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DOMESTIC MARITIME
POLICIES: A FOCUS ON
NATIONAL SECURITY

01.

02.

In recent years, the world has been
significantly affected by conflict and war,
a global health crisis, environmental
catastrophes and rapidly shifting political
landscapes. Throughout, the necessity
to connect people and goods to markets
has endured, with 90% of world trade
transported by sea.

This report highlights policies and
campaigns that promote national

flag shipping and cabotage, and
demonstrates that, without such
policies, countries may be exposed to
vulnerabilities that can negatively affect
the supply chains they depend on and,
thus, their national security.’

03.

To support the International Transport
Workers' Federation's (ITF) and its
affiliates’ efforts to call attention to and
promote national flag shipping and
national seafarers as a strategic and
vital part of any country’s overall trade
and transportation policies, the ITF
Cabotage Task Force has produced this
report to focus on the issue of national
security.? It provides governments

and policy makers with examples of
programs and strategies from around
the world that demonstrate how effective
implementation of national shipping
policies can help safeguard a country’s
control over its supply chains and ability
to transport its people.

Cabotage as defined by the ITF: Cabotage is the principle of reserving a nation's domestic maritime commerce for its own citizens. Typically,
cabotage applies to transport of cargo and passengers but is often also applied to such marine industrial applications as offshore drilling
and wind farms, exploitation of seabed mineral resources, dredging, fisheries and marine construction in a nation’s territorial waters. It also
includes the feeder services linked to the liner trades.
The ITF Cabotage Task Force is established to ensure proper support for the ITF National Cabotage Policy and the principle of reserving
a nation’s domestic maritime commerce for its own citizens. The Task Force coordinates and formulates strategies on how to strengthen,
promote and develop cabotage in coastal states around the world.



OVERVIEW

04. National security and strong national This report will show how these policies
maritime policies go hand in hand. To and initiatives can have a positive effect
maintain security through a time of on a country’s economic position while
crisis or conflict, a state must have at its strengthening national security.
disposal a national fleet of vessels and
well-trained seafarers capable of safely 06. Our understanding of national security
and efficiently crewing those vessels. extends beyond the concept of conflict
In many countries, domestically owned and/or emergency response. It includes
and registered vessels occupy a critical a country’s ability to independently
role in the maintenance and support of transport products such as fuel, food
crucial transportation operations during and medical supplies to sustain its
emergencies, conflicts, natural disasters population without reliance on meeting
and other times of crisis, as was recently its needs through foreign-owned and
demonstrated during the Covid-19 foreign-flagged Flag of Convenience
pandemic. (FOC) vessels crewed by non-national

seafarers.® National fleets may operate

05. This report deals with the critical need for in both domestic and international trade.
countries to implement effective policies They play the critical role of ensuring
and initiatives to: that essential cargoes can be imported

for domestic consumption and therefore
* Build and maintain national-flagged safeguard a nation’s sovereignty over
fleets, with ships crewed by national international supply chains and domestic
seafarers, to serve its international movement of people and cargo.
commerce and reduce or eliminate the
use of non-national ships, including 07. While the world is connected by maritime
Flag of Convenience (FOC) vessels, in shipping on long-established routes and
its commercial trades. international agreements to facilitate
trade, recent events have proven that
* Build and maintain a fleet of national- over reliance on non-national ocean
flagged ships crewed by national carriers can have negative consequences
seafarers to carry people and for supply chains and national
domestic cargo between ports on its economies. This became evident during
coastlines and inland waters. the pandemic when the movement of

3. Flags of Convenience as defined by ITF: A Flag of Convenience ship is one that flies the flag of a country other than the country of
ownership. For workers onboard, this can mean very low wages, poor on-board conditions, inadequate food and clean drinking water and
other safety and social concerns.



08.

goods by sea was drastically impacted by
altered shipping schedules, delays and
surging freight rates. This was further
aggravated by forcing the international
maritime workers to remain at sea far
beyond the legal limits and what is an
acceptable and safe amount of time for

a seafarer to be required to be aboard.
Supplementing supply chains with

national fleet capacity and a sufficient 09.

supply of well-trained workers is a
common sense approach to ensure that
coastal states can operate autonomously
when the need arises.

The rise of the so-called “dark fleet” -
vessels that obscure their operations to
evade sanctions, engage in illicit trade
or bypass safety regulations - in the
aftermath of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine

in 2022 has been greatly enabled by the
lack of oversight inherent to the FOC
system. These vessels often operate in
the shadows, without transparency of
ownership or control or accountability in
case of incidents, posing a serious threat
to global supply chains, maritime security
and environmental safety.

