Geopolitical risks surpass environmental concerns in maritime ESG priorities
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The maritime trade landscape is facing a period of heightened uncertainty due to a confluence of geopolitical tensions, economic disruptions from tariffs introduced during former President Donald Trump's administration, and Western sanctions on Russia's oil industry. This situation has contributed to the expansion of what are known as dark or shadow fleets, which operate outside the regulatory framework. The industry's significant role in facilitating and adapting to the global energy transition continues to attract scrutiny, placing it at the forefront of Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) considerations. These challenges were highlighted in the 2025 ESG Climate Survey, initiated by SAFETY4SEA.
Launched in early 2025, the survey returned to assess the evolving perceptions and challenges that define ESG strategies within the maritime sector. This year's findings indicate that geopolitical instability and economic disruptions are now equally as important as longstanding environmental issues.
Apo Belokas, the Managing Editor of SAFETY4SEA, commented, “The industry is increasingly focusing on sustainability, resilience, and long-term value creation through ESG-aligned strategies. However, recent global developments show that geopolitical and economic pressures are now taking center stage.” He emphasised the need for the industry to adopt a long-term perspective while adapting to immediate challenges, particularly referencing the recent session of the International Maritime Organization (IMO) where new measures on climate actions were adopted.
The survey gathered responses from 1,764 industry professionals, predominantly from the ship management and service provider sectors, which included insights from industry associations, port operators, equipment manufacturers, and offshore personnel. Of the respondents, nearly half were senior executives, comprising CEOs and directors alongside emerging professionals.
Among the urgent ESG priorities identified, the survey highlighted that the effects of geopolitical conflicts on supply chains emerged as the top concern, ranking at 84.2%. Other significant issues included the IMO's Air Emissions Package, along with emissions trading schemes, which collectively illustrate an ongoing commitment to regulatory compliance and a transition towards greener maritime operations.
The key findings revealed several important trends:
1. Geopolitical Risks: Heightened attention to supply chain vulnerabilities due to geopolitical conflicts and business interruptions signifies a shift in industry focus, responding to increased global instability.
2. Environmental Compliance: Commitment to environmental issues appears unwavering, with regulations on air emissions and the adoption of new alternative fuels remaining a central theme.
3. Social Considerations: The survey highlighted the importance of crew training and occupational health as vital components of operational efficiency, demonstrating that workforce development is a critical investment area for maritime organisations.
4. Governance Issues: Governance factors such as cyber resilience and stakeholder engagement are increasingly recognised as essential enablers of transparency and accountability, reinforcing corporate resilience amid mounting regulatory pressures.
5. Holistic ESG Approach: The blending of social, environmental, and governance considerations reflects a more comprehensive strategy, aiming for sustainable value creation.
When comparing this year’s survey with those from previous years, a noticeable shift emerged concerning the prioritisation of risks. Geopolitical and operational uncertainties have taken precedence, with the impact of global events on the supply chain now overshadowing previous environmental concerns. While the focus on environmental compliance remains strong, the necessity for addressing social issues and governance practices has become increasingly pressing.
Looking ahead, the maritime industry faces the challenge of integrating ESG principles into core organisational functions, advocating for a shift in cultural mindset from senior leadership down to operational levels. Participants of this year’s survey have underscored the need for clear, consistent ESG reporting frameworks, collaborative efforts across the industry, and a balanced focus on social and governance aspects alongside environmental initiatives.
In conclusion, the 2025 ESG Climate Survey points to a transformative period for the maritime sector as it grapples with the dual demands of geopolitical pressures and the imperative for sustainability. As industry leaders recognise that ESG is no longer merely regulatory, but a strategic necessity, the commitment to embedding these principles into daily operations is set to shape the future of maritime trade for years to come.
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