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Summary
The global shipbuilding industry, a pivotal sector in maritime transport and trade, is
undergoing a dynamic phase characterized by both significant challenges and
promising opportunities. Historically rooted in specialized facilities called shipyards
and driven by skilled craftsmen known as shipwrights, the industry has evolved
dramatically since the early nineteenth century, integrating advances in
hydrokinetics, hydrostatics, and material science [1][2].

Throughout the 20th century, major events like World War II, the Suez Crisis, and the
OPEC oil embargo had profound impacts, reshaping the landscape of global
shipbuilding and positioning various nations at the forefront of naval construction
[3][4].

In the modern era, the Asia-Pacific region has emerged as the dominant force in
global shipbuilding, with countries such as China, South Korea, and Japan leading
due to advantages in labor costs, governmental support, and robust industrial
infrastructure [1].

As of 2020, the industry was valued at $142.52 billion and is projected to reach
$195.48 billion by 2030, reflecting a compound annual growth rate of 3.2% [1].
However, this growth is tempered by challenges such as stringent environmental
regulations, rising labor costs, and the necessity for technological advancements to
produce more sophisticated and eco-friendly vessels [5][6].

Economic challenges facing the global shipbuilding industry are multi-faceted,
including declining global trade volumes, exposure to international trade shocks, and
geopolitical risks [7][8].

The COVID-19 pandemic further highlighted the vulnerabilities within the industry,
emphasizing the interconnected nature of global trade and the susceptibility to
external disruptions [8].
Nevertheless, economic opportunities abound, particularly through trade
liberalization, technological innovation, and the increasing demand for sustainable
maritime solutions [9].
As the industry navigates these complexities, key players such as Mitsubishi Heavy
Industries, Hyundai Heavy Industries, and China State Shipbuilding Corporation
continue to invest in research and development, focusing on green technologies and
digitalization to stay competitive [1][5][10].
The push towards decarbonization, driven by international regulations from bodies
like the International Maritime Organization (IMO), is fostering innovations in ship
design, construction, and retrofitting, ensuring the industry's alignment with global
sustainability goals [11][12][13].



The future of shipbuilding, therefore, hinges on its ability to adapt to economic
fluctuations, environmental mandates, and technological advancements, while
seizing new growth opportunities in an ever-evolving global market [14][15].

History of Global Shipbuilding
The history of global shipbuilding is marked by significant events and developments
that have shaped the industry into what it is today. Shipbuilding, the construction of
ships and other floating vessels, typically takes place in specialized facilities known
as shipyards and is carried out by skilled craftsmen known as shipwrights[1][2]. The
evolution of shipbuilding reflects a blend of art and science, incorporating advances
in hydrokinetics, hydrostatics, and material science that began in the early
nineteenth century[2].

Early Developments and World War II
In the early 20th century, the U.S. naval shipbuilding industry made significant
strides. During World War II, American shipyards produced the world's largest fleet,
mobilizing the nation's leading industrial enterprises in shipbuilding, engineering, and
steel industries to deliver highly complex warships [3]. The effort absorbed billions of
dollars and employed vast numbers of skilled workers, positioning the U.S. at the
forefront of naval construction globally[3].

Post-War Era and Major Global Events
Tracing the recent history of shipbuilding helps explain the current condition of the
U.S. shipbuilding industry. Several historical events had major impacts on the
industry: World War II, the Suez Crisis in 1956, the OPEC oil embargo in 1973, and
the end of the Cold War in 1989[4]. These events not only influenced U.S.
shipbuilding but also had significant implications for the global shipbuilding market,
which saw shifts in dominance and market share over the decades.

Modern Era and Global Market Dynamics
In recent decades, the global shipbuilding market has been dominated by the
Asia-Pacific region, with China, South Korea, and Japan leading due to advantages
such as relatively cheaper labor costs, strong government support, and robust
industrial connections[1]. As of 2020, the global shipbuilding market was valued at
$142.52 billion and is projected to reach $195.48 billion by 2030, with a compound
annual growth rate (CAGR) of 3.2%[1].

Technological Advancements and Challenges



Shipbuilding has faced numerous challenges, including stringent environmental
regulations, rising labor costs, and the need for technological advancements to build
more sophisticated ships[5]. Additionally, geopolitical disruptions and the imperative
of greening and decarbonizing have further complicated the landscape[6]. Despite
these challenges, the industry continues to be a crucial contributor to global maritime
transport and trade.

