Supply chains in 2025 face reckoning as polycrisis reshapes global trade routes and costs
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In today’s volatile and unpredictable global environment, supply chain resilience has become an imperative for businesses navigating a landscape marked by myriad disruptions. The concept of a “new normal” in supply chains reflects a world where frequent interruptions—from geopolitical tensions to climate crises—are no longer exceptions but expected conditions.
Experts such as James Hookham, director of the Global Shippers Forum, emphasize that supply chain disruptions now stem from a complex interplay of geopolitical instability, climate change, and labour disputes. This multifaceted nature of disruption has led to a paradigm shift in how supply chains must be managed, requiring businesses to be agile and forward-thinking.
The geopolitical dimension plays a particularly critical role. The Global Risks Report 2025 by the World Economic Forum highlights state-based armed conflicts, proxy wars, and regional upheavals as the foremost threats for the coming year. These conflicts jeopardise trade routes and critical supply networks, exemplified by tensions in regions like the South China Sea and Eastern Europe. The ongoing risk to commercial shipping in the Red Sea has already forced many companies to reroute vessels around the Cape of Good Hope, incurring additional time and costs. Moreover, trade conflicts and changing regulations are compelling businesses to adapt rapidly, whether by considering nearshoring to reduce vulnerability or by investing in compliance measures to stay ahead of evolving laws such as the recent FuelEU Maritime regulations. The reminder from customs experts that meticulous due diligence on regulatory changes is essential underscores the increasing complexity facing supply chain management.
The economic ramifications of these disruptions are significant. In the United States alone, broad tariff policies, like those implemented during the previous administration, have induced pervasive worries among business owners, with many citing supply chain breakdowns as key risks alongside severe weather and cyberattacks. The cumulative losses have been staggering, reaching over $34 billion as companies grapple with the costs of interrupted operations. The rise in cybercrime, with damages soaring over recent years, adds a technologically driven dimension to supply vulnerabilities.
Climate change and environmental disruptions compound these challenges. Severe weather events frequently impact transport reliability and freight capacity, further degrading supply chain performance. Labour disputes also remain a constant source of strain; potential strikes among longshoremen and protests in agricultural sectors highlight how workforce issues can intensify existing logistical bottlenecks.
Academic research supports the view that these disruptions are interconnected rather than isolated incidents. Studies illustrate how crises such as climate change, pandemics, and geopolitical conflicts form a ‘polycrisis,’ where one event may trigger or magnify another. This complexity demands not only reactive measures but also proactive, holistic strategies to build resilience. Businesses must embed multi-faceted risk management approaches that factor in environmental, economic, political, and technological dimensions simultaneously.
From a strategic perspective, companies are encouraged to look beyond traditional supply chain optimisation models focused narrowly on cost and efficiency. Instead, a “best value” approach integrates risk mitigation, sustainability, market access, and innovation considerations alongside cost and delivery performance. This shift is crucial as firms that successfully build resilient supply chains position themselves to gain competitive advantage, thriving where others falter amid uncertainty.
Recent trends exhibit more frequent disruptions and rising costs, such as the sharp 50% surge in spot maritime rates seen in May of this year. These dynamics are propelled by heightened demand, ongoing labour issues, cyberattacks, and geopolitical instability. As such, the conventional operational paradigms are giving way to a new era where flexibility, foresight, and comprehensive risk assessment are central to supply chain strategies.
In summary, the supply chain landscape in 2025 is defined by relentless challenges that demand evolving and robust resilience frameworks. The convergence of geopolitical, environmental, economic, and technological threats forms a complex risk web that businesses must navigate strategically. While the disruptions may seem endless, those who prioritise adaptive, multi-dimensional resilience efforts stand the best chance to maintain stability and capitalise on opportunities amid an era of near-constant upheaval.
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