
 

 

 

 

WORLD MARITIME DAY 2016 

SHIPPING: INDISPENSABLE TO THE WORLD  

Background paper  

 

Every evening, millions of people all over the world will settle into their armchairs to watch 

some TV after a hard day at work. Many will have a snack or something to drink. It will occur 

to almost none of them that they have anything to thank shipping for. And yet every one of 

them undoubtedly owes a debt of gratitude to the unsung industry on which everyone in the 

world relies. 

 

That TV probably arrived in a containership; the grain that made the bread in that sandwich 

came in a bulk carrier; the coffee probably came by sea, too. Even the electricity powering 

the TV set and lighting up the room was probably generated using fuel that came in a giant 

oil tanker. 

 

The truth is, shipping affects us all. No matter where you may be in the world, if you look 

around you, you are almost certain to see something that either has been or will be 

transported by sea, whether in the form of raw materials, components or the finished article.  

Yet few people have any idea just how much they rely on shipping. For the vast majority, 

shipping is out of sight and out of mind. But this does a huge disservice to the industry that, 

quietly and efficiently, day and night, never pausing and never stopping, keeps the world 

turning and keeps the people of the world fed, clothed, housed and entertained.  

This is a story that needs to be told. And this is why the theme that has been chosen for 

World Maritime Day 2016 is "Shipping: indispensable to the world". 

 

The theme was chosen to focus on the critical link between shipping and the everyday lives 

of people all over the planet, and to raise awareness of the role of IMO as the international 
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regulatory body for international shipping. The importance of shipping in supporting and 

sustaining today's global society gives IMO's work a significance that reaches far beyond the 

industry itself. 

 

International trade has evolved such that almost no nation can be fully self-sufficient. Every 

country relies, to some degree, on selling what it produces and acquiring what it lacks: none 

can be dependent only on its domestic resources. 

 

Shipping is the only truly cost-effective and sustainable means by which this can be fulfilled. 

Today, people all over the world rely on ships to transport the commodities, fuel, foodstuffs, 

goods and products on which we all depend. Maritime transport is the backbone of 

international trade and the global economy. 

 

According to the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), around 

80% of global trade by volume and over 70% of global trade by value are carried by sea and 

are handled by ports worldwide. These shares are even higher in the case of most 

developing countries. 

 

At the beginning of 2015, the world's commercial fleet consisted of nearly 90,000 vessels, 

with a total carrying capacity of some 1.75 billion dwt. This fleet is registered in more than 

150 nations and is manned by more than a million seafarers of virtually every nationality. It is 

this fleet that enables the import and export of goods, on the scale necessary to sustain the 

modern world, to take place. 

 

And what incredible ships make up this global fleet. A single ship can carry enough grain to 

feed nearly four million people for a month; another, enough oil to heat an entire city for a 

year, and others can carry the same amount of finished goods as nearly 20,000 heavy trucks 

on the road. Modern ships are, truly, among the engineering wonders of the modern world.  

Estimates of the volume of shipping trade are usually calculated in tonne-miles – a 

measurement of tonnes carried, multiplied by the distance travelled. In 2014, according to 

UNCTAD, the industry shipped 9.84 billion tonnes of cargo for an estimated 52,572 billion 

tonne-miles of trade – a truly staggering statistic. It is a huge credit to the industry that the 

vast majority of this indispensable work is completed safely and without incident.  

It is difficult to quantify the value of world seaborne trade in monetary terms. However, 

UNCTAD has estimated that the operation of merchant ships contributes about US$380 

billion in freight rates within the global economy, equivalent to about 5% of total world trade. 
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The transport cost element in the shelf price of goods varies from product to product, but is 

ultimately negligible as far as the consumer is concerned. 

 

IMO's work  

Shipping is perhaps the most international of all the world's great industries. The ownership 

and management chain surrounding any particular vessel can embrace many different 

countries. It is not unusual to find that the owners, operators, shippers, charterers, insurers 

and the classification society, not to mention the officers and crew, are all of different 

nationalities and that none of these is from the country whose flag flies at the ship's stern.  

There is, therefore, a clear logic in favour of a framework of international standards to 

regulate shipping – standards which can be adopted, accepted, implemented and enforced 

by all. Clearly there has to be a common approach, so that ships can ply their trade around 

the world and that countries receiving foreign-flagged ships can be confident that, in 

accepting them, they do not place their safety, security and environmental integrity at an 

unreasonable risk. 

 

IMO's main task has been to develop and maintain a comprehensive regulatory framework 

for international shipping. Its mandate was originally limited to safety-related issues but, 

subsequently, its remit has expanded to embrace environmental considerations, legal 

matters and technical cooperation. IMO today also addresses issues that affect the overall 

efficiency of shipping – such as how to deal with stowaways or how a cargo manifest should 

be transmitted to the authorities ashore, as well as piracy and armed robbery against ships 

and maritime security. 

 

The direct output of IMO's regulatory work is a comprehensive body of international 

conventions, supported by literally hundreds of guidelines and recommendations that, 

between them, govern just about every facet of the shipping industry.  