Economic Challenges
The global shipbuilding industry faces several economic challenges that have
far-reaching implications. One notable challenge is the decline in global trade
volumes, which has had a ripple effect on various industries, including shipping. For
example, during economic downturns such as the Great Depression, the reduction in
trade led to a surplus of ships and a decline in shipping rates, exacerbating the
economic crisis further[7].
Another significant challenge is the exposure to international trade shocks, which
can have severe consequences for industries dependent on critical goods. Shocks to
these goods can expose economies to systemic risk. This is particularly evident in
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, where vaccines, although accounting for a
small fraction of economic output, were critical to economic activity and welfare.
Similarly, shortages in natural gas and semiconductors have demonstrated their
crucial role in production, despite their small share in production costs for typical
industries[8].
The reliance on international trade to access critical goods also introduces
vulnerability to geopolitical risks. Events such as wars and trade tensions can
severely disrupt access to these goods in the short and medium term. For instance,
the Russian invasion of Ukraine and geopolitical risks in China have recently
exacerbated these vulnerabilities[8].
Additionally, industries that source inputs from countries with stricter lockdowns,
such as during the initial months of the COVID-19 pandemic, experienced larger
declines in output and employment. This further highlights the interconnected nature
of global trade and its susceptibility to external shocks[8].

Economic Opportunities
Economic opportunities in the global shipbuilding industry are closely tied to the
broader dynamics of international trade and economic integration. Trade
liberalization, which involves reducing tariffs and other barriers to trade, has
historically been a significant driver of productivity and growth at the firm level. For
instance, Pavcnik (2002) examined the impact of trade liberalization on plant
productivity in Chile during the late 1970s and early 1980s, finding positive effects on
firm productivity, especially in import-competing sectors, and overall productivity



gains from the reallocation of resources to more efficient producers[9]. Greater
global economic integration can enhance growth through several mechanisms.
Increased competition forces firms to adopt new technologies and cut costs, or risk
being replaced by more dynamic firms. Economies of scale become achievable
when firms can export to a global market, allowing them to operate at larger scales
and reduce the price per unit of their products. Additionally, firms engaged in trade
benefit from learning and innovation, gaining exposure to new technologies and
industry standards from foreign competitors[9]. Cross-country studies further
underscore the benefits of trade on economic growth. The seminal work by Frankel
and Romer (1999) argues that trade enables countries to specialize, thereby
achieving greater economies of scale, even if the countries do not differ significantly
in terms of endowments or institutions[9]. New Trade Theory, notably advanced by
Paul Krugman, helps explain the rapid growth in intra-industry trade among
developed nations, highlighting the role of increasing returns to scale, where
producing additional units becomes cheaper at larger scales[9]. Empirical evidence
also supports the significance of trade in enhancing productivity. For example,
Donaldson (2018) used archival data from colonial India to estimate the impact of the
country’s railroad network, finding that it increased trade and subsequently real
incomes while reducing income volatility[9]. These findings highlight the
transformative power of trade infrastructure in boosting economic opportunities. The
evolution of preferential trade agreements further illustrates the shifting landscape of
global trade. According to the World Trade Organization, there has been a
substantial increase in trade agreements between developing countries
(South-South trade) relative to those between developed and developing countries
(North-South trade). While in the late 1970s, North-South agreements accounted for
more than half of all agreements, by 2010, they constituted about a quarter, with the
majority being South-South agreements[9]. This trend indicates growing economic
collaboration among developing economies, potentially unlocking new markets and
opportunities for the shipbuilding industry. However, significant dependence on
international trade also introduces vulnerabilities. As highlighted by U.S. Treasury
Secretary Janet Yellen, approaches like “friendshoring”—where trade relationships
are formed with trusted partners—are crucial for advancing secure and resilient trade
practices, especially in the face of global shocks[8]. This need for resilience
underscores the importance of modernizing trade relationships and supply chains to
safeguard against disruptions.

Key Players
The global shipbuilding industry is dominated by several major players, many of
which are based in Asia-Pacific, Europe, and North America. Prominent companies
in the market include Mitsubishi Heavy Industries, Hyundai Heavy Industries, China
State Shipbuilding Corporation, DSME, and others. These companies are



responsible for a significant share of the market and are actively investing in
research and development to innovate new and advanced products [1][5].

In 2023, Mitsubishi Shipbuilding, a part of the Mitsubishi Heavy Industries (MHI)
Group, along with Nihon Shipyard Co., Ltd., initiated a joint study to develop an
ocean-going liquified CO2 (LCO2) carrier, aiming to complete construction by 2027.
This project underscores the emphasis on environmental sustainability within the
industry[5]. Hyundai Heavy Industries Co. is another key player known for its wide
range of vessels, including commercial ships, naval ships, and offshore structures. In
January 2022, Hyundai Heavy Industries signed a memorandum with Saudi Aramco
to cooperate on shipbuilding, engine development, and maintenance services,
strengthening their partnership[10]. Furthermore, Hyundai acquired a majority stake
in the robotics firm Boston Dynamics for $880 million, expanding its capabilities in
robotics technologies[10]. Additionally, the shipbuilding industry features notable
companies such as BAE Systems PLC, Damen Shipyards Group, Fincantieri S.p.A.,
General Dynamics Corporation, and Huntington Ingalls Industries. These companies
are investing heavily in technological advancements like 3D printing and fuel-efficient
engines to maintain their competitive edge[1]. China State Shipbuilding Corporation,
one of the largest state-owned enterprises in China, entered a joint venture with
France-based GTT to develop membrane tank systems for LNG carriers in January
2022. This collaboration enhances China's capabilities in building advanced LNG
carriers, reflecting the industry's focus on innovation and global collaboration[10].

