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The history of warfare against maritime commerce has 

been long and controversial in terms of its impact; the 

political, legal and moral issues surrounding it; and 

how to protect against it. The modern era has brought 

to the fore the complexities of both state and non-state 

actors; a maritime economy that includes not only ship-

ping and sea lanes, but also critical undersea infrastruc-

ture and resources, fishing, and offshore energy; and 

the challenge of rapid technological change. 

Maritime economy protection begins with homeland 

defence, including at coastal installations such as ports 

and energy terminals, as well as offshore and more distant 

critical maritime and undersea infrastructure and ship-

ping. This involves an integrated and layered defence. 

A balanced strategy of deterrence by denial and 

deterrence by punishment is required. Strategy must 

also be flexible, to take account of the different char-

acteristics of the maritime economic network and the 

threats it faces, including the fact that not all maritime 

chokepoints are equal. Demonstrable preparations for 

maritime economic warfare will likely have a significant 

deterrent effect. The ‘grey zone’ challenge, and the com-

plexities of the global maritime ecosystem, may require 

a more robust approach to maritime lawfare by Western 

states, but this needs to be defensible to gain the widest 

international support. In addition:

	�While lessons have been learned, navies and the 

shipping industry need to be much more inte-

grated in their understanding of each other, their 

training and planning.

	�Ownership of the challenge is a key enabler, as is 

partnership, both to organise the myriad stake-

holders involved and to share the burden among 

navies more widely at sea.

	�Despite increased defence outlays, significant 

growth of navies in a conventional sense may 

be constrained, but increased investment in both 

traditional platforms and new technologies will 

be required.

	�Higher levels of maritime economic warfare 

will require a comprehensive and multi-theatre 

approach. Western nations face significant indus-

trial base challenges in confronting peer or near-

peer challengers in a sustained campaign.

	� Small and medium-sized maritime powers may 

need to make strategic choices in terms of prior-

itising close- or long-range threats.

In some ways, the crosscurrents of maritime com-

merce warfare have remained the same through his-

tory. However, new technologies have brought a shift 

in maritime-related economic dependencies and the 

ability to threaten these dependencies. It has also seen 

a proliferation of potent sea-denial capabilities among 

more non-state, quasi-state and small-state actors, 

increasing the challenge for traditional maritime 

powers. This has raised the premium on understand-

ing the motivations, centres of gravity and pressure 

points of these new actors in order to develop effec-

tive counter strategies. 

Executive Summary
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Naval strategic thought has long recognised a strong con-

nection between economic prosperity, maritime trade and 

the role and fortunes of navies. At the same time, interest 

in and focus on maritime economic warfare in its various 

forms and descriptions – including commerce raiding or 

guerre de course – has ebbed and flowed, with enduring 

debate over its effectiveness and the political, legal and 

moral issues surrounding it. Nevertheless, recent events 

have led to a dramatic resurgence of concern over and 

evaluation of the vulnerabilities of the maritime economy, 

and how both to exploit and guard against them.

These recent developments have also brought to 

the fore the new complexities of the maritime environ-

ment. There is the bewildering globalised character of 

the shipping industry. The issue is also no longer just 

about the traditional maritime trade routes or sea lines 

of communication (SLOCs) and maritime chokepoints. 

It is about the connectivity of and dependency on criti-

cal undersea infrastructure (CUI) – undersea cables and 

pipelines. It is about other critical maritime infrastruc-

ture (CMI) both on the surface as well as below it – off-

shore energy installations and the migration of more 

economic activity offshore, beyond fishing, to include 

seabed resources. It is also about a broader concern over 

threats to the maritime environment.

Added to all this are the different shades of mod-

ern strategic competition, confrontation and conflict, 

with the maritime domain seemingly particularly 

conducive to pursuing ‘grey zone’ or hybrid warfare 

where the boundaries of escalation and coercion may 

be more aggressively tested. In addition, rapid tech-

nological change is compounding the set of challenges 

while also offering some new paths to a response. The 

proliferation to even relatively modest states and non-

state actors, with limited maritime stakes or capacity 

in a traditional sense, of potent unconventional mili-

tary capabilities which can deny use of the sea is also 

adding to the challenges facing traditional maritime 

trading nations.