To a considerable extent, shipping's success in improving its safety and environmental 

record can be attributed to the comprehensive framework of rules, regulations and standards 

developed over many years by IMO, through international collaboration among its Members 

and with full industry participation. It is thanks in no small measure to the Organization that 

all those millions of trouble-free tonne-miles referred to earlier are possible. Just about every 

technical aspect of shipping is covered by an IMO measure, from the drawing board to 

scrapyard. Every single piece of this all-embracing regulatory structure makes a contribution 

towards the overall sustainability of shipping and is a testimony to the highly responsible 

attitude that pervades the shipping industry at all levels. 
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Shipping and the developing world  

Over the past half century or so, the world has seen an unprecedented escalation in both 

international trade and cultural exchange. As a result, the world is becoming increasingly 

interconnected – a phenomenon widely known as globalization. Globalization has been 

made possible by the progressive dismantling of barriers to trade and capital mobility, 

fundamental technological advances, steadily declining costs of transport, communication 

and information technology. The potential benefits are clear: growth can be accelerated and 

prosperity more widespread; skills and technology can be more evenly dispersed, and both 

individuals and countries can take advantage of previously unimagined economic 

opportunities. 

 

Shipping has been essential to this evolution. But how to ensure that globalization becomes 

a positive force for all the world's people, and not for just a privileged few, is something we 

must all address. The United Nations is actively engaged in meeting this challenge.  

Maritime activity has a key role to play in achieving this objective. It already provides an 

important source of invisible income to many developing countries. Indeed, developing 

countries now lead the world in some of shipping's most important ancillary businesses, 

including the registration of ships, the supply of seagoing personnel and ship recycling. They 

also play a significant part in shipowning and operating, shipbuilding and repair and port 

services, among others. 

 

But, if the benefits of globalization are to be evenly spread, all countries must be able to play 

a full and active part in shipping. 

 

The population of the world has topped 7 billion and in many developing countries is set to 

double by 2050. The GDPs of many developing countries are not growing fast enough to 

meet the demands of their increasing populations. Their economies are based largely on the 

export of raw materials, with no value added. 

 

So how can such countries promote desirable outcomes such as sustainable economic 

growth, food security, employment, prosperity and stability? There is, of course, no single 

easy answer. But developing trade by sea, improving port infrastructure and efficiency, 

nurturing national shipping lines and promoting seafaring as a career, as well as managing 

and protecting fisheries, securing offshore energy production, and creating the stable 

conditions that encourage tourism, can all have a very positive and beneficial effect.  

Sustainable economic growth, employment, prosperity and stability can all be enhanced 

through developing maritime trade, improving port infrastructure and efficiency and 
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promoting seafaring as a career – especially within the developing world. IMO's work makes 

a strong contribution in all of these areas. 

 

It is the availability of low-cost and efficient maritime transport that has made possible the 

major shift towards industrial production in emerging economies which has, in large part, 

been responsible for taking many people out of acute poverty in recent years. 

 

The future  

The volume of maritime trade is expected to increase as the world's economy and 

population continue to expand. And, as the world moves towards a low-carbon future, just 

how that growth will manifest itself is hard to predict. But one thing is certain: without cost-

efficient maritime transport, the movement of raw materials and energy in bulk to wherever 

they are needed, and the transport of manufactured goods and products between the 

continents – which are prerequisite for growth and development – would simply not be 

possible. 

 

Because shipping is inherently the servant of the world's economy, the contraction in trade 

following the financial crisis of 2008 resulted in a dramatic and abrupt reduction in demand 

for shipping. 

 

Yet the longer-term outlook for the shipping industry remains very good. The world's 

population continues to expand, and emerging economies will continue to increase their 

requirements for the goods and raw materials that shipping transports so safely and 

efficiently. Shipping will need to respond to the demand for its services. 

 

The volume of world trade carried by sea has begun to steadily increase in recent years. In 

the longer term, the fact that shipping is the most fuel-efficient and carbon-friendly form of 

commercial transport could mean an even greater proportion of world trade will be carried by 

sea – which will bring benefits for consumers across the world, through competitive freight 

costs. 

 

Shipping can also be considered a driver of "green growth", given its impressive 

environmental performance. Under IMO's regulatory regime, both accidental and operational 

pollution from ships has steadily diminished over many decades and the industry is bound by 

strict controls on discharges and emissions; and, even though it is already by far the most 

carbon-efficient form of transport when cargo volumes are taken into consideration, further 

measures are now in place that will make future ships even more energy-efficient. 
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Sustainable development is dependent on the continuing cost-efficiency of maritime 

transport, which should not be taken for granted. But economic and regulatory incentives will 

continue to encourage shipowners to invest in modernizing their fleets. These investments 

are not only beneficial for the environment, but may also lead to cost savings in the longer 

term. 

 

Through its work in London and throughout the world, IMO underpins development of the 

maritime sector and the "blue economy" by fostering maritime safety and security, protection 

of the environment and the facilitation of maritime trade. Creating the conditions in which 

international shipping can operate safely, securely and with a minimal impact on the global 

environment will remain central pillars of IMO's mission. 

 

Standards of living in the industrialized and developed world, and the jobs and livelihoods of 

billions in the developing world all depend on ships and shipping. Yet the vast majority of 

people remain blissfully unaware of how much they rely on it and how much it shapes their 

lives. 

 

This year, the World Maritime Day theme provides an opportunity to put that right. It gives an 

opportunity for the shipping community to tell its story: the story of an industry that, in terms 

of efficiency, safety, environmental impact and its contribution to global trade is unmatched 

by any other transport sector; the story of shipping – which is, truly, indispensable to the 

world. 

 

___________ 


