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I N T R O D U C T I O N

America has a historic opportunity to revitalize our nation’s 
maritime power. With powerful bipartisan backing, both 
Congress and the Trump administration have bold plans to 
invest in the U.S. Navy and in commercial ships, harbors, and 
infrastructure. The Shipbuilding and Harbor Infrastructure 
for Prosperity and Security (SHIPS) Act of 2025 and Executive 
Orders from the White House have put shipbuilding at the 
top of national priorities.

These plans rest in part on a 100-year-old policy that has ensured 
America’s readiness to fight overseas and preserved a core of 
market demand for U.S. shipping amidst vast global competi-
tion. This policy is the U.S. Merchant Marine Act of 1920—
commonly known as the Jones Act, so named for Senator 
Wesley L. Jones of Washington state, its sponsor. The Jones Act 
requires ships in the coastwise trade to be built in the USA, with 
U.S. ownership and American crews. 

The Jones Act serves two purposes. First is safeguarding ship-
ping between U.S. ports for vital tasks such as supplying gasoline 
to Florida. America, like most nations, protects coastwise trade. 
Cabotage laws in 105 countries cover 85% of the world’s coast-
line.1 The full scope of the waterborne freight moved under 
Jones Act rules touches 650,000 American jobs.2 

The second task is often overlooked. What is less commonly 
understood is that the market forces of the Jones Act fleet 
are a powerful incentive for investment and innovation in 
U.S. shipbuilding. 

None dispute that America is in a perilous position due to its 
tiny merchant fleet. The ocean-going fleet of the U.S. tallies 188 
ships, compared to about 5,500 sailing under China’s flag. China 
received orders for 1,500 ships in 2023, while new U.S. ship 
orders totaled only five. Of the 188 ships in the ocean-going 

fleet, 92 are eligible for coastwise trade under the Jones Act, 
according to statistics from 2025.3

The SHIPS Act aims to expand the U.S.-flagged international 
fleet, boost U.S. shipbuilding capacity, strengthen the maritime 
workforce, and enhance maritime security. The Jones Act is a 
prime incentive for building ships at American yards. Market 
forces shaped by the Jones Act have recently driven the design 
and construction of new ships like the LNG bunker Progress; 
they have also helped attract major investment to the Philly 
shipyard for new Aloha-class containerships. Simply put, the 
Jones Act is an essential component of America’s long-term 
strategy for seapower. 

The Jones Act is also essential to national security. Without it, 
look for China to move in on the coastal trade. The international 
shipping crisis, caused by Iran’s attacks across the Strait of 
Hormuz, put the Jones Act in the spotlight at a difficult 
moment. On March 18, 2026, and again on May 17, the 
Department of Homeland Security granted a sweeping and 
unprecedented waiver of the Jones Act. The intent was to allow 
foreign-flagged tankers and other ships to surge deliveries 
between U.S. ports to make up the gap. 

But the geopolitical consequences emerged quickly. On May 21, 
the Chinese vessel Jin Zhou Wan, owned and operated by 
Chinese shipping giant COSCO, took advantage of the 
national security waiver to move a cargo of asphalt from New 
Orleans, Louisiana, to New Haven, Connecticut, making the 
delivery on May 28, 2026.4 That’s why the Jones Act is a pillar 
against Chinese intrusion into American waterways. 

This paper analyzes the role of the Jones Act fleet and the coast-
wise trade in stimulating that innovation. The key factor in this 
analysis is not the past, but the future. 



A M E R I C A N  S E A P OW E R  A N D  T H E  J O N E S  AC T

The Jones Act “is more than words in an old law. It is instead 
a way of life that is built into the social, commercial, political, 
and national defense infrastructure of the American maritime 
scene,” according to the Sailors’ Union of the Pacific.5 

America’s Founding Fathers appreciated the importance of 
American ships. John Adams prompted the Continental 
Congress to set out the first rules for an American fleet—in-
cluding snatching British ships as prizes—in the fall of 1775.6 
Yet, over the 250-year history of the republic, the size and 
fortunes of America’s ocean-going fleet have fluctuated 
enormously. Eleven ships chartered from the coastwise trade 
formed the nucleus of America’s fleet for deploying soldiers to 
Europe after the U.S. entered World War I in April 1917.7 With 
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt anticipating war, the 
Merchant Marine Act of 1936 set up construction and cargo 
preferences to build up a U.S. fleet. At the end of World War II 
in 1945, America boasted a fleet of 5,500 merchant ships and 
controlled 70% of global shipping.8 

Globalization, more shipbuilding in Asia, and the explosive 
growth of China’s subsidized fleets radically altered that picture. 

