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SUMMARY 

⚫ The global shipbuilding industry has entered a new boom since 2021. This is driven by factors 

such as the aging of vessels worldwide and increased demand for low-carbon ships. 

⚫ China’s share of the global shipbuilding market (2024) ranks first in new orders (76%), 

orderbook (57%), and deliveries (53%), establishing an overwhelming advantage in terms of 

cost, technological capability, and financing capacity. Combining cost competitiveness with 

quality, China will maintain a high market share while shifting its focus from general-purpose 

vessels to high value-added vessels. 

⚫ The US is seeking to revive its shipbuilding industry, but a long-term strategy spanning a 

decade and cooperation with allies and friendly countries will be essential. For Japanese and 

South Korean companies, opportunities for business with the US are likely to increase, 

alongside expanded trade and joint investment with China. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

This report provides an overview of the current state of the global and Chinese shipbuilding industries, 

organizes and analyzes recent geopolitical developments, and offers a perspective on the future of the 

shipbuilding industry. 

2. GLOBAL SHIPBUILDING INDUSTRY AT A TURNING POINT  

2-1. STRUCTURE OF THE SHIPBUILDING INDUSTRY CHAIN  

Shipbuilding is positioned midstream within the shipbuilding industry chain. It is influenced by upstream raw 

material supply and equipment manufacturing, as well as downstream shipping and logistics industries. 

Merchant vessels are classified by purpose into cargo ships, passenger ships, research vessels, etc., while 

cargo ships are further subdivided into bulk carriers, tankers, container ships, and liquefied gas carriers. 

Among these, the three major vessel types—bulk carriers, tankers, and container ships—accounted for 78% 

of global shipping capacity as of June 2025 (Figure 1). 
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2-2. CYCLES AND CURRENT STATE OF THE SHIPBUILDING INDUSTRY  

According to Maritime Economics, a leading reference in maritime economics, the global shipbuilding industry 

experienced five major cycles between 1886 and 2007 (Figure 2). The shipbuilding industry is closely linked to 

global economic fluctuations and demand for maritime transport. In each cycle, total registered tonnage 

(shipbuilding capacity) fluctuated by more than tenfold from the bottom to the peak. Within these cycles, 

multiple factors, including cost competitiveness, government support policies, exchange rates, and production 

capacity in supply chains, interacted with one another, and the leading shipbuilding nations changed over 

time. 

 

Figure 2: Global shipbuilding cycles (1886–2007)

Source: "Maritime Economics" 3rd edition (published in 2008）

Figure 1: Share of global shipping capacity by vessel type (as of June 2025)

Soure: Compiled by MGSSI based on Clarksons data
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The global shipbuilding industry has entered a new boom since 2021. The Clarksons Newbuilding Price 

Index1 rose by about 44% between 2021 and the end of 2025, with new orders continuing to increase (Figure 

3). This growth is driven by two main factors: (1) replacement demand due to the global aging of vessels, and 

(2) increased demand for low-carbon vessels driven by stricter environmental regulations. One notable feature 

is that while orders have surged, deliveries remain flat due to limited supply capacity, leading to higher profit 

margins and further industry consolidation. 

 

 

3. CHINA: THE SHIPBUILDING SUPERPOWER 

3-1. OVERVIEW 

Since the 1990s, China has developed shipbuilding as a strategic core industry and has now become the 

world’s leading shipbuilding nation. In 2024, China ranked first globally in new orders (76%), orderbook (57%), 

and deliveries (53%). In terms of deliveries, South Korea ranked second with 26% and Japan third with 12%, 

while the US accounted for almost zero (Figure 4). By vessel type, South Korea still holds an overwhelming 

share in LNG carriers, while Japan has established a global reputation for high-quality bulk carriers. 

 
1 Clarksons Newbuilding Price Index: An indicator calculated and published by the maritime research firm Clarksons (UK) that shows 

trends in global newbuilding ship prices. It aggregates prices for major vessel types (container ships, tankers, bulk carriers, etc.). 