For the United Kingdom and other like-minded 

Western maritime trading nations, recent events have 

represented a double-edged sword. They have in 

one sense illuminated the challenges and the stakes 

involved in disruptions to the global maritime econ-

omy, but they have also highlighted some of the defi-

cits in terms of capability to address the challenges as 

well as questions over both political will and room for 

manoeuvre. The aim of this paper is to navigate some 

of the issues and options. The paper is informed by 

an IISS workshop held in March 2025 in conjunction 

with the Royal Navy Strategic Studies Centre, which 

brought together UK and international naval and mar-

itime expertise, industry representatives and a range 

of international academics.

Introduction
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Commerce raiding was much practised in the age of 

sail, not least by privateers sanctioned by governments. 

The 1856 Declaration of Paris outlawed the privateers 

and significantly tightened the rules on acting against 

maritime trade. But the targeting of maritime commerce 

was back with a vengeance and was hugely influential 

in the two world wars. In the Cold War, fears of a new 

‘Battle of the Atlantic’ may have been illusory. But, in 

the 1980s, the ‘tanker war’ saw Iran and Iraq target ship-

ping as a means of leverage and coercion as part of their 

broader conflict.

In the post-Cold-War era, globalisation has brought 

an unprecedented level of maritime trade. But, for much 

of this period, in the wake of the ‘unipolar moment’ and 

the naval dominance of the United States, the maritime 

domain remained largely uncontested. Exceptions have 

included some limited state and non-state challenges, 

including from Iran harassing shipping and threaten-

ing to close the Strait of Hormuz and the resurgence for 

a period of piracy, notably off the Horn of Africa, in the 

Gulf of Guinea and around the Strait of Malacca.

The return of great-power competition, much of it 

manifested in the maritime domain, has changed all 

that. Moreover, non-state threats have not gone away 

but rather have evolved and become more challenging.

Perhaps the first major recent wake-up call came in 

the wake of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 

February 2022, and the consequent threat to maritime 

traffic in the Black Sea, and especially grain exports 

from Ukraine. The possibility of convoying was at least 

mooted, although the particular characteristics and 

situation of the Black Sea, especially naval access to it 

under the strictures of the Montreux Convention, cer-

tainly complicated matters.

In the end, a combination of limited circumvention 

via land and riverine routes, the leveraging of global 

concerns about food security to drive international 

diplomacy and a transit agreement under the auspices 

of the United Nations, and a dramatically successful 

unconventional maritime campaign against Russia’s 

Black Sea Fleet combined to lift the threat, at least con-

ditionally and temporarily.

Another ripple effect that really saw the awakening 

of concern about CUI came with the attacks on the Nord 

Stream gas pipelines in the Baltic Sea in September 

2022. These incidents, for which there has still not been 

a satisfactory public explanation, shone a spotlight on 

the shortfalls of states’ ability to monitor and counter 

covert threats against such infrastructure. NATO states 

have taken significant strides with responsive measures 

to join up the dots. But these remain a work in progress.

A corollary to this has been the use by states of ‘shadow 

fleets’ of tankers and other vessels operating outside the 

mainstream of global shipping to evade international 

sanctions. Russia has been the main focus of concern, but 

Iran, North Korea and Venezuela have also come under 

scrutiny for pursuing similar approaches.

But perhaps the starkest recent challenge to inter-

national maritime trade flows has come in and around 

the southern Red Sea with the campaign against ship-

ping by the Ansarullah (Houthi) movement in Yemen 

in the shadow of the Israel–Hamas conflict over Gaza. 

This campaign first grabbed international attention on 

19 November 2023 with a high-profile helicopter-borne 

hijacking of the vehicle transporter MV Galaxy Leader, the 

overture to a sustained series of attacks and attempted 

attacks on civilian shipping and naval vessels.

The threat certainly prompted an international 

naval response, driven by fear of the impact on the 

global economy and very public calls for intervention 

from major shipping lines. But the response was sub-

optimal. It produced two separate defensive missions 

– the US-led Prosperity Guardian1 and the European-

led Aspides2 – acting under different rules. There were 

further divergences when Washington launched an 

additional offensive mission against Houthi targets, 

Operation Poseidon Archer3, again with a different group-

ing of international partners and the active military 

participation only of the UK. From March 2025, the 

new Trump administration significantly escalated this 

1: Increasingly Troubled Waters
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campaign, under the new codename Operation Rough 

Rider, which the UK again also joined.

