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Stena Line 
well positioned
Stena Line continues to expand despite route closures. 
Following the announcement of the closure of the Grenaa- 
Halmstad route, Wasaline was acquired, and a new route 
between Almeria in Spain and Nador in Morocco will open 
this year. 

Further growth is also anticipated in the 
Irish Sea after the commissioning of two 
new RoRo vessels. In a conversation with 
CEO Niclas Martensson, RoPax learned 
more about the Swedish shipping group’s 
future growth strategies.

RoPax: How was 2025 for Stena Line?
Niclas Mårtensson: It was a tough year—
extremely tough. At the start, we expected 
some improvement, but the market down-
turn continued. Then tariffs introduced in 
April and May further disrupted the mar-
ket. Nothing came easily; we had to fight 
for every result.

RoPax: We heard that from October 
2025 there was a slight increase in cargo 
to Sweden from the continent.
Niclas Mårtensson: There was a small up-
tick, which was somewhat encouraging, 
but it’s not enough to offset what we actu-
ally need. The improvement was mainly 

between the continent and Sweden, not in 
the North Sea.

RoPax: In the Baltic Sea, 2025 started 
with lower volumes before seeing some 
recovery. Where is this growth coming 
from?
Niclas Mårtensson: It’s a modest recov-
ery—not at 2019 levels. But we are begin-
ning to see a bit of light at the end of the 
tunnel. Sweden and Norway have slowly 
started building houses again, and that is 
driving some demand. That said, the 
market is still under pressure due to 
increased capacity, higher frequency, and 
stronger competition, which has negative-
ly affected pricing.

RoPax: How is the situation between 
Sweden and Germany?
Niclas Mårtensson: Overall, it’s satisfacto-
ry, but there is some concern. Germany 
has traditionally been Europe’s economic 
engine, and its current performance is 
weaker than expected. That makes us cau-
tious—not only in terms of consumption 
but also production and long-term com-
petitiveness. Germany is also a key transit 
country, so its role is critical.
On the passenger side, performance is sta-
ble, and we continue to invest in our fleet. 
For example, we have carried out major 
upgrades and life-extension work on 
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern and Skåne. 
These investments reflect our long-term 
confidence in the market, even if we are 
currently experiencing a dip.

RoPax: You closed the route between Gre-
naa (Denmark) and Halmstad (Sweden).
Niclas Mårtensson: That decision has two 
sides. Our Frederikshavn–Gothenburg 
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we are pleased to have them deployed on 
this route.
Regarding new entrants—if you’re refer-
ring to Polsca—they will likely offer a dif-
ferent product. The route from Gdańsk to 
Karlshamn differs significantly from 
Gdynia to Karlskrona, particularly in dis-
tance, which affects frequency. Their fo-
cus may lean more toward cargo and in-
termodal transport, which suits 
Karlshamn well.
We welcome competition. It helps main-
tain momentum and energy in the mar-
ket. As long as everyone operates under 
the same regulatory conditions, competi-
tion is healthy. Over time, the market will 
determine which offering is strongest. In-
creased attention to the eastern corridor 
could benefit all operators.

RoPax: Congratulations on the acquisi-
tion of Wasaline. The Aurora Botnia is 
an impressive vessel. What are your 
plans for this operation?
Niclas Mårtensson: It’s a very exciting 
development. We had been following 
Wasaline for some time and were im-
pressed both by the vessel and by their 
high level of digitalization, particularly in 
ticketing and customer processes. Our 
cooperation initially started around CO₂ 
emissions pooling, and that opened the 
door to a deeper partnership.
In the end, we acquired the company—
not the vessel itself. We have a 10-year 
charter agreement for „Aurora Botnia“, 
along with an option to purchase or ex-
tend the charter. The route between Vaa-
sa and Umeå will remain unchanged, as 
we have commitments to the municipali-
ties involved.
Wasaline is a strong regional brand, and 
we intend to keep it. Going forward, it will 
continue under its own name, with a con-
nection to Stena Line as part of the group.

RoPax: Will you repaint the funnel in 
Stena red?

RoPax: Looking at the Sweden–Poland 
market, you operate one of the most 
modern fleets. How do you view the up-
coming competition, and how is the 
overall situation?

Niclas Mårtensson: Overall, we are satis-
fied. We recently secured a seven-year 
public tender, which reflects the 
investments we’ve made—especially with 
Stena Ebba and Stena Estelle. We also 
continue to operate Stena Spirit, which 
remains very popular with cruise passen-
gers. These are major investments, 
particularly the large E-Flexer vessels, and 

route is performing well, and we are satis-
fied with it. We also divested our hotel op-
erations in Frederikshavn to focus fully on 
ferry services.
Halmstad, however, is a different story. We 
moved there in 2020—just a week before 
the pandemic shut everything down. The 
route never fully recovered. In addition, 
the location proved challenging. It is too 
close to both the Helsingborg–Helsingør 
ferry connection and the Öresund Bridge, 
which act as strong fixed links.