“When I graduated from the U.S. Merchant Marine Academy 
in 1986, that number was down to 400 U.S.-flagged oceangoing 
ships. Today, that number has fallen even further,” described 
Arizona Senator Mark Kelly.9 However, with just 188 ships in 
the ocean-going fleet, the time has arrived to make revitalizing 
American shipbuilding, harbors, and the maritime industrial 
base a top priority.

The core purpose of the Jones Act is to provide the nation with 
a strong merchant marine to transport the nation’s maritime 
commerce, serve in time of war or national emergency, and 
support an adequate shipyard industrial base.10 

Currently, the Jones Act fleet includes 55 tankers, 19 container 
ships, eight general cargo ships, and four roll on/roll off or 
ro-ro ships, along with five combination container and ro-ro 
ships, and one vehicle carrier. These vessels meet the strict 
requirements under the Jones Act to qualify for trade between 
American ports. The Jones Act fleet is a crucial supply chain in 
and of itself. It also supports a domestic maritime workforce, 
the U.S. shipbuilding and repair base, alongside the dedicated 
trade lanes essential to the fisheries industry.
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The Jones Act is clearly aligned with national priorities. “We 
want a resilient national infrastructure that can withstand 
natural disasters, resist and thwart foreign threats, and prevent 
or mitigate any events that might harm the American people or 

 disrupt the American economy. No adversary or danger 
should be able to hold America at risk,” explained the 2025 
National Security Strategy. 

T H E  ST RA I T  O F  H O R M U Z  E M E R G E N CY 

On March 18, 2026, the Department of Homeland Security 
issued a 60-day waiver of the Jones Act. “President Trump’s 
decision to issue a 60-day Jones Act waiver is just another step 
to mitigate the short-term disruptions to the oil market as the 
U.S. military continues meeting the objectives of Operation 
Epic Fury,” said White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt.11 

Then the waiver was extended in May for another 90 days, 
bringing the total to an unprecedented 150 days. 

When Operation Epic Fury began on February 28, 2026, the 
stated aim was to destroy Iran’s power projection capabilities 
and end Iran’s path toward a nuclear weapon. Forces deployed 
to United States Central Command had carried out precision 
strikes on over 13,500 targets by the time of the initial April 8 
ceasefire. However, heavy ballistic missile and drone attacks by 
Iran blanketed the Gulf region; over 2,000 such attacks were 
aimed at the United Arab Emirates alone. Operation Epic 
Fury achieved its military goals but also showed how quickly 
the picture can shift for global shipping. An unintended  

consequence was soaring insurance rates for shippers and a near 
paralysis of shipping through the Strait of Hormuz. 

Yet even as the Jones Act waiver was being extended, the U.S. 
Navy was creating conditions to restore ship traffic in the 
Strait of Hormuz. In early May, the U.S. Navy and joint forces 
quietly began counter-mine operations to ensure safe passage. 
Guided-missile destroyers USS Truxton and USS Mason 
transited the Strait on May 2. Admiral Brad Cooper, Commander, 
U.S. Central Command, marshaled aircraft ranging from U.S. 
Army Apache helicopters to U.S. Air Force F-16s to help 
patrol the Strait.12

After diplomatic progress, the UK Joint Maritime Information 
Center officially declared the Strait of Hormuz open on June 
18.13 “Safe passage through the international waterway remained 
intact today as 55 merchant ships transited, moving large 
amounts of cargo and more than 17 million barrels of oil to 
global markets,” noted U.S. Central Command on June 20.14 



W H AT  H A P P E N E D  D U R I N G  T H E  2 0 2 6  WA I V E R

Most Jones Act waivers create conditions to surge deliveries 
after natural disasters such as major hurricanes. But the long 
duration and sweeping categories of commodities in the 2026 
waiver created a completely different situation.