Figure 3: Global shipbuilding new orders in 1996–2024 (deadweight tonnage)

Source: Compiled by MGSSI based on Clarksons data
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According to Clarksons’ classification, shipyards with an average annual delivery volume of 500,000 GT 

(gross tonnage) or more over the past three years are defined as large, those with 100,000 to 500,000 GT as 

medium, and those under 100,000 GT as small. As of the end of 2024, China had five large shipyards, 15 

medium shipyards, and 172 small shipyards (Figure 5). Based on current orderbooks, four companies—

Fuzhou Shipbuilding, Xiamen Xiangyu, Sinomach, and Tsuneishi Zhoushan Shipbuilding—are expected to be 

upgraded to large shipyards within the next two to three years, further strengthening supply capacity. 

As China’s shipbuilding capacity expands, cooperation between Japan and China has also increased. 

Examples include Kawasaki Heavy Industries’ cooperation in shipbuilding in China, the establishment of a 

joint venture by Mitsui E&S Shipbuilding, Mitsui & Co., and Yangzijiang Shipbuilding, and Yangzijiang 

Shipbuilding’s investment in the Chinese subsidiary of the Tsuneishi Group. 

 

  

Figure 4: Share of shipbuilding deliveries (CGT) by country (2024)

South Korea Japan US

Overall 53.4 46.6 26.3 12.0 0.0

Container ships 57.5 42.5 33.9 8.3 0.1

Crude oil tankers 51.1 48.9 33.1 14.1 0.0

Product tankers 63.5 36.5 23.0 2.7 0.0

Bulk carriers 65.9 34.1 0.0 29.3 0.0

LNG carriers (40k+ cbm) 18.1 81.9 79.2 0.0 0.0

VLGC 44.7 55.3 43.1 0.0 0.0

Automobile carriers (6k+ CEU) 82.4 17.6 3.2 14.4 0.0

Note: CGT = compensated gross tonnage

Source: Compiled by MGSSI based on Clarksons data
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Figure 5: Major shipyards in China
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3-2. SOURCES OF COMPETITIVENESS 

The competitiveness of China’s shipbuilding industry can be broadly attributed to three factors: cost, 

technological capability, and financing capacity. 

(1) Cost: Costs consist of raw materials, equipment, and labor, with steel accounting for about 70% of raw 

material costs. A comparison of shipbuilding steel plate prices in China, South Korea, and Japan (as of 

the end of 2024) shows that prices in China are 15% lower than in Japan and 34% lower than in South 

Korea (Figure 6). China also holds an advantage over South Korea and Japan in terms of the size of its 

workforce and lower labor costs. 

 

(2) Technological capability: China ranks first globally in new orders for 142 of the 18 major vessel types. In 

recent years, China has maintained its advantage in container ships, bulk carriers, and crude oil tankers 

while also achieving technological breakthroughs in high value-added vessel types. For example, it has 

established technologies such as invar3 for LNG carriers and cryogenic reliquefaction systems4. In 2023, 

China delivered four large LNG carriers with a capacity of 174,000 m3 and 20 ultra-large container ships 

with a capacity of 24,000 TEU, among the largest in the world (Figure 7). In addition, China’s global share 

of new orders for low-carbon vessels such as ammonia-fueled and hydrogen-fueled ships reached 74.7% 

in 2024. 

 
2 14 types: container ships, bulk carriers, crude oil tankers, LNG carriers, LPG carriers, chemical carriers, vehicle carriers, refrigerated 

container ships, general cargo ships, special cargo ships, cruise ships, offshore support vessels, tugboats, and drillships. 
3 Invar: A low thermal expansion alloy made by adding about 36% nickel to iron. Its main characteristic is an extremely low 

coefficient of thermal expansion. This property means that dimensional changes are minimal even when temperatures fluctuate. 
4 Cryogenic reliquefaction system: Even with insulation, liquefied LNG partially vaporizes during voyages due to heat gain from 

outside. If the vaporized gas is left untreated, there is a risk that tank pressure will increase. A cryogenic reliquefaction system 

reliquefies the gas and returns it to the tank. 

Figure 6: Shipbuilding steel plate prices by country (USD/ton)

Source: Compiled by MGSSI based on Clarksons data

Note: Since the second half of 2021, steel supply has exceeded demand in China due to the downturn in the real

estate market and economic slowdown, causing steel prices to fall more sharply than in other countries.
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(3) Financing capacity: Shipbuilding has long production lead times, and access to financing is directly linked 

to competitiveness. The Chinese government provides policy support to the shipbuilding industry, 

including long-term, low-interest financing by policy banks, credit guarantees, insurance support, and the 

establishment of special funds for next-generation vessels. These relatively low financing costs and 

substantial government support give the Chinese shipbuilding industry a competitive advantage. 

