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UNCTAD contribution to Part II of the Report of the Secretary-General on Oceans 
and the Law of the Sea 2015 

 
I. Developments relating to international shipping activities 
 
Maritime transport is the backbone of international trade and the global economy. Around 
80 per cent of global trade by volume and over 70 per cent 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. As noted in UNCTAD’s Review of Maritime Transport 2014,1 
reflecting a stumbling growth in the world economy (2.3 per cent growth in world gross 
domestic product (GDP)), world merchandise trade volumes expanded, albeit at the modest 
rate of 2.2 per cent. In tandem, growth in world seaborne shipments decelerated and 
averaged 3.8 per cent, taking total volumes to nearly 9.6 billion tons. In line with recent 
trends, much of the expansion was driven by growth in dry-cargo flows, in particular bulk 
commodities that grew by 5.5 per cent. 
 
Following an annual growth of 4.1 per cent in 2013, the world fleet reached a total of 1.69 
billion dwt in January 2014. Bulk carriers accounted for 42.9 per cent of the total tonnage, 
followed by oil tankers (28.5 per cent) and container ships (12.8 per cent). The 2013 annual 
growth was lower than that observed during any of the previous 10 years and the trend in 
early 2014 suggests an even lower growth rate for the current year. The slowdown reflects 
the turn of the largest historical shipbuilding cycle that had peaked in 2012. As regards 
future vessel deliveries, during 2013, for the first time since the economic and financial crisis 
the order book stopped its downward trend and increased slightly for most vessel types. 
After the previous significant decline, it will take time for those resuming vessel orders to 
lead to the start of a new shipbuilding cycle. The largest fleets by flag of registration in 2014 
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