At first, the 2026 Jones Act waiver permitted the movement of 
some cargoes for extra fuel delivery to California. The Jones Act 
waiver “allows us to use ships that otherwise couldn’t trade in 
these markets to move supplies from where they exist to where 
they’re desperately needed,” noted Chevron CEO Mike Wirth 
on a May earnings call.15 For example, on June 6, a chartered, 
foreign-flagged ship delivered unleaded gasoline from the 
Cenovus refinery near Toledo, Ohio, to Green Bay, Wisconsin.16 

The vessel, M/V Stenheim, operating under the flag of NATO 
ally Portugal, is under long-term charter for Great Lakes routes 
for Shell Oil. She was built in China. 

About 127 vessels took advantage of the Jones Act waiver from 
March through late June of 2026. While some deliveries covered 
for temporary shortages, few, if any, short-term economic 
benefits resulted from the Jones Act waiver.  

Rather than declining, gas prices peaked in late May. The Gulf 
Coast receives more Jones Act oil than any other region. Yet the 
Gulf Coast’s average price per gallon, at $3.98 on May 25, was 
the lowest in the nation. Florida’s average gas price of $4.25 was 
far below California’s $5.91, according to the Energy Information 
Administration.17 “All of your gasoline price—40%, sometimes 
up to 50%—are based on the world market per barrel cost… It 
has nothing to do with the Jones Act,” observed one analyst.18 
This is because transportation costs are only a tiny part of the 
price at the pump. The major cost drivers in ascending order 
are taxes, distribution, refining, and, of course, the price of 
crude oil. 

The 2026 waiver was a sudden strategic move, but one with 
little economic impact. According to published records, “only 
two foreign flag voyages have carried fuel from U.S. Gulf Coast 
refineries to Florida since the waiver was enacted,” noted Overseas 
Shipholding Group CEO Sam Norton. “In both cases, the 
freight rates paid were 50% to 70% higher than comparable 
Jones Act rates,” Norton observed.19 

SA F E G UA R D I N G  A M E R I C A N  LO G I ST I C S

The double waiver of the Jones Act occurred during a major 
strategic foreign policy push to change the dynamics of the 
Middle East. With the main shipping crisis over, it is important 
to learn lessons from this waiver. 

First, there is a place for short-term waivers. Occasional and 
brief waivers of the Jones Act provide a policy tool to surge 
deliveries after natural disasters, such as major hurricanes. For 
example, in response to Hurricane Katrina in September 2005, 
an 18-day waiver was issued to allow foreign-flagged tankers to 
move petroleum and petroleum products along the Gulf Coast 
because pipeline facilities in the region were without power. 

After Superstorm Sandy in 2012, a waiver, lasting about three 
weeks, was granted to move fuel to the Northeast. The Jones 
Act was also waived during a crisis in Libya in 2011 to allow 
foreign tankers to ship oil from the U.S. Strategic Petroleum 
Reserve.20 

However, long and sweeping waivers disconnect the coastwise 
trade from the American maritime industrial base. A top 
priority for the Jones Act is still ensuring dependable delivery 
to American markets. The biggest Jones Act tanker customer is 
the state of Florida, which takes delivery of over seven billion 
gallons of gasoline per year. A few East Coast refineries from 
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Georgia to Boston also receive deliveries, as do certain West 
Coast ports. In 2025, a recent study found that the Jones Act 
deliveries constituted 6.5% of the total of 136 billion gallons of 
gasoline sold in the United States.21 This coastwise trade must 
remain in American hands. The double waiver showed that 
foreign ships will leap into this valuable market segment. 

The long waivers are no boon for national security. “For an 
administration spending billions of dollars to beef up border 

security, opening its 95,000 miles of American coastline to 
foreign vessels and their crews is an odd juxtaposition,”  
observed the Editorial Board of The Seattle Times.22

Next, while the economic arguments against the Jones Act ring 
hollow, there is a genuine need for more U.S.-built shipping. 
Looking ahead, the Jones Act has a major new role to play in 
the rejuvenation of the American maritime industry. 