3-3. CHALLENGE FROM THE US AND ITS ALLIES 

China’s merchant ship exports in 2024 increased by 25.1% YoY in volume and by 57.3% YoY in value. The 

export value per vessel rose by USD 1.89 million YoY to about USD 7.47 million, indicating progress in the 

shift toward higher value-added vessel types. 

The US, which was the world’s largest merchant shipbuilding nation during World War II, saw its share 

gradually decline after the war. Since the 1980s, the suspension of federal subsidies, excessive protection of 

domestic industries5, and declining private-sector demand have combined to drive the effective withdrawal of 

the US from the merchant shipbuilding market. Meanwhile, China’s shipbuilding industry has grown rapidly in 

recent years, and the US has expressed strong concern about its rise. Excessive dependence on China in the 

merchant vessel sector has become a factor increasing the vulnerability of shipbuilding and maritime supply 

chains. The US still maintains an advantage in naval shipbuilding. However, there are concerns over the 

negative impact of its weakened merchant shipbuilding capacity, which has led to a contraction in the overall 

scale of its shipbuilding industry and hindered the accumulation of skilled personnel and experience. In 

response to this situation, the second Trump administration, which took office in 2025, announced the 

Maritime Action Plan (MAP)6. In the short term, the plan introduces port fees on China-built ships and others. 

In the long term, it aims to rebuild the industrial base for both merchant and naval vessels through cooperation 

with allies and friendly countries (Figure 8).  

 
5 Jones Act (Merchant Marine Act of 1920): Limits maritime transport within the US to vessels that are US-built, flying the US flag, 

and operated by US crews. As a result, US shipyards serve only the domestic market, which has weakened their international 

competitiveness and slowed technological innovation. 
6 Maritime Action Plan (MAP): Fact Sheet: President Donald J. Trump Restores America’s Maritime Dominance – The White House 

Figure 7: Baoshan Iron & Steel's invar

Note: Photo shows a membrane tank for an LNG carrier made of invar

Source: https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/a-Q5CCKQBl2t8zp1cEKMjQ (accessed January 2026)

https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/04/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-restores-americas-maritime-dominance/
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Japan and South Korea have also introduced proactive policies to counter China. Japan’s Ministry of Land, 

Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism established a shipbuilding industry revitalization fund and plans to 

invest JPY 120 billion over the three years starting in 2026, with the goal of doubling merchant shipbuilding 

output by 2035 (about 7.95 million CGT in 2024). South Korea announced the K-Shipbuilding Strategy for 

Next-Generation Market Dominance7 in 2023 and plans to invest KRW 710 billion (about JPY 85.2 billion) by 

2028 to increase the global share of next-generation vessels, such as large LNG carriers and low-carbon 

ships, from 56% at that time to 80%. 

4. OUTLOOK 

4-1. GLOBAL 

In 2025, the US–China rivalry mentioned above, and the approval of International Maritime Organization 

(IMO) net-zero regulations for the shipping industry8 affected the market. Many shipowners adopted a wait-

and-see approach to placing orders, and new orders from January to September totaled 32.64 million CGT, 

down 46.9% YoY. 

However, the factors underlying the current boom, including the aging of existing vessels and rising demand 

for low-carbon vessels, remain unchanged. The slowdown in new orders in 2025 is therefore likely to be 

temporary, with a recovery expected between 2026 and 2027. 

4-2. CHINA 

Under the US–China agreement reached in October 2025, US maritime sanctions against China, including the 

collection of port usage fees, have entered a one-year suspension period. These sanctions do not directly 

contribute to the revival of the US shipbuilding industry and carry risks such as higher logistics costs for US-

bound cargo, making it unlikely that the US will reinstate them. If they are reinstated, orders for certain vessel 

types serving US routes could be affected. However, since shipping volumes on US routes account for less 

than 20% of global maritime trade, the overall impact on China’s shipbuilding industry would likely be limited. 