Technological Advancements in
Response to Environmental Regulations
The global shipbuilding industry is undergoing significant transformations driven by
stringent environmental regulations aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions
and promoting sustainable maritime practices. These regulations are set forth by
international bodies such as the International Maritime Organization (IMO) and the
European Union (EU), and they play a crucial role in shaping the future of ship
design, construction, and operation.

Retrofitting Existing Vessels
Retrofitting existing ships is another critical component of the green transition. The
age and remaining life of a vessel are key factors in deciding the extent of retrofitting
required. New builds from 2025-2030 are expected to be zero-emission by design,
while younger vessels (0-5 years old) are strong candidates for comprehensive
retrofits
[11]



. Technologies like the Energy Efficiency Existing Ship Index (EEXI), introduced in
2023, aim to reduce carbon emissions across all vessel types, both new and existing
[12]
.

Green Transition and Regulatory Landscape
One of the major considerations for the shipbuilding industry is the green transition,
heavily influenced by environmental regulations. The IMO's Marine Environment
Protection Committee (MEPC) has set directives to reduce the carbon intensity of all
ships by 40% by 2030, based on 2008 levels
[13]
. Additionally, the IMO Strategy on Reduction of GHG Emissions from Ships,
adopted in July 2023, has accelerated the timeline for achieving zero-emission
targets, moving the goal from 2100 to 2050 [12]
. These regulations necessitate a paradigm shift in ship life-cycle planning from
design to operation [12]
.

Innovations in Green Ship Technologies
To comply with these rigorous environmental standards, shipbuilders are leveraging
advanced technologies to construct "green ships." These vessels are designed to
minimize carbon emissions and maximize energy efficiency. Among the benchmark
technologies developed to achieve these goals are hybrid power generation
systems, energy-efficient cargo handling systems, and renewable energy harnessing
mechanisms
[16]
. Companies like Green Ships have been at the forefront of this technological
revolution. They specialize in designing state-of-the-art commercial vessels that
focus on energy efficiency and minimal carbon emissions. Their solutions include
retrofitting existing ships with green technologies and implementing robust
monitoring systems for transparent reporting [17]
. This approach not only enhances fleet performance but also significantly reduces
carbon footprints [17]
.

Future-Proofing Ship Designs
To ensure long-term compliance and sustainability, shipbuilders are incorporating
design elements that allow for future modular retrofits. This includes preparing
engines for easy retrofitting, adding containment systems for zero-emission fuels,
and structurally reinforcing vessels for future loads
[11]



. Such forward-thinking design strategies are essential as decarbonization
technologies evolve rapidly, providing opportunities for existing and future vessels to
meet the latest environmental standards [11]
.

Future Trends
The future of the shipbuilding industry is promising, albeit challenging. The industry
will continue to navigate through the cyclical nature of the shipping market and
economic uncertainties, grappling with overcapacity issues and environmental
regulations[18].
However, the industry's ability to adapt and innovate will determine its future course.
The growing demand for eco-friendly ships and the rise of digital technologies
present significant growth avenues. Innovators and entrepreneurs are stepping up
with new low-carbon technologies, similar to historical economic transitions like the
Industrial Revolution and the Marshall Plan, highlighting the need for government
policy, finance, and investment to speed up the adoption of these advancements
while phasing out older methods[14].
Digitalization and automation are spearheading a profound transformation in the
shipbuilding industry. Key innovations such as 3D printing, augmented reality, and
the Internet of Things (IoT) are reshaping ship construction methods by facilitating
the creation of intricate ship components with unparalleled precision, leading to
improved product quality[10].
Furthermore, the integration of automation and robotics into the manufacturing
process is revolutionizing shipyard operations, streamlining production, reducing
manual labor, and lowering operational costs. Automation also contributes to the
industry's shift towards predictive maintenance, allowing shipbuilders to identify
issues early through real-time monitoring, thus enabling timely maintenance and
preventing costly breakdowns[10].
The concept of integrated ship design is gaining traction, enabling the creation of
digital twins of vessels in a streamlined, collaborative environment. This allows
companies to predict performance and make optimized decisions early in the design
process before the vessel is built. Tools such as the Simcenter portfolio offer
comprehensive analysis of different propulsion options, alternative systems, fuels,
and layouts, providing insights into performance and emissions for each
configuration[12].
The pandemic has underscored the need for digitalization in the shipping industry,
reinforcing the necessity for standards and interoperability in electronic
documentation to facilitate international trade. Digitalization efforts must also
consider increased cybersecurity risks, as cyber threats pose significant risks to
global maritime trade[19].



Moreover, the workforce development and STEM educational efforts driving these
technological advances will ensure that the U.S. Navy and Marine Corps maintain
their edge, ensuring a safe and secure nation and global commons[15].
The shipbuilding industry's ability to navigate these challenges and leverage these
opportunities will shape its future trajectory, underscoring the importance of
continuous innovation and adaptation.


