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India can be among top 5 global shipbuilders
by 2047: Vivek Merchant

Shipbuilding is becoming mere important, not only for improving maritime security but also
for helping the economy grow. It plays a significant role in generating large-scale
employment and supporting ancillary industries. In a world where maritime dominance
shapes geopolitical influence, strong domestic shipbuilding capacity is both a strategic

imperative and an economic opportunity.
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Vivek Merchant, Director at Swan Defence and Heavy Industries Limited {SDHI)

In an interview with ETManufacturing, Vivek Merchant, Director at
Swan Defence and Heavy: Industries Limited (SDHI), outlines India’s
strategic roadmap to emerge as a global shipbuilding powerhouse. He
shares insights on the digital transformation of Indian shipyards, the need
for an integrated maritime ecosystem, and the critical role of private
players in realizing India’s Atmanirbhar Bharat goals. Merchant also
discusses key policy reforms, the potential of defence exports, and why
addressing challenges like financing, supply chain dependencies, and
regulatory complexity is essential for India to lead in the global maritime

arena.

Ot The global shipbuilding industry is seeing a shift towards automation
and digitalization. How is the Indian shipbuilding sector adapting to
these changes?

Technologies such as robotic welding, robotic blasting, and CNC
(Computer Numerical Control) cutting/bending machines are
transforming shipbuilding by enabling consistent, high-quality, and
efficient production processes. Advanced tools like 3D modelling, digital
twins, simulators, and automated material handling systems are further
optimizing shipyard operations by improving accuracy and streamlining

production schedules.

However, as technological advancements continue at a rapid pace, itis
imperative for all Indian shipyards to accelerate their infrastructure
upgrades. Embracing digital transformation and automation will be key
to maintaining global competitiveness and meeting the evolving

demands of the maritime industry.

Q: India has a few large private and public shipyards. What are the
biggest hottlenecks preventing India from becoming a global hub for
shipbuilding?

India aims to be among the top 5 global shipbuilding nations by 2047.
Achieving this goal requires both private and public shipyards to undergo
rapid operational and technological transformation. To drive this change,

we need industry-wide operational, economic, and regulatory reforms.



First, an integrated maritime ecosystem such as the ones established by
shipbuilding giants such as China, South Korea, and Japan, is required to
enable synergies between shipyards, component suppliers, logistics
networks, and R&D facilities. This makes the domestic shipbuilding
industry more efficient by streamlining operations, reducing costs, and
improving delivery schedules.

Secondly, there is a need to reduce the import of critical materials,
including marine-grade steel, navigation and propulsion equipment. This
heavy dependency on imports increases production costs and adds to

supply chain vulnerabilities.

Thirdly, to drive innovation and scale at Indian shipyards and make them
globally competitive, there is a need to promote domestic manufacturing