 
7 K-Shipbuilding Strategy for Next-Generation Market Dominance:  MOTIE announces K-Shipbuilding Strategy for Next-

Generation Market Dominance < Press Releases < PRESS CENTER < Ministry of Trade, Industry and Resources 
8 IMO net-zero regulations: Regulations applied to the global shipping industry that integrate greenhouse gas (GHG) emission limits 

with GHG pricing. Specifically, they require reductions in the carbon intensity of ship energy use and call for financial incentives to 

support the achievement of GHG emission reductions. 

Figure 8: US–China policy measures in the maritime sector

Country Announcement Date Details Status

・ Tariffs of 20–100% on imports of containers, port cranes, chassis, and related parts

・ Additional port entry fees on vessels owned or operated by Chinese companies, based on vessel net

tonnage.

　Starting at USD 50 per net ton and increasing annually

・ Additional port entry fees on China-built vessels, based on vessel net tonnage or number of containers

(whichever is higher).

　Starting at USD 18 per net ton or USD 120 per container and increasing annually

・ Additional port entry fees on foreign-built automobile carriers, based on net tonnage.

　USD 14 per net ton

・ For LNG maritime exports, a requirement is introduced to use a minimum share of vessels that are US-

flagged, operated by US companies, and built in the US.

　The required share starts at 1% in Apr. 2028–Apr. 2029 and increases annually, with a ceiling of 15%

from Apr. 2047

Scheduled to begin in

Apr. 2028

・ Additional port entry fees on vessels owned or operated by US companies and US-built vessels, based

on vessel net tonnage.

　Starting at 400 yuan per net ton (about USD 56) and increasing annually

・ Removal of sanctions on the US subsidiaries of South Korean shipbuilding companies

Source: Compiled by MGSSI based on US and Chinese government announcements
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https://english.motir.go.kr/eng/article/EATCLdfa319ada/1534/view
https://english.motir.go.kr/eng/article/EATCLdfa319ada/1534/view
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Shipowners around the world continue to value Chinese-built vessels for their combination of cost 

competitiveness and quality, and China is expected to maintain a high market share. 

From a strategic perspective, China plans to shift its focus from general-purpose vessels such as bulk 

carriers, tankers, and container ships to the development and construction of high value-added types, 

including large LNG carriers, very large crude carriers, and large cruise ships, as well as low-carbon vessels. 

4-3. THE US, JAPAN, AND SOUTH KOREA 

The US is pursuing a state-led revitalization of its shipbuilding industry by advancing institutional reforms, 

human resource development, and the reconstruction of docks. However, it faces numerous challenges, 

including high costs, fragile supply chains, and labor shortages. A long-term strategy spanning a decade and 

steady, persistent efforts will therefore be essential for its revival. Strengthening cooperation with allies and 

friendly countries will also be important, including procurement of steel from Japan, technology and personnel 

acquisition from South Korea, and procurement of equipment from Europe. 

At the same time, it is unlikely that Japanese and South Korean shipbuilders will rapidly regain market share. 

While they may benefit in the form of orders from shipowners adverse to risks stemming from US–China 

tensions, this alone will not undermine the competitiveness of China’s shipbuilding industry. Both nations are 

likely to continue both cooperating and competing with Chinese companies while leveraging their respective 

strengths—Japan in the construction of specialized vessels such as chemical carriers and the manufacture of 

components such as engines, propulsion systems, and control sensors, and South Korea in the construction 

of high value-added vessels such as large LNG carriers and very large crude carriers. 

5. CONCLUSION 

The environment surrounding the shipbuilding industry is undergoing major changes brought about by factors 

such as environmental compliance and geopolitical risks. Despite challenges from the US and its allies, China 

is expected to maintain a stable market share through to the 2030s due to its overall competitiveness. 

Japanese companies will need to avoid being deterred by geopolitical risks and calmly consider new 

opportunities beyond simply placing ship orders with Chinese shipyards. This may include local production 

cooperation and joint investment with Chinese companies. 

At the same time, it will be difficult for the US to revive its shipbuilding industry on its own, so long-term 

business opportunities for Japanese companies are also likely to expand. As US allies with advanced 

shipbuilding-related technologies, Japanese companies may find growing opportunities in areas such as 

supplying components to the US and building high value-added vessels within the US. 
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