RoPax: But the bridge is relatively 
expensive compared to the ferry between 
Helsingborg and Helsingør.
Niclas Mårtensson: That’s true, but when 
you factor in ETS—which applies fully to 
shipping but not to trucks—the com
petitive balance shifts. We were effectively 
competing against state-owned infrastruc-
ture with different cost structures, making 
it very difficult to remain viable.
In the end, we assess routes based on their 
strategic importance. Some would clearly 
be missed if we left, but Halmstad–Grenaa 
was not one of them. The same applied to 
Rosslare–Cherbourg—there were suffi-
cient alternatives in the market.
So we don’t leave our customers for exam-
ple, after Halmstad, we would get more 
trucks going up to Frederickshavn instead 
they go to fixed link.

RoPax: The vessel will go to Morocco.  
I think she is in a wonderful condition. 
Niclas Mårtensson: We haven’t decided her 
future yet, but she is indeed in very good 
condition. The only limitation is the lack of 
an internal ramp, which is a bottleneck for 
us operationally. Otherwise, she is 
exceptionally well maintained—one of 
those engine rooms where you could walk 
in wearing white and come out just as 
clean. We are currently evaluating different 
options for her.
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seven-year public tender, 
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Niclas Mårtensson: That was actually the 
plan. We intended to do it during dry 
dock, but with temperatures at -23°C in 
Finland, it wasn’t feasible the paint 
wouldn’t set, and even the painters strug-
gled. For now, we’ll keep the existing de-
sign on the vessel’s side. The route will sim-
ply be integrated as a new region within 
our network, with Peter Ståhlberg taking 
on the role of Trade Director.

RoPax: He’s doing an excellent job, we’ve 
interviewed him as well.
Niclas Mårtensson: He really is exceptional, 
in a very positive way. In fact, I think this 
acquisition has turned out even better than 
we initially expected. It has also attracted at-
tention, some are now asking why we were 
able to acquire the company and why oth-
ers were not given the opportunity.

RoPax: Yes, we’ve heard similar ques-
tions. Was there no tender process?
Niclas Mårtensson: No, because it wasn’t a 
municipal company, it was privately owned 
by municipalities. That structure allows for 
a direct sale without a formal tender. And, 
importantly, we approached them, they 
didn’t come to us. Anyone had the oppor-
tunity to do the same.

RoPax: It seems to be a strong addition.
Niclas Mårtensson: Absolutely. A great ex-
ample is the winter season we had around 
12,000 German passengers on board for 
ice cruises. It’s a unique and attractive 
product. We’re very proud of what has 
been achieved. The route fits perfectly with 
our core business, and there is strong 
alignment in how we operate.

RoPax: You are now back in Finland.
Niclas Mårtensson: Yes, and we are prepar-
ing for the regulatory environment around 
2030–2031. It will be interesting to see how 
the EU and Finland handle Åland in the 
future. We previously closed the Hanko–
Nynäshamn route partly due to Åland’s ex-
emption from ETS. That exemption is ex-
pected to end, which could change the 
competitive landscape.

RoPax: How is your business with the 
Baltic States performing? We’ve heard 
that DFDS saw an 8% increase between 
Kiel and Klaipėda. Are you seeing simil-
ar growth on your routes to Latvia?
Niclas Mårtensson: Our route is perform-
ing very well in terms of volume—we are 
close to full capacity on most departures. 
That limits our ability to grow further at 
the moment.

RoPax: So you need larger vessels?
Niclas Mårtensson: Not necessarily we 
need stronger pricing. Demand is there, 
and we are seeing some growth, but since 
we are already operating near capacity, vol-
ume increases are naturally constrained.
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RoPax: Let’s look at the North Sea and 
Irish Sea. How are those markets perfor-
ming?
Niclas Mårtensson: The North Sea is one of 
the most competitive regions we operate 
in. We face strong competition from 
CLdN, P&O Ferries, Irish Ferries, DFDS, 
and even the Channel Tunnel. Despite this, 
we remain committed to the market.
We have secured all necessary approvals 
and have started building a new outer port 
in Immingham a major investment and a 
clear signal of our long-term commitment. 

The North Sea may never be a high-mar-
gin business, but it is strategically essential. 
Without it, you cannot effectively connect 
the rest of Europe.
We are also investing in additional capaci-
ty, including new vessels from Europoort. 
Overall, we are developing steadily step by 
step, while maintaining a strong presence 
in this key region.

RoPax: You’ve withdrawn the direct Ire-
land–France connection. Is there any 
plan to return in the near future?
Niclas Mårtensson: Absolutely not.

RoPax: You introduced two impressive 
RoRo vessels on the Heysham–Belfast 
route. One is equipped with rotor sails, 
the other not yet, what are your plans?
Niclas Mårtensson: We are currently com-
paring performance between the two. The 
conditions in January and February were 
quite extreme, so we need more data under 
normal weather conditions. That said, we 

“We are close to full 
capacity on most 

departures. That limits 
our ability to grow further 

at the moment.”

