German shipbuilding and marine technology still forging ahead in 2000

The shipbuilding industry is highly dependent on political decisions, as has again become clear very recently. Despite the unrelenting competition, German shipyards succeeded in maintaining their market position in 2000, achieving sales of DM8 billion, with 57% being accounted for by export orders. Sales were generated by newbuildings of merchant and naval ships, inland waterway vessels and boats, as well as other shipyard activities, particularly repairs and conversions, which accounted for over DM1 billion of overall revenues. The total workforce in the industry remained at the previous year’s level of approx. 25,600.

In merchant ship newbuilding, 63 vessels totalling 1m gt/1m cgt, worth approx. DM4.6 billion, were delivered in 2000. However, these figures, well up on 1999, do not reflect the actual production and employment level. Several major newbuilding projects delivered at the beginning of 2001 had already been largely completed the previous year. When this effect, which was particularly marked last year, is taken into consideration, the value of effective newbuilding volume can be said to have exceeded DM6 billion in 2000. The main market segments were again containerships and ferries and passenger ships.

German yards were able to share in the worldwide order boom last year thanks to the subsidies provided by the German federal government and states up to the end of 2000 to counter the distortions of free market competition. They booked orders for 158 vessels totalling 2.4m gt/2.2m cgt, worth close on DM11 billion. The surge in export orders to DM6.4 billion as well as the significant upturn in domestic orders to DM4.5 billion were gratifying developments. A particularly positive trend was the rise in containership orders, accounting for approx. two-thirds of overall orders (in cgt terms). Ferry and passenger vessels accounted for approx. 15% and Ro-Ro ships 9% of the total.

Taking into consideration the unusually advanced level of completion of some projects as already noted, orders on hand at German shipyards at the end of 2000 were worth approx. DM20 billion. However, financing has not yet been entirely secured for all orders, mainly because of a lack of subsidies. The gratifying levels of incoming orders and orders on hand are to be seen in connection with the EU decision to prohibit the granting of subsidies on contracts concluded after 31.12.2000. Projects ordered and subsidized up to that date must be delivered by 31.12.2003. In this respect, with their subsidies programme last year the German government and states contributed to ensuring that shipyards were largely able to finance orders over a three-year period.

Yards building inland waterway vessels were also more successful in 2000, delivering 47 ships worth DM65m and booking newbuilding orders for 77 units worth DM177m. Following many years of extremely low newbuilding orders, inland shipyards could thus register a clear increase in orders on hand, comprising a high number of passenger vessels, including large inland waterway cruise ships. Demand for cargo vessels remained rather slack. Orders for vessels placed by the public sector and for passenger ships and ferries thus continued to represent the mainstay of yards’ business. Conversions, repairs and other production accounted for approx. DM100m of total sales.

Yards engaging in naval shipbuilding consolidated their market position in 2000. Their naval production programme is defined chiefly by the strategic tasks of their main customer, the German Navy, which requires frigates, corvettes, patrol and mine defence vessels, supply ships, amphibious vehicles and submarines. In the surface vessel sector, the focus continued to be on the F 124 procurement programme and construction of the class 702 tenders for the German Navy. The first order placement for the planned procurement of the newly developed corvettes is expected in 2001. The mine countermeasure project MJ 2000 is about to be developed as follow-up system. Submarine construction focuses on the 212A class, which features a propulsion system independent of the outer air that greatly increases underwater endurance.

German shipyards were also successful in exporting naval vessels in 2000. They won major orders for submarines as well as corvettes and minehunters. This success was all the more remarkable in view of the fierce competition, particularly from yards in other European countries, which are mostly in state ownership and obtain massive political and economic support from their governments when bidding for orders. These distortions of free market competition are unacceptable. The German government must do more to uphold the interests of German companies, particularly in view of the forthcoming national and international consolidation of the sector.

With their high export share of over 60%, German marine equipment suppliers were able to benefit greatly from booming newbuilding demand worldwide and consolidate their leading global market position as exporters. Their success was based on their technological superiority as well their close relationship with German shipping lines, which generally prefer German equipment for their major newbuilding projects on order from yards in Korea, Poland and China.

German equipment makers’ close link with shipyards also continues to be a very significant factor enabling them to strengthen their technological leadership. Joint ventures, which with the “maritime partner ring” also represent a focal concern in the work of the German Shipbuilders and Ocean Industries Association (VSM), are to be intensified with the aim of optimizing production processes and developing through R&D programmes innovations and improvements for the ship as transport system. 

Ongoing innovation is also a keynote of marine technology. In this sector German firms are active in a very wide range of areas, including offshore technology, accounting for the highest order volume, and in particular marine environmental protection, oceanography, underwater and polar and ice technologies. Examples of projects handled in 2000 were:

- Construction of an offshore drilling platform 
- New concepts for combating oil accidents
- New concepts for removal and disposal of offshore platforms withdrawn from operation
- Research on the usability of Arctic sea routes
- Development of top-quality measurement and analysis techniques for oceanography and ocean monitoring 
- Designing autonomous underwater vehicles for diving depths of up to 4,000m

Companies and research institutions engaged in shipbuilding and marine technology are given effective support through the BMBF research programme for 2000-2004 “Shipping and marine technology for the 21st century”, which was initiated at the beginning of 2000.

If you are interested in further details on subjects covered in this summary, please consult our annual report for 2000, which is also available on this homepage. We will also gladly mail you this survey.
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