The ITF continues to call for international
enforcement of the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS) Article 91, which mandates

a “genuine link” between a vessel and

its flag state. Without it, FOCs — and the
shadow fleets they enable — will remain

a dangerous loophole in the global
maritime system, undermining global
national security.



Australian Prime Minister, Anthony Albanese, announcing in
2022 that a Labor Government would establish a strategic fleet of
Australian-flagged and crewed ships in the national interest.

SHIPPING POLICIES FOR
NATIONAL SECURITY

AUSTRALIA'S STRATEGIC FLEET

10.

The Australian Labor Government,
elected in 2022 and re-elected in 2025,
has commenced implementation of the
recommendations of the Strategic Fleet
Taskforce Report released in November
2023. Consequently, the Government
has agreed to establish and fund an
initial strategic fleet of three Australian-
flagged and crewed vessels, with a view
to expanding this fleet in the future. The
tender process is already underway for

the first three vessels. An announcement

of the successful tenderers is expected
in 2025.

The Strategic Fleet Taskforce report
makes clear that without augmenting the
number of ships in the Australian national
fleet, the country would encounter great
difficulty in accessing and controlling
the maritime assets it may require to
respond to a crisis. Additionally, the
report outlines that developing the
maritime workforce is critical to support
the strategic and economic needs of the
country, and both ships and crews must
be advanced in parallel for the program
to succeed.



12.

13.

14,

More specifically, the report indicates
that this strategic fleet would be made
available and could be requisitioned by
government in times of national need,
which could include responding to a
natural disaster, critical supply chain
disruptions, or in times of conflict. The
report outlines that working with the
country’s defence sector will be crucial
for implementation of the program. It
also draws attention to the role that the
strategic fleet will play in augmenting
national defence capabilities and
supporting future requirements for any
conflict scenario, as part of a larger
review of Australia’s National Defence
Strategy.

The Australian Strategic Fleet program
reflects a commitment from industry,
labour and government to improve
Australia’s resilience and maritime
capability. This supplements a larger
focus on national security while providing
decent employment and training
opportunities to augment Australia’s
maritime workforce capacity.

For more information: wwwv.
infrastructure.gov.au/infrastructure-
transport-vehicles/maritime/maritime-

strateqgic-fleet

THE JONES ACT - THE
CORNERSTONE OF US MARITIME
SAFETY AND SECURITY

15.

16.

Nowhere else in the world is a domestic
shipping industry more developed and
connected to national security than

the United States of America (USA).
Through a multitude of linked policies
and programs, bolstered by the Jones
Act and its related laws, US national
security is enhanced by the ability of the
military to draw upon the US-flagged fleet
capacity and workforce provided by the
US flag merchant marine. Additionally,
US-flagged vessels operated by US
crews, built in the USA, and owned

by US companies help maintain the
security of inland and coastal waterways,
underscoring the Jones Act as an
effective national security measure to

be emulated by others through similar
cabotage regimes.

Known proudly as the “fourth arm of
national defense”, the US merchant
marine occupies a strategic position as
part of the USA's multi-pronged ability to
defend and protect its interests at home
and abroad. In the USA, policies such as
the Maritime Security Program (MSP)


http://www.infrastructure.gov.au/infrastructure-transport-vehicles/maritime/maritime-strategic-fleet
http://www.infrastructure.gov.au/infrastructure-transport-vehicles/maritime/maritime-strategic-fleet
http://www.infrastructure.gov.au/infrastructure-transport-vehicles/maritime/maritime-strategic-fleet
http://www.infrastructure.gov.au/infrastructure-transport-vehicles/maritime/maritime-strategic-fleet

ensure that the country has a capable
fleet of vessels to meet its sealift needs,
along with experienced and qualified
mariners to crew those vessels.*

17. Inthe USA, itis widely recognised that
its domestic maritime industry is key
to securing the country’s economic
strength. US industries are fully
dependent on domestic maritime
transportation to move materials and
critical commodities such as food,
medical supplies, and fuels. Additionally,
the US Department of Defense views
the construction and maintenance of the
US-flagged fleet as critical components
to the overall national security of the
country.

18. For more information: www.
americanmaritimepartnership.com

CANADA'S ARCTIC SEALIFT AND
SOVEREIGNTY IN THE ARCTIC
REGION

19. Communities in the Canadian Arctic
are almost entirely reliant on the annual
Arctic sealift, which delivers consumer
goods, fuel, food and medical supplies
to remote towns and villages via a fleet
of Canadian-owned and registered
vessels operated by Canadian shipping
companies. The Arctic sealift requires
purpose-built vessels that can operate
in ice-infested waters along with highly
trained crew with specialised knowledge
to traverse these potentially dangerous
waterways.