The naval interventions were undoubtedly impor-

tant in terms of strategic messaging and displaying a 

willingness to defend a global principle of freedom of 

navigation.  The US and European navies which have 

participated also enjoyed tactical success and gained 

operational experience in countering a complex range 

of anti-ship ballistic and cruise missiles and one-way-

attack uninhabited aerial vehicles (OWA UAVs).

This certainly provided protection for shipping and 

helped limit loss of life and physical damage to ships. 

The feared international economic meltdown did not 

materialise, but that appears to have been chiefly 

down to market conditions and the shipping indus-

try’s ability in this instance to adapt. The availability 

of significant spare tonnage helped, as it allowed com-

panies to undertake wholesale rerouting of, particu-

larly, container traffic around the Cape of Good Hope. 

But the international naval and military efforts did not 

completely deter or eliminate the Houthi threat, so 

major shippers were not reassured and remained wary 

of resuming Red Sea transits.4

While, on 6 May 2025, President Donald Trump 

announced an end to the US bombing campaign and 

declared that the Houthis had ‘capitulated’, the pros-

pects for a complete end to the threat and therefore a 

resumption of previous trading patterns remained 

uncertain. Indeed, a significant weight of opinion per-

sisted that the Houthis have been the main political 

beneficiaries of the confrontation in part because of a 

failure in the international community to fashion a 

comprehensive strategy that fully appreciated both the 

motivations of the Houthis and their points of pressure 

and vulnerability.

What is more, the naval operations and the navies 

involved have been stretched thin. There has also been 

much debate over the trade-offs involved in the costly 

expenditure of missiles against cheap OWA UAVs 

and the extent to which that is sustainable, especially 

against a more challenging threat and in the context of 

having to preserve capabilities for other strategic pri-

orities, not least deterring full-on warfighting against 

peer or near-peer adversaries like Russia and China. 

This has fuelled efforts to find different and more cost-

effective defensive measures.
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There are common principles at stake in all these instances 

and general lessons to be learned. But there are also case-

by-case circumstances and characteristics which call for 

more discrete reactions and capability choices.

CMI comes in various forms. So do the threats against 

it, from natural hazards and accidents to deliberate 

threats, from criminal damage and sabotage to terrorism 

and state-sponsored or state actions. How to respond to 

such deliberate threats depends on the circumstances: 

covert and in a time of tension below the threshold of 

conflict; more overt and kinetic but still limited (such as 

piracy or the Houthi campaign); or close to or involving 

open conflict between peer or near-peer states. Some 

of the challenges are close at hand, others at greater 

range. All this poses issues of how to prioritise defence 

resources, particularly for a medium-sized but globally 

connected and engaged power like the UK.

The Red Sea crisis has also shown that not all mari-

time chokepoints are equal, again potentially driving 

different responses. There are options to avoid the Bab 

el-Mandeb Strait and the Suez Canal. In the case of 

maritime energy exports through the Strait of Hormuz, 

whether oil and petroleum products or liquefied natu-

ral gas (LNG), these rerouting options are not available 

to nearly the same extent.

In terms of general responses, a balance will have to 

be struck between deterrence by denial (for example 

through increased surveillance and resilience of infra-

structure networks) and deterrence by punishment 

(such as interdiction of suspicious activities or offen-

sive action to degrade opposition capabilities). One 

carries a penalty of being too reactive and ceding the 

initiative, the other almost certainly carries a higher 

risk of escalation.

Again, in general terms, the overt preparation of 

capabilities and capacity for maritime economic war-

fare or responding to it has the potential to have a con-

siderable deterrent effect. This would involve investing 

in specific capabilities to wage or protect against such a 

campaign. Such protection measures could include the 

creation of a ‘war chest’ not only of financial reserves 

but also of strategic resources and materials, and for 

Western countries further efforts to move beyond the 

‘just enough, just in time’ business model. One concern 

for like-minded Western governments should be that 

there are signs that competitor states like China and 

Russia have already stolen a march in embracing and 

implementing their own strategies.

In terms of defensive measures for the protection 

of infrastructure, to a significant degree the challenge 

starts in a homeland-security context through the pro-

tection of coastal maritime-related critical infrastructure 

such as ports and oil and LNG terminals. Next comes 

the burgeoning offshore renewable-energy sector, nota-

bly wind farms or Denmark’s planned energy islands.