B O L D  P L A N S  F O R  S H I P B U I L D I N G 

Bold plans are underway. “I’ve never seen so much energy on 
shipbuilding before,” said Garrett Rice, president of Master 
Boat Builders Inc., Coden, Alabama.23

The U.S. needs to strengthen its fleet by adding capacity for the 
coastwise trade under the Jones Act. The Jones Act creates a vital 
incentive to build ships in America. This policy is the only way 
to ensure maritime investment flows to shipyards in America. 

Congress passed the SHIPS Act with powerful bipartisan 
support. The SHIPS Act aims for a fleet of 250 U.S.-flagged 
ships. The goals of the SHIPS Act, sponsors said in a press 
release, are to “ensure national oversight and consistent funding 
for the maritime industry, enhance the competitiveness of 
U.S.-flagged vessels, rebuild the U.S. shipyard base, and expand 

efforts to recruit, train, and retain skilled mariners and  
shipyard workers.”24 

For its part, the White House Executive Order 14269 an-
nounced “it is the policy of the United States to revitalize and 
rebuild domestic maritime industries and workforce to promote 
national security and economic prosperity.” The Executive 
Order went on to state: “Rectifying these issues requires a 
comprehensive approach that includes securing consistent, 
predictable, and durable Federal funding, making United 
States-flagged and built vessels commercially competitive in 
international commerce, rebuilding America’s maritime manu-
facturing capabilities (the Maritime Industrial Base), and 
expanding and strengthening the recruitment, training, and 
retention of the relevant workforce.”

I N N OVAT I O N  A N D  I N V E ST M E N T

Given these national priorities, the Jones Act is a proven incen-
tive for investment and innovation in the U.S. shipbuilding 
industry. Consider these examples.

•	 New LNG bunker barge Progress. Built in Wisconsin, 
Progress is “essentially a mobile filling station that 
glides alongside a customer vessel, supplying it with 

LNG fuel without interrupting operations.” Liquified 
Natural Gas (LNG)-powered vessels are an innovation 
with lower emissions than maritime diesel. Progress is 
400 feet long, making her also the largest Jones Act- 
compliant ship of her kind. The vessel has “a very 
specific set of specifications,” noted Dean Sahr, the 
Director of Engineering and New Construction at 
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Crowley Maritime Corporation. “In order to achieve 
that, we had to develop and innovate a lot of different 
technologies and bring those together.” Progress fuels 
while the container ship is carrying out its cargo opera-
tions. Progress, currently working at the Port of Savannah, 
was 100% subscribed before delivery.25 

•	 A pair of new container/roll on, roll off ships, M/V El 
Coqui and M/V Taino. Built in Pascagoula, Mississippi, 
these Jones Act ships serve the coastwise trade with 
Puerto Rico. The 720-foot-long vessels are powered by 
liquefied natural gas – the cleanest fossil fuel available. 
Their enclosed, ventilated decks hold 400 cars and can 
transport 2,400 shipping containers at speeds above 22 
knots. The two ships marked a $3 billion investment, 
including upgrades to waterside infrastructure. The 
program added three new gantry cranes, a new 900-
foot pier, and an enhanced terminal operating system 
at the Isla Grande Terminal in San Juan. An LNG 
bunker fuel station was added in Jacksonville, Florida.26 

•	 The Hanwha Philly Shipyard. Nearly half of all large, 
ocean-going Jones Act vessels built in the United States 
since the year 2000 have come from the Philly Shipyard, 
which was acquired by Hanwha Group in 2024.27 Philly 
Shipyard is under contract for three new Aloha-class 
cargo ships. At 854 feet in length and with a capacity 
for 3600 20-foot containers, the Aloha-class ships are 
the biggest ever built in the USA and will be delivered 
from 2027–2028.28 As a global leader in shipbuilding, 
aerospace, defense and advanced manufacturing, 
Hanwha announced a $5 billion infrastructure plan for 
the Philly Shipyard. “We are creating good manufac-
turing jobs, building the world’s most advanced ships, 
and fostering a new skilled workforce right here in 
America,” said Hanwha Vice Chairman Dong Kwan 
Kim.29 Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro projected 
5,000 new jobs would be created by the expansion of 
the shipyard.30 