20.

21.

The sealift is viewed as a matter of

life and death for remote indigenous
communities in the Arctic, and the
season to deliver these goods is limited
and impacted significantly by ever-
changing patterns in weather and
currents. Recognising this essential trade
that is performed entirely by Canadian
domestic vessels and Canadian and
permanent resident seafarers, the
Government of Canada continues to
invest heavily in modernisation projects
that will improve these services in the
North. This takes place mainly through
marine infrastructure development and
the expansion of freight and fuel storage
facilities, in addition to barge landings, all
made possible under the Government's
ongoing Oceans Protection Plan.®

At the same time, as passages through
Canada’s arctic waters continue to shift
and expand due largely to the rapidly
evolving climate shifts occurring in this
region, the Canadian fleet will occupy

a more strategic role in safeguarding
Canada’s north. Operating closely
alongside the Canadian Coast Guard,
which is responsible for supporting
defence and security in the North, it is
vitally important that the sealift continues
to be operated by domestic vessels in a
closed cabotage market. Opening this
market to foreign carriers would not only
subject these communities to potential
increased costs and service disruptions,
but also significantly expose the country
to security and defence vulnerabilities
by permitting unimpeded access to this

4. www.maritime.dot.gov/national-security/strategic-sealift/maritime-security-program-msp

5. tc.canada.ca/en/campaigns/oceans-protection-plan
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vast region to foreign-flagged vessels.
The defence of this region is critically
important to NATO allies, including

the USA and Canada’s nordic Arctic
neighbours, and so the maintenance

of national maritime capacity in this
region occupies a critical component of
Canada’s and the broader Arctic region’s
overall security.

BRAZIL: AN ISSUE OF SAFETY
AND SECURITY

22. The previous Brazilian Government
passed a Bill which would open its
cabotage market to foreign-flagged
vessels if the vessels were chartered
by Brazilian shipping companies. If
implemented without amendments,
this would have an adverse effect on
employment of Brazilian seafarers and

23.

the use of Brazilian-flagged vessels,

as, previously, foreign-flagged vessels
were only permitted access to cabotage
on atemporary basis. Under the new
law, foreign-flagged vessels would be
permitted to operate under long-term
contracts and, depending on what

the executive branch will define in
cabotage regulations, this puts local
jobs and supply chain stability at risk.
This change has prompted domestic
industry stakeholders to push for reforms
to secure jobs and protect national
interests.

Maritime unions and industry
representatives are working to amend
the approved “BR do Mar” law, that
has not yet been implemented through
regulation. A new Bill has now been
introduced in Congress to address key

~— 10.



24,

25.

issues, with the aim of securing and
increasing the use of Brazilian seafarers
and strengthening the use of Brazilian-
flagged vessels. These measures are
considered essential to maintain control
over national maritime operations and
ensure economic security.

Union leaders have advocated that a
strong national merchant navy is vital

for a reliable supply of essential goods
and have proposed a requirement that
at least two-thirds of all crew members
on vessels engaged in cabotage are
Brazilian nationals, regardless of the
vessel's flag. This provision, originally
included in the 2020 law, was vetoed by
the former President. Brazilian seafarers,
who are well trained and have a vested
interest in local maritime security, are
essential to maintaining stability in the
sector and ensuring the country retains a
qualified maritime workforce.

Brazil's Cabotage Law (Law No.
9,432/1997), which prioritises Brazilian
vessels, continues to be the framework
for the national shipping sector and is
critical to national security.

26.

27.

Acting in complement to the cabotage
law in Brazil, the Merchant Marine
Fund (MMF), which finances the
construction and modernisation of
vessels, provides additional strength
for the national maritime industry and
strategic fleet development. However,
stakeholders fear that if the “BR do
Mar” law is implemented without
adequate safeguards and revisions,

it could undermine what has been a
long-standing and beneficial national
framework under these policies.

For decades, industry stakeholders have
emphasised the need for nationally-
flagged vessels and national citizen
crews to safeguard Brazil's sovereignty.
The Government, in alignment with
labour unions, has promised to review
policies to protect the national workforce.
Ensuring that Brazilian seafarers have
access to jobs in cabotage is seen as
essential for both economic resilience
and long-term maritime security.