Increasing energy substitution will likely see the 

focus on offshore renewables only grow. Further afield, 

this could also impact the relative strategic significance 

of different maritime chokepoints, particularly those 

most associated with the passage of oil tankers and 

product carriers. Patterns of trade more generally could 

change, including with the prospect of increasingly tight 

emissions controls on maritime traffic, which could also 

affect response options such as extended rerouting of 

shipping in scenarios like that in the Red Sea. All that 

will inevitably affect both future deployment priorities 

and capability requirements for navies.

The sub-surface CUI problem adds an extra layer of 

murkiness and, in a grey-zone situation, a premium on 

the ability to attribute responsibility for an incident as a 

foundational element both of deterrence and response. 

Further challenges include the scope and scale of the 

various cable and pipeline networks; the multiplicity of 

stakeholders both in terms of the seabed itself and the 

infrastructure; the breadth of government involvement, 

both civilian and military; and the industry stake. Then 

there are the multinational aspects, whether they are the 

cables and pipelines themselves in terms of routing and 

operation; different states and jurisdictions involved; or 

the lack of jurisdictions in the case of international waters.

2: Making (or Remaking) the Connections
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Similar complexities arise in the case of grappling 

with the operation of shadow fleets, especially if they 

are also suspected of engaging in other malign hybrid 

maritime activity. The issues of the shadow fleets and 

countering CUI tampering also raise the question of 

whether the UK and others need to take a more robust 

approach to the interpretation of international mari-

time law, and perhaps even take on a more ‘Cold War 

mindset’ including even some more proactive actions to 

deter adversary actions.

The UK Secretary of State for Defence, John Healey, 

recently disclosed that he had authorised the surfacing 

of an Astute-class nuclear-powered attack submarine 

close to the Russian naval vessel Yantar, commonly 

regarded as a ‘spy ship’, as it loitered in UK waters. 

Such a move may bring added deterrent value. It also 

carries risks, not just of escalation but also of seem-

ing to legitimise more aggressive harassment activities 

on the other side, and of unnecessarily showing one’s 

own hand.

This, and especially a more robust stance on mari-

time lawfare, represents a difficult political balancing 

act, not least given that a key ambition must also be to 

encourage as broad an international approach as pos-

sible while at the same time not providing hostages 

to fortune for adversaries to justify their own actions. 

The recent G7 foreign ministers’ statement on maritime 

security highlighted the dilemma, encouraging tougher 

action against shadow fleets while strongly condemn-

ing the activities of both China and Russia.5 This may 

need a more concerted effort to build consensus on a 

more robust approach to lawfare. That will also require 

a robust information strategy, to distinguish between 

more assertive and concerted applications of estab-

lished rules and actions that undermine them.

The risk calculus on this may be changing. This may 

not prevent provocative reactions by rogue states or 

other entities, including unjustified seizures of friendly 

shipping. A potential part of the deterrence policy mix, 

therefore, should be overtly building and exercising 

quick-reaction specialist force elements to rescue and 

release captured vessels and crews.

A further pillar of deterrence and defence against 

threats to CMI and CUI is in the area of resilience, 

through improved redundancy and enhanced repair 

capacity. This can also build societal resilience, reduc-

ing the risk that attacks will generate public alarms, in 

turn requiring potentially escalatory responses. Such 

resilience also lowers the incentive for an adversary to 

pursue a disruption strategy. Indeed, it could be argued 

that there has been an overreaction to incidents so far, 

which have not led to dramatic disruptions of economic 

activity. The main risk is, in fact, to isolated communi-

ties with limited resilience and redundancy in terms 

of links. Therefore, that is potentially where the main 

focus of countermeasures should be.

As for the Red Sea crisis, despite significant efforts at 

reconnecting between navies and major ship operators, 

cooperating on movements and rebuilding information 

networks, the crisis also underscored how far the 

military and civilian sides at sea have drifted apart, not 

least in understanding each other’s operations. Events 

in and around the Red Sea appear to reinforce the need 

to build a new and enduring framework of routine 

links between navies and shipping operators at all 

levels, and to explore how to revive practices including 

co-ordinated training, exercising and planning.

This needs to be a mutually supporting relationship, 

not least in information sharing. Given the complexi-

ties of global shipping and the considerable resources 

that the commercial shipping industry itself can bring 

to bear, the commercial sector can help navies under-

stand the maritime trade dynamics and when, where 

and how best to provide military support.

