Global shipping schedule reliability hits 16-month high amid trade tensions and shipbuilding challenges
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In recent months, global schedule reliability within the shipping industry has reached a notable 16-month high, reflecting a significant improvement in how well shipping companies adhere to their planned schedules. This rise comes against the backdrop of ongoing challenges in global supply chains, stemming from a combination of geopolitical tensions, pandemic-induced disruptions, and evolving shipping policies.
According to data from industry analysts, schedule reliability for liner shipping improved notably, reaching figures that suggest a positive trend despite still lingering concerns. For instance, in November, global liner schedule reliability increased by 4.1 percentage points month-over-month to hit 54.8%, marking the best performance recorded in 2024 thus far. However, this uptick underscores a broader context where the industry's reliability has fluctuated between 50% and 55% throughout the year. The ongoing challenges are exemplified by the fact that average delays for late vessel arrivals, although reduced, still averaged around 5.41 days—second only to the delays seen during the pandemic peak in 2021.
This improvement in reliability is especially critical as the shipping industry grapples with the repercussions of heightened tariffs and trade disputes, particularly between major economies. The United States and China find themselves in a tumultuous economic landscape, with escalating tariffs reaching as high as 145% on U.S. imports and 125% on retaliatory measures from China. Such stark changes have prompted countries reliant on exports, such as South Korea, to reconsider their trade strategies amidst fears of economic shocks by 2025. Reports suggest that nations like the EU, Mexico, and Canada are particularly vulnerable to these shifts, as they are substantially exposed to the impacts of trade disruptions.
In the midst of these developments, South Korea and Japan remain pertinent players in the global shipbuilding industry. Current forecasts illustrate a challenging scenario for these countries in meeting the U.S. demand for non-Chinese shipbuilding alternatives. The U.S. policies aimed at reducing dependence on Chinese shipbuilders, initiated during the Trump administration, incorporated measures like port fees which could significantly influence market dynamics. As it stands, Japan’s shipbuilding capacity is nearly fully booked until 2028, while South Korea is grappling with its own financial challenges in capacity expansion.
China, for its part, continues to dominate the global shipbuilding landscape, contributing to a staggering 51% of the world’s merchant ships by gross tonnage as of 2023. This persistent leadership has birthed concerns in the U.S. regarding national security and economic interests, with calls for a revitalisation of the American shipbuilding industry gaining momentum. Experts advise that long-term investments and strategic policies will be essential to counter China's market hold and to re-establish the U.S. shipbuilding presence in both commercial and military sectors.
The geopolitical implications of these trends are profound. As countries navigate this ever-evolving maritime landscape, the interplay of reliability, cost, and strategic autonomy will dictate future interactions and collaborations within the global shipping community. The potential for increased costs and complexity in supply chains looms large, necessitating adaptability and foresighted policies from industry stakeholders.
Turning to the broader implications, the rise of non-Chinese competitors could reshape global shipping networks, particularly if tariffs and political initiatives succeed in nudging trade away from China. While nations like South Korea and Japan possess the expertise, they may struggle to fill the void quickly enough to match shifting U.S. demands, thus spotlighting the urgent need for innovation and investment within these sectors.
As the maritime industry confronts these intersecting challenges and opportunities, reliability in scheduling may serve as a barometer for broader economic resilience, underscoring the intricacies that define contemporary global trade routes.
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