Stena Estrid and Stena Nautica sold to Eckerö Line to serve Naantali – Långnäs
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are optimistic. „Stena Futura“ is already 
prepared for the installation of rotor sails 
as well.
These vessels are also extremely powerful 
in terms of maneuverability, which is es-
sential. The port is narrow, requires a sharp 
turn, and has shallow waters plus a nearby 
nuclear power station. It’s a highly de-
manding operating environment.

RoPax: Have you seen increased volumes 
to Belfast as a result of these invest-
ments?
Niclas Mårtensson: Yes, but it’s not just 
about the new vessels. It’s the result of con-
tinuous investment—larger ships, higher 
frequency, and a more modern, reliable 
product. That combination naturally 
drives volume growth.

RoPax: Belfast is a Stena dominated 
port!
Niclas Mårtensson: Yes, but it requires sig-
nificant investment. Nothing comes for 
free. Still, it is a strategically important lo-
cation for us.

RoPax: Do you expect further growth in 
the Irish Sea?
Niclas Mårtensson: Yes. Ireland’s economy 
is strong, with one of the highest GDPs per 
capita in Europe. While much of that is 
driven by services rather than manufactur-
ing, rising wealth leads to increased con-
sumption and that supports freight de-
mand.
Northern Ireland is somewhat different, as 
it has been less supported economically. 
However, it holds a unique position, effec-
tively operating within both the UK and 
EU frameworks. That creates strong poten-
tial, and I expect more companies to estab-
lish themselves there over time.
From a shipping perspective, the region is 
ideal two island markets with significant 
water between them. That naturally sup-
ports maritime transport.

Niclas Mårtensson: We are still working on 
the deployment plan, so no final decision 
has been made yet. It’s a bit of a puzzle at 
the moment. What matters is that we are 
expanding our operations, which clearly 
shows that we are doing many things right 
and that we believe in the market’s long-
term potential.

RoPax: On the Tarifa–Tangier route, a 
new competitor plans entering with an 
electric catamaran. Are you planning 
further steps toward greener operations?
Niclas Mårtensson: That depends will 
there be enough electricity available to 
support it? They will likely remain larger 
than us on that route, mainly because their 
terminal position in Tarifa allows for 
greater capacity. We don’t aim to be the 
market leader there, but maintaining a 
presence is important.
At the same time, we operate between 
Tangier Med and Algeciras with both 
RoPax and RoRo services. In fact, we effec-
tively run four routes in that corridor.

RoPax: You are already the market leader 
between Tangier Med and Algeciras in 
terms of capacity.
Niclas Mårtensson: Yes, and we expect fur-
ther volume growth in that corridor.

RoPax: What is your view on the increa-
sing activity in Algeria, with new routes 
launched by Baleària, GNV, and others?
Niclas Mårtensson: We have no plans to 
enter Algeria. Our focus is on strengthen-
ing and expanding our position in Morocco.

RoPax: What actions are you taking re-
garding ETS and its impact on the indus-
try?
Niclas Mårtensson: We are actively en-
gaged through Interferry, aiming to pres-
ent a unified industry position. We advo-
cate for a more balanced approach, such as 
reducing the burden on shipping to around 
70% to ensure fair competition and main-
tain attractiveness for freight forwarders.
It is difficult to understand why trucks are 
largely excluded from ETS while shipping 
is fully included. If the goal is to reduce 
CO₂ emissions, this approach risks achiev-
ing the opposite by shifting cargo back to 
road transport. Ideally, from an environ-
mental perspective, stricter measures 
should apply to higher-emission modes.
We have already seen this effect with the 
closure of the Halmstad route, where vol-
umes shifted back to road. On the other 
hand, initiatives like Wasaline show what is 
possible. The vessel Aurora Botnia operates 
with a 12.6 MWh battery system and bio-
gas, effectively achieving near-zero CO₂ 
emissions. This is a strong example of how 
the industry can move forward sustainably.

RoPax: Thank you very much for the 
conversation.

“While many operators 
focus on Spain-to-Morocco 

flows, we structured our 
operations from Morocco  

to Spain. That shift in 
perspective makes a 
significant difference  

operationally.”

RoPax: Looking at the Mediterranean, 
how is your operation in Morocco per-
forming? Was it the right move for Stena 
to enter this market?
Niclas Mårtensson: Absolutely it has been 
a very successful step. Morocco is one of 
our fastest-growing markets. Entering this 
region was a natural move for us, even if it 
may have seemed unexpected from the 
outside. We approached the market differ-
ently from competitors. While many oper-
ators focus on Spain-to-Morocco flows, we 
structured our operations from Morocco 
to Spain. That shift in perspective makes a 
significant difference operationally.
We also benefit from a strong local partner, 
CTM, which brings deep market knowl-
edge and understands customer expecta-
tions. This combination has worked very 

well, both for freight and passenger traffic.
Given the strong growth, we are launching 
a new seasonal route from Nador to Al-
mería during the summer peak period 
(Marhaba operation). Licensing is always 
a factor in this market, as Spain and Mo-
rocco each control 50% of the capacity. 
However, we are confident in our position 
and approach.

RoPax: Which vessel will you deploy on 
that route?
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Stena Europe in port of Algeciras