Joint planning and training should also encompass 

more challenging scenarios than the Red Sea, where 

the threats are more potent and the options to keep 

maritime trade flowing, such as rerouting, are more 

limited. In current circumstances, ship owners are 

understandably unwilling to put either crews or ves-

sels in harm’s way.

During the ‘tanker war’ in the 1980s, over approxi-

mately seven years, there were some 450 attacks on 

ships, chiefly oil tankers and product carriers, using 

multiple types of weapons from missiles to mines, 

resulting in more than 320 seafarers killed, injured or 

missing.6 The oil kept flowing despite high insurance, 

material and human costs in large part because of the 

market conditions and global economic requirements, 

plus perhaps a different risk calculus.
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International navies provided some direct protection 

for certain flagged shipping. And a significant naval 

presence likely further added to general deterrence 

against more widespread attacks. The US Navy also 

undertook offensive action against Iranian forces at sea 

under Operation Praying Mantis in April 1988.

But the threats are now more complex. Navies are 

also much more constrained in terms of available 

warship numbers and multiple other commitments. 

Routine convoying in the traditional sense may not 

be practicable.

Historically, the potential arming of merchant ships 

to help with self-protection has been an option. In more 

recent counter-piracy responses, the ‘hardening’ of mer-

chant ships through various best-management practice 

measures, such as protected areas and compartments 

for crews and embarking armed guards, have had sig-

nificant effect.

In the age of the wide availability of at least rudi-

mentary anti-ship ballistic missiles and OWA UAVs, 

self-protection measures for merchant ships may seem 

impractical. But building in some form of surveillance 

capacity for merchant ships, or ‘soft kill’ countermeas-

ures and even limited defensive weapon fits may need 

to be explored as part of a more distributed but inte-

grated form of accompanied transit of merchant ship-

ping and warships, if not actual convoying.

Another element of a more general strategy, with 

most major navies stretched so thin, must be establish-

ing broader and clearer ‘ownership’ of the challenges 

among naval powers, such that it is not just the ‘usual 

suspects’ who are turning up each time in a crisis. It is 

notable, for example, that the littoral states most directly 

affected by the Red Sea ripples have been largely absent 

from the scene.

Creating a broader coalition would require a reas-

sessment of strategic approach by key players. It may 

involve a more active approach to seek to engage other 

major stakeholders, such as Brazil or India, and devel-

oping a broader consensus among a coalition of like-

minded coastal states. Again, this requires balancing a 

robust approach with a strategy that is seen as consistent 

and credible in terms of international law. One further 

forcing factor may be the attitude of the current Trump 

administration, which appears hawkish in terms of the 

US interest in freedom of navigation, but also more 

inclined – as in other areas of security policy – to seek 

a tangible ‘buy in’, whether in terms of commitment or 

financial remuneration, from other key stakeholders.

Moreover, notwithstanding the fact that a large part 

of the approach to the protection of the maritime econ-

omy is about partnering – whether it is civil-military, or 

between government agencies, or among governments 

and international organizations – there must necessar-

ily be a recapitalising of navies for this task, since core 

missions such as maritime domain awareness and naval 

presence can be expensive.

There is a general belief among many like-minded 

Western navies that the ability to regrow capability, in a 

traditional sense of numbers of conventional platforms, 

will be limited. This is the case even with the likeli-

hood of additional resources, given the multiple other 

demands for defence investments and the constraints of 

naval industrial capacity. Part of the solution may be 

finding new ways to deliver capability, but it will also 

likely require rebuilding more traditional mass in terms 

of hull numbers, and some requirements will inevitably 

carry a significant bill.

As a starting point, and focusing on threats closer 

to home, the approach could involve the recreation in 

more modern form of the ‘offshore tapestry’, as it was 

dubbed in the UK in the 1970s when the focus was on 

protecting the then-new offshore oil and gas indus-

try and the expanded exclusive economic zone. Back 

then, this tapestry consisted of airborne surveillance, 

increased patrol-ship capacity and the earmarking of 

quick-reaction forces to protect coastal facilities. At 

higher threat levels, mine countermeasures and anti-

submarine warfare (ASW) capabilities would form part 

of the response. Today, it would also involve cyber 

defence and other counter-sabotage and counter-terror-

ism precautions, and in extremis elements of integrated 

air and missile defence.

The modern tapestry will necessarily also involve 

a much more robust integration of different agencies. 