MARITIME UNIONS CALL

UPON NATO MIEMBERS TO
STRENGTHEN MERCHANT
NAVIES

28. Maritime trade unions from the UK, officers and ratings negatively affects
the European Union (EU), and the USA NATQO'’s collective ability to support
have been united in a recent campaign military logistics and secure essential
calling upon NATO member states to supply chains for energy, food and
recognise and promote a strong national medical supplies during conflicts and
merchant marine sector and the vital role emergencies.
of national seafarers. At a 2024 meeting
of the NATO Transport Group, a number 30. These unions have called upon NATO
of unions were invited to present on the member states to make substantial
crucial role of maritime workers to the investments in maritime capacity and
security of NATO member states and on develop their maritime professionals.
the important role that civilian mariners Faced with declining numbers of
occupy in supporting military shipments.® qualified seafarers and shrinking fleet

capacity, NATO allies have been tasked

29. Noting examples of declining capacity with addressing these critical shortfalls

to support critical security and military
operations in various countries,

presenters at the meeting spoke of the
proliferation of FOCs as a major reason

for the decline in national fleets and 31.

workforce capacity. They noted that
diminished national merchant fleets
and a shortage of qualified national

which expose many nations to severe
risk during a time of rising geopolitical
tension.

The unions have called for a continued
dialogue with NATO and its member
states to tackle the ‘sea blindness’
impacting the industry and those serving
in the merchant navy.’

6. Nautilus International calls on NATO nations to strengthen merchant navies 07/11/2024

www.nautilusint.org/en/news-insight/news/nautilus-international-calls-on-nato-nations-to-strengthen-merchant-navies/
7. “Sea Blindness” refers to a lack of understanding of the importance of the sea and shipping to a country’s economy, security and identity
including awareness about crucial contributions that maritime workers make.
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CONCLUSION

32. The benefits of cabotage and national
flag fleets for national security are
global and are reflected in the reality
that over 82% of coastal states have
cabotage policies.2 Domestic maritime
shipping is an essential component of
a state’s strategic infrastructure and
the protection of its national security.
Given the challenging geopolitical and
economic situations that exist throughout
the world, policy makers must seek to
address deficiencies in their national
trade and transportation sectors that may
leave them vulnerable in any unforeseen
situation.

33. The use of ‘reservations’ on issues
of national security, particularly in
the maritime sector, is already well
established in free trade agreements,
e.g., through national security and other
exceptions (non-conforming measures).
National security exceptions, which
should include maritime cabotage, rightly
allow countries to be self-reliant, are not
in opposition to and do not undermine
the international free trade regime as a
whole. Provisions in trade agreements
which prevent a coastal state from

8. seafarersrights.org/seafarers-subjects/cabotage/

34.

35.

transporting critical cargoes or moving
its own people without dependence on
foreign-flagged carriers is unacceptable.
Those provisions undermine national
security and the strategic autonomy that
cabotage policies have safeguarded for
hundreds of years.

As discussed in this report, there is a
strategic necessity to further address
declining or non-existent capabilities to
support maritime transport operations,
in any scenario, in coastal states around
the world. It is imperative that a genuine
link exists between the vessel owner
and the flag state in which the ship is
registered. A lack of genuine link during
times of conflict would expose a nation
to unacceptable vulnerabilities in its
maritime transport capabilities.

Whether enhanced through strategic
fleet programs or policies that permit

a government to requisition vessels in
a time of need, the domestic maritime
industries in countries with strong
national shipping policies play a crucial
role in national security.


http://seafarersrights.org/seafarers-subjects/cabotage/

CALLS TO ACTION

36.

The ITF Cabotage Task Force calls
upon governments to take the following
actions when reviewing their maritime
policies:

Include cabotage and national flag
fleets as a critical part of national
security and identify how current gaps
can be addressed through maritime
cabotage and other related policies.

Ensure that sufficient domestic
tonnage and qualified labour is
available and capable of responding
to natural disasters, conflict or other
crisis situations.

Ensure that critical cargoes such

as fuel, food and medical supplies
can be transported via national flag
vessels, crewed by national seafarers,
with particular consideration for
remote communities or other areas
serviced exclusively by waterborne
transportation routes.

Ensure that there is a sufficient
domestic shipping capability to serve
critical national priorities such as
manufacturing, energy, agriculture and
construction without dependence on
non-national carriers.

Ensure that sufficient capacity exists
to transport people via the marine
mode on an urgent or immediate basis
in response to a situation where other
modes of transport are unavailable

or unable to assist in a time-critical
manner.

Ensure that states, whether NATO or
non-NATO members, make substantial
investments in maritime capabilities
to strengthen their merchant

marines and develop their maritime
professionals.

Ensure that, as under the US Jones
Act, domestic maritime fleets can
strengthen national security through
being able to provide additional
capacity - via both ships and seafarers
- in times of conflict and war, or other
crises.
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