West Coast ports face historic halt in China shipping amid tariff surge
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On a recent Friday morning, officials at major West Coast ports were confronted with an unprecedented situation: not a single cargo vessel had departed from China to the San Pedro Bay Complex, which includes both the Port of Los Angeles and the Port of Long Beach. This stark reality marks a significant departure from the norm, with similar occurrences not observed since the onset of the pandemic. Just six days prior, 41 vessels were on course to leave China for these crucial trade hubs.
The drastic drop in shipping activity correlates closely with the recent escalation in tariffs imposed by the Trump administration on Chinese imports, which now hover at an alarming 145%. This sudden financial barrier has rendered trade with China, a linchpin in U.S. commerce, prohibitively expensive for many American businesses. Mario Cordero, the CEO of the Port of Long Beach, described the current landscape as "cause for alarm," emphasising the speed and extent of the decline which exceeds even the pandemic's impact on shipping.
Recent figures illustrate the scale of the slowdown. The Port of Long Beach has experienced a 35-40% decrease in cargo volume, while the Port of Los Angeles has reported a 31% drop. Other significant ports, including those in New York and Seattle, are also bracing for similar downturns. This unprecedented decrease in shipping volume raises alarms not only within the industry but also for consumers who may soon encounter empty shelves and heightened prices. Cordero warned, "If things don’t change quickly... we may be seeing empty products on the shelves."
The ramifications of the tariffs have not only affected shipping volumes but have also compelled major retailers like Amazon and Walmart to pause or cancel orders, further aggravating the situation. Shipping analysts have noted that at least six weekly routes between China and the U.S. have been suspended, drastically impacting annual shipping capacity. Such changes reflect a significant contraction in transpacific trade, with estimates suggesting a potential 30-40% drop in cargo volume, a figure stressed by Maersk, the world's second-largest shipping line.
While President Trump framed the current downturn in U.S. ports as indicative of a rebalancing economy—claiming that "China was making over a trillion" without clear context—experts and port authorities warn of the unexpected long-term consequences of this strategy. Decreasing activity at ports serves as a critical economic barometer, hinting at potential systemic disruptions that could reverberate across the logistics and employment sectors of the economy. The logistics infrastructure underpinning American trade is facing unprecedented strain. Gene Seroka, executive director of the Port of Los Angeles, noted the tariffs represent one of the most extensive disruptions seen in recent history.
Negotiations between U.S. and Chinese trade representatives are unfolding in Geneva, yet the path to restored trade may be fraught with difficulty. Analysts warn that without a de-escalation in tensions or the establishment of a new trade framework, the current trajectory could solidify damaging economic impacts. As Cordero emphasised, swift change is essential to mitigate the looming threat of empty shelves, which now appears increasingly plausible.
Though trade patterns indicate a gradual rebalancing away from China—where cargo from the nation constituted upwards of 63% of volumes at the Port of Long Beach just a few years ago—China still remains a major component of U.S. imports. The evolving trade landscape, marred by tariffs and service reductions, calls into question how the U.S. and China can navigate their economic relationship moving forward in order to avert a deeper crisis.
In sum, as trade representatives meet to discuss potential resolutions, the implications of the unfolding tariff situation will continue to ripple across the global economy, affecting everything from shipping logistics to consumer behaviour. With every vessel that fails to set sail and every cargo container left unshipped, the broader narrative of American trade hangs precariously in the balance.
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