Again, ownership of the problem will be key in order 

that a responsible agency can drive the integration. 

Significant strides have been made in this area, but it 

remains a work in progress. Increased civil-military 

partnership is critical, given the commercial sector’s 
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custodianship not only of much of the CUI itself but 

also much of the critical undersea technology required 

for surveillance and protection.

NATO and other navies and maritime security agen-

cies are also making progress in putting into operation 

new capabilities, such as the multi-role ocean surveil-

lance ship RFA Proteus in the UK, and incorporating 

specialist skills and units such as combat diving teams. 

But just one or two platforms will not be sufficient for a 

robust and credible capability.

The increased use of uncrewed systems to deliver the 

almost universal requirement for greater and more per-

sistent maritime domain awareness will clearly have a 

significant part to play. Navies are moving in this direc-

tion anyway. The Royal Navy’s Project Cabot aims to 

pursue such an approach of exploiting developments in 

remotely operated and uncrewed/autonomous systems 

to help deliver a deployable and persistent wide-area 

ASW surveillance capability in the North Atlantic. This 

may be a template for wider application.

Nevertheless, there will likely remain a significant 

and enhanced requirement for crewed platforms as 

well for presence and patrolling to add to the deter-

rent effect. Gauging the capability and cost of such 

platforms, however, will be an increasing challenge. 

While general-purpose platforms may be the preferred 

approach, the Houthi campaign has underlined the 

need for a range of capabilities to deal with a complex 

set of threats, including high-end air defence and even 

ASW. This may be a forcing factor in accelerating or at 

least increasing emphasis on and exploiting new tech-

nologies and networking of systems for a more distrib-

uted approach to providing presence but also high-end 

capabilities like complex air defence.
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Dealing with the Houthis and even Iran when it comes 

to response and escalation is one thing. Dealing with 

more serious maritime economy challenges involving 

peer competitors is another.

Whether it is competition over CUI, countering 

Russia’s shadow fleet and sanctions evasions, or hybrid 

harassment of shipping – for example as part of an incre-

mental Chinese pressure campaign against Taiwan – the 

risk of escalation leading to open and extended conflict 

is of a higher order. Potential adversaries would also 

likely prefer to avoid an open and extended confronta-

tion. For Russia, vulnerabilities include its dependency 

on oil export revenues; for China, they include its reli-

ance on energy imports.

Increasing convergence of the relationship between 

Moscow and Beijing could mean they can mitigate each 

other’s weaknesses, not least through mutual support 

focusing on overland routes. This would require an 

equally cohesive strategy from like-minded Western 

states and both the political will and operational capac-

ity to respond assertively. 

Again, in the case of a Chinese ‘quarantine’ cam-

paign of increasing interference with Taiwanese-related 

maritime traffic, this could involve at least an enhanced 

international presence to ‘shine a spotlight’ on Chinese 

activities. But this would carry its own risks. Turning 

that into a strategy would also face significant hurdles. 

Beijing would have home advantage that would accen-

tuate its numerical advantage in warship numbers, to 

which could also be added the huge resource of China’s 

coastguard and maritime militia.

An alternative strategy could be a reciprocal initia-

tive targeting Chinese-related shipping, preferably in 

remote and disparate locations to draw out and dis-

sipate China’s own forces. Establishing for this a legal 

pretext that would gain sufficient multilateral support 

would be a challenge. In addition, the complexities of 

global transport again present the dilemma of identi-

fying relevant shipping – as the supposedly targeted 

Houthi campaign has reminded everyone – and the 

potential impact on third parties and ‘neutrals’. But this 

should not be insurmountable with sufficiently robust 

information-sharing and data analysis. However, it 

would require a broad, consensual coalition approach, 

with active diplomacy to mitigate the fallout for 

bystanding nations.

In the event of a major hot-war confrontation, an 

overall grand strategy for the maritime economy will 

be required. This would necessarily run in conjunction 

with sanctions, blockades, a full gamut of economic 

diplomacy, and embargoes. It would ideally involve 

multiple theatres to stretch and distract adversary naval 

forces from their preferred tasks and impose increasing 

direct and indirect costs. 

But a major challenge, whether in a limited or large-

scale armed confrontation, is the scale and breadth of 

maritime capacity that China has been amassing. This 

is not just in its naval and maritime security fleets, but 

also its military and commercial shipbuilding capacity, 

as well as its scale of shipping fleet ownership and oper-

ation, and even its port infrastructure interests.

