanwhile, nav-
igation through the Suez Canal was temporarily suspended 
and ships en-route the canal during this incident were es-
corted back to nearby anchorage areas [5]. This week-long 
incident resulted in a maritime traffic jam causing at least 
422 cargo vessels carrying oil and consumer goods to be 
stranded, holding up an estimated $9.6 billion of trade 
daily. It has also forced multiple operators to reroute ves-
sels around Africa’s Cape of Good Hope travelling an extra 
6,000 miles, and substantially extending navigation time to 

about 3 weeks [6–8]. Aside from the global trade, countless 
retailers also suffered losses due to the blockage as key 
shipments were delayed. The extent of economic loss due 
to the blockage is likely to be even higher when costs such 
as additional shipping operation charges, commodity prices 
and shipping delays are factored in [8].

Fortunately, the Suez Canal blockage was resolved on 
March 29, 2021. Tugboats were used to re-float the vessel, 
while dredges excavators have been removing sand and 
mud from around the port side [5]. However, its impact 
still constitutes a global concern. The obstruction of the 
canal has caused a global shortage of essential commod-
ities, including medical and surgical supplies and medi-
cines, which are essential during the coronavirus disease 
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. Several countries currently 
suffering from the global public health emergency were 
greatly affected due to the delay of shipment of hospital 
and pharmaceutical supplies caused by the Suez Canal 
blockage [9].

Given the crucial role of the shipping industry in the 
timely delivery of  healthcare resources and the detrimen-
tal effect triggered by a single vessel, healthcare industry 
and stakeholders have found themselves to a precarious 
position [10]. On top of the financial losses, frontline work-
ers have found themselves in short of personal protective 
equipment, non-COVID-19 wards have experienced even 
more difficulties in maintaining their functionality, and out-
patient and informal/at-home care have been affected by 
shortages. In a word, healthcare delivery could have been 
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compromised, if the blockage lasted longer [11]. Therefore, 
this incident has exposed the long-standing vulnerability of 
the medical product supply chain [12]. 

Aside from its current impact on medical and drug 
supplies, the delays can affect the COVID-19 vaccines lo-
gistics. International bodies, national governments, and 
companies might hesitate to entrust vaccines transportation 
to the shipping industry. Using airlines instead of vessels 
in such a short notice will put a — potentially unbearable 
— burden on aviation [13, 14]. The whole situation calls into 
question the goal to deliver the right care to the right person 
at the right time. Patients experience higher morbidity and 
mortality risk due to potentially substandard quality of care, 
reuse of medical products, and increased risk of substitute 
equipment-related error. These are systemic risks that we 
have to consider if we are looking into developing effective 
long-term solutions [15, 16]. 

The Suez Canal blockage crisis has highlighted the 
importance of shipping in the global economy and in the 
healthcare industry. This incident stressed the need to 
enhance the resilience of the supply chain, especially in 
case of disruption of just-in-time production during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This issue poses several industries, 
including pharmaceutical and medical technology compa-
nies at risk. Consequently, these entities might abandon 
their plans to ship COVID-19 vaccines via cargo ships in 
fear of similar incidents in the future. This could backfire 
into more delay with the shipping of vaccines globally. As 
a result of this, the quality of medical supplies could be 
greatly affected, especially when it comes to COVID-19 vac-
cines which need consistent storage conditions. Hence, 
stakeholders should analyse this incident in greater detail 
and devise contingency plans in anticipation of similar 
incidents. Hampering global transactions and supplies 
comprises great risk and healthcare nowadays cannot 
afford such a risk. 
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