CMA CGM reshuffles fleet and invests $20bn to counter new US fees on Chinese-built ships
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CMA CGM, one of the largest shipping companies worldwide, is proactively reorganising its global fleet in response to impending US port fees specifically targeting vessels built in China. Set to come into effect in October, these charges are part of a broader strategy by the US government aimed at diminishing dependency on Chinese shipbuilding while promoting domestic maritime operations.
The structure of the new fee regime imposes the steepest charges on Chinese companies using Chinese-built ships at US ports—a calculated move rooted in a longstanding desire to curb China's ascendancy in the shipbuilding sector. According to CMA CGM’s Chief Financial Officer, Ramon Fernandez, the company is positioned well to adapt without significant issues, as less than half of its approximately 670 vessels are of Chinese origin. This flexibility allows the firm to strategically navigate the impending costs, a relief amidst growing concerns within the industry about the potential financial impact of the new fees.
Initial reactions from the shipping sector prompted Washington to soften the original proposal, making the fee framework less burdensome than initially anticipated. However, challenges remain pervasive within the shipping landscape, primarily due to existing trade tensions between the US and China. The tariffs imposed since April have already constrained trade flows, evident in CMA CGM's experience of cancellations on many scheduled routes between the two nations.
Beyond immediate fleet adjustments, CMA CGM has been fortifying its position in the US market, recently committing to a $20 billion investment plan over the next four years. This ambitious initiative, announced alongside President Trump, aims to bolster domestic shipping capabilities and create approximately 10,000 jobs. The investment includes funding for new vessels, logistics facilities, and air cargo operations, reflecting a strategic pivot toward enhancing CMA CGM’s foothold in an increasingly competitive sector.
Despite reporting a year-on-year increase in shipping volumes by 4.2% in the first quarter of the year—attributed to a shipping surge ahead of tariff changes—CMA CGM remains cautious about providing forecasts for the entire year. The CFO noted that while there are signs of recovery in demand, sparked by a temporary agreement to reduce tariffs, uncertainty looms large over the future trajectory of container shipping volumes. The unpredictability of US-China trade relations poses ongoing risks, complicating the operational landscape for companies reliant on trans-Pacific trade routes.
Industry observers continue to eye the implications of the upcoming fees with trepidation. The initial proposal outlined by the US Trade Representative suggested that port fees could reach exorbitant levels, with reports indicating potential costs of up to $1.5 million per Chinese-built vessel per port call. This level of imposition could dramatically raise operational expenses, ultimately burdening American consumers and disrupting established supply chains.
The revised US plan, introduced following public hearings and widespread feedback from industry stakeholders, seeks to alleviate some of these burdens by incorporating grace periods and exemptions for smaller vessels. Such adjustments, while potentially offering reprieve, reflect a delicate balancing act between stimulating domestic shipbuilding and safeguarding the operational viability of shipping businesses reliant on global trade networks.
CMA CGM’s proactive steps, including its investment strategy and operational adaptations, illustrate a broader trend in the shipping industry: the need for agility and resilience in an era marked by significant geopolitical shifts and regulatory pressures. Whether the company will successfully navigate these waters remains to be seen, especially as it collaborates with partners in the Ocean Alliance while grappling with the broader implications of US maritime policies.
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