There remains a debate over whether China is truly 

a maritime or a continental power. Its merchant ship-

ping interests and maritime trade dependencies may 

represent vulnerabilities and a wealth of potential tar-

gets. But Beijing’s shipping capacity almost amounts 

to a huge reserve on which it can call. China certainly 

has the option to mount an offensive maritime com-

merce campaign of its own. Western like-minded 

nations would need to invest in the resilience necessary 

to undertake such a campaign themselves. They may 

still have to do so from the position collectively of the 

weaker protagonist.

Specifically, in 2023, China – even excluding Hong 

Kong – delivered just over 50% of the world’s new 

ship capacity of vessels of over 1,000 tons and owned 

just over 13% of global shipping fleet tonnage, repre-

senting close to 9,500 vessels (exceeded only by Greece 

with 16.9% of tonnage and just under 5,000 vessels).7 

US shipyards in comparison delivered no commercial 

3: Raising the Stakes 
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ships, while US ownership of shipping tonnage repre-

sented 2.2% of the global total and some 1,800 vessels.

Alarm bells have certainly been ringing in the US 

over its atrophied shipbuilding industry and lack of 

a merchant marine. This has prompted significant 

political initiatives to seek to regenerate US maritime 

capacity in the shape of a Trump White House execu-

tive order8 and the bipartisan SHIPS (Shipbuilding and 

Harbor Infrastructure for Prosperity and Security for 

America) Act.

None of this will see the US able to compete with 

China as a global shipbuilder. In that sense, the US and 

others need to look for support from other key players, 

notably Japan and South Korea, which still have size-

able shares of the market.

The priority for the US and the likes of the UK is a 

revived maritime industrial base to sustain their naval 

force. It is also to furnish – through revised regulation 

and commercial incentivisation – a pool of available 

(that is, appropriately flagged, owned and crewed) and 

militarily relevant commercial vessels that can be called 

upon in time of tension or conflict to support that naval 

force directly in its operations. 

One Western comparative advantage that remains at 

least for now is its dominance of the commercial ship-

ping ecosystem of enabling bodies and services. These 

could also be employed as a lever to exert pressure on 

adversary ship operations. 

Campaigns against maritime commerce or the mari-

time economy typically are slow to have effect. So, in 

the context of large-scale conflict, the aim must be first 

to avoid quick defeat and then have the strategy and 

capacity to prevail over the longer term.

For Western like-minded navies, then, there is a need 

to balance the requirement for a warfighting force that 

can at least survive the ‘battle of the first salvo’ and con-

duct high-intensity operations, with a force that can sus-

tain operations both over time and across a wide area. 

This will require investment in a nucleus of a battle force 

that is resilient and a force with a mix of capabilities for 

a sustained campaign. This would include a range of 

smaller combatants with more general-purpose charac-

teristics. It could exploit new technologies and the use 

of uncrewed or even autonomous platforms at least to 

fulfil key maritime domain awareness tasking.

Even with the exploitation of new technologies, and 

international partnerships, all this tasking will still 

require considerable additional resources. For smaller 

and medium-sized powers, there will likely be strate-

gic choices to be made over whether or to what extent 

they prioritise the protection of near-water and offshore 

interests over more distant and extended protection. 
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Conclusions

Recent events at sea have led to something of an awak-

ening in official and public appreciation of the critical 

interconnectedness of the maritime economy. At the 

same time, these events have highlighted significant 

deficits among like-minded Western maritime powers 

in being able to counter threats to the system.

Part of the response to this needs to be a clear under-

standing of where the key vulnerabilities lie (for example, 

in which undersea infrastructure networks, and what 

the real risks for particular trade routes and chokepoints 

are).  A more enduring and integrated approach to this 

will also likely be required, not least between navies and 

the shipping industry, and one that exploits the strengths 

of the West’s stake in global shipping and the maritime 

ecosystem as well as guarding against its vulnerabilities. 

There will likely be new challenges for Western 

navies in balancing future requirements for maintain-

ing both a credible high-intensity warfighting capability 

as well as creating a force capable of more distributed 

and sustained operations focused on maritime eco-

nomic warfare. For the most challenging peer-on-peer 

scenarios, international collaboration and burden-shar-

ing on a more robust and extensive scale than has been 

seen recently will likely be a critical ingredient.
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