China ports face sharpest throughput drop as US tariffs reshape global trade
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The landscape of global trade is facing seismic shifts as Asian ports, particularly those in China, prepare for what S&P Global Ratings forecasts as potentially the most abrupt throughput decline in their operational history. The latest round of US tariffs has compounded the already significant challenges, placing immense pressure on port operators throughout the region. According to S&P Global, the repercussions of sustained tariffs could reverberate through the industry, squeezing revenues and affecting financial leverage.
In a stark assessment, the ratings agency indicates that ports heavily reliant on trade routes between China and the United States, such as Shanghai, are bracing for severe operational impacts. Research suggests that, under current tariff conditions, Chinese ports face the prospect of absorbing a throughput hit of up to 27% in 2025. Meanwhile, India’s Adani Ports and Special Economic Zone Ltd, which primarily serves domestic markets, appears better positioned to weather the storm, potentially enduring a 22% decline in overall volume. This resilience can be attributed to the origin and destination nature of its operations, which insulate it somewhat from external trade fluctuations.
The cascading effects of tariffs are evident, with major container shipping firms halting service routes between Asia and the US, further complicating the import landscape. Reports highlight that suspensions of at least six weekly routes could eliminate a staggering 1.3 million 40-foot containers annually, disrupting cargo flows and forcing many manufacturers to reevaluate their supply strategies. Companies such as Amazon and Walmart have begun to scale back orders, reflecting the broader economic uncertainty and signalling a potential downturn in retail availability and pricing.
These developments are not limited to maritime trade; they extend to the automotive sector as well. European and Asian car manufacturers are grappling with the implications of new regulations that impose fees on non-U.S. vessels entering American ports. This shift could impose additional costs of up to $1.8 billion annually on car carrier operators, raising concerns that these expenses will ultimately land on consumers.
With shipment volumes expected to be significantly curtailed between China and the United States, S&P Global cautions that the effects may be enduring, especially as the existing tariffs are not only high but remain largely unmitigated. The anticipated reallocation of supply chains—often termed the ‘China-plus-one’ strategy—could lead to a temporary uptick in volumes for alternative production hubs in Southeast Asia. However, this would not compensate for the losses incurred from the China-US route disruptions.
Looking ahead, analysts predict that if high tariffs persist, the coming five to ten years could see substantial shifts in the supply chain, fundamentally altering the dynamics of port throughput growth. The long-term implications of these adjustments could result in a structural decline in throughput for ports that continue to rely heavily on trade with the United States.
As the realities of these geopolitical and economic pressures unfold, stakeholders across the shipping and logistics industries, as well as policymakers, are urged to reconsider existing strategies. The ongoing uncertainty continues to weigh heavily on operational decisions, with executives advocating for a more nuanced approach that balances tariffs and trade dynamics without disproportionately penalising specific sectors. 
The ramifications are clear: the interplay of tariffs, supply chain adjustments, and regional economic health will dictate the future landscape of Asian ports and trade routes, fundamentally determining their viability in an increasingly competitive market.
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