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Fuel prices have a signi� cant impact on a vessel’s 
operating costs. So what do you do as a ship owner 
when bunker prices almost triple as they did be-

tween 2002 and 2006? Schoeller Holdings, the Hartmann 
and Briese Group of Companies decided that com-
plaining would not solve the problem. Instead in 2007 they 
set up a company in Bremen, Germany, to act corporate-
ly in the bunker market: United Fuel Services GmbH & 
Co. KG (UFS). From the very � rst day UFS was unique and 
it still is. 

Firstly, its two Managing Directors Holger and Henning 
Pommer are brothers. Both are well known � gures in 
the bunker world as they served for many years as 
trading managers in leading international bunker 
trading companies before launching UFS. Secondly, 
they are actively involved in the daily business. Thirdly, 
they developed a business model that is exceptional in 
the industry. “When we’re buying bunker we’re not 
asking our suppliers to pay us a commission. We for-
ward the net prices to our end users and they settle the 
bill”, says Holger. “Everything is fully transparent. Our 
remuneration is a fee per ton”, adds Henning. 

Figures show how attractive this way of doing business 
is, not just for Schoeller, Hartmann and Briese but oth-
er companies as well. As a result a diverse � eet of ap-
proximately 650 vessels is served by UFS. In addition to 
bulk carriers, various tanker types, container vessels 
and heavy lift carriers, other vessels are also taking ad-
vantage of the centralised purchasing model including  
anchor handling tug supply vessels, car carriers, 
cruise liners, dredgers and mega yachts. 

Impressive � gures
In 2014 UFS arranged 4,750 individual bunker stems in 
about 465 ports worldwide. Divide the number of stems 
by 365 and you arrive at 13 stems per day – and in ship-
ping that means within 24 hours. “Should a problem 
occur – be it a fuelling barge arriving late, bad weather 
delaying a vessel’s arrival or an unacceptable variation 

of quantity – we want people to call us straight away as 
we don’t read emails when we’re asleep”, says Holger. 

“Our objectives are simple and straightforward”, Hen-
ning states. “We have to make sure that every vessel of 
our � eet gets the required fuels on time, at the destined 
port, in the best quality and for the best price.” 

In 2014 some 350 different sellers/suppliers delivered 
a total of approximately 1,8 million metric tons of fuels, 
with quantities ranging from 5 to 3,500 tons. “Basically, 
we’re purchasing mainly four products”, explains Hol-
ger. “RME 180/RMG 380 for the main engine, MGO DMA 
for auxiliary engines and ULSFO – Ultra Low Sulphur 
Fuel Oil – a fairly new bunker fuel that can be used in 
emission controlled areas.”

A puzzling business
To be able to close the best deals the seven strong UFS 
purchasing team is constantly communicating with the 
respective chartering and operational departments. 
They need to know each vessel’s current position, its 
next destinations and its fuel requirements. Screening 
this data then allows identifying aggregate demands 
and negotiating volume discounts. But with markets 
being as volatile as they currently are bunker prices 
around the world also require constant monitoring. For 
an outsider this looks like solving an ever-changing gi-
gantic puzzle. 

Constant vetting
Taking into consideration the values at stake it comes as 
no surprise that all parties involved are constantly vet-
ting each other. Key criteria for UFS are the quality of 
products and services, competitive prices and timeli-
ness. Suppliers and traders on the other hand take a 
very close look at the � nancial soundness of their busi-
ness partners. The fact that UFS have established multi-
million US-Dollar credit facilities with almost every rele-
vant reliable vendor is a sure proof of trust. 
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