STO P  C H I N A  F R O M  M OV I N G 
O N  U. S .  S H I P P I N G  M A R K E TS

Without a strong Jones Act, there’s nothing to stop China from 
entering the coastwise market—and perhaps even moving 
inland. The Iran conflict waiver contained another sobering 
lesson: Not all ships stepping forward to move profitable cargoes 
belonged to U.S. allies. The waiver also opened the door to 
Chinese interests—including those directly owned by state 
companies controlled by the Chinese Communist Party. A study 
by the American Maritime Partnership examined records of 
waivered voyages and found about 25% were carried out by 
ships directly owned or subsidized by China. One was a tanker 
belonging to the state-owned COSCO.31

China’s Communist Party heavily subsidizes its shipbuilding 
and controls the world’s largest shipping company. China an-
nounced in 2012 that becoming the world’s dominant maritime 
power was essential to their national goals.32 Chinese opportun-
ism is a reason in itself to limit Jones Act waivers. In the Red 
Sea, there is a lingering reluctance by main line shippers to 
transit large vessels, even a year after Operation Rough Rider 

decimated Houthi capabilities, observed Poul Hestbaek, CEO of 
Folk Maritime, a container shipping concern based in Saudi 
Arabia. That has created an opportunity for smaller, new entrant 
Chinese shippers to move cargo directly. 33

The last thing Americans need are Chinese ships on a regular 
run from Louisiana to Florida. “For over a decade, the Chinese 
Communist Party has deployed ‘fishing fleets’ and coast guard 
vessels as tools of coercion, blurring the line between civilian and 
military activity to expand its control across the Indo-Pacific,” a 
recent Wall Street Journal investigation found. 600 Chinese 
vessels in the East China Sea formed coordinate lines; in the 
Yellow Sea, China has installed large aquaculture cages and a 
network of surveillance buoys in waters near South Korea. 
Repeal of the Jones Act could give Chinese vessels a foothold in 
U.S. waters. 

7

https://www.wsj.com/world/asia/see-how-china-is-gaining-power-in-contested-waters-7ef47e75?mod=e2tw


P R O -A M E R I C A N  WO R K E R

While this paper has focused on the ocean-going fleet, the 
Jones Act aligns with a much wider set of policies that 
strengthen American transportation logistics. As the National 
Security Strategy stated: “American policy will be pro-worker, 
not merely pro-growth, and it will prioritize our own workers. 
We must rebuild an economy in which prosperity is broadly 
based and widely shared, not concentrated at the top or local-
ized in certain industries or a few parts of our country.” The 
Trump Administration has pursued this policy with zeal. 

Across America’s vast territory, truck drivers, ship masters, 
and airline pilots are moving freight and goods on a daily 
basis, keeping America’s economy moving. While rules and 
regulations vary, the primary intent has been to assure delivery 
of products essential to the economy and daily life of Americans. 
For example, Executive Order 14286, issued in April 2025, 
tightened enforcement of English-language proficiency for 
licensed commercial truck drivers. 

Above all, the Jones Act supports the American worker. 
Foreign ships with non-American crews do not pay social 
security, Medicare, or unemployment taxes. 

Take away the Jones Act, and “I honestly feel we would not 
have a job,” said sea Captain Reed Richardson. “Without the 
Jones Act, you lose American mariners, and when it comes 
down to it, who’s going to fill the spots on the Military Sealift 
Command boats taking supplies to our Navy and the troops 
overseas. As for here at home, us American mariners are 
trained and watch over our ports and coastlines,” he added.34 

Logistics must be in American hands. “As Alexander Hamilton 
argued in our republic’s earliest days, the United States must 
never be dependent on any outside power for core components—
from raw materials to parts to finished products—necessary 
to the nation’s defense or economy,” pledged the National 
Security Strategy. “We must re-secure our own independent 
and reliable access to the goods we need to defend ourselves 
and preserve our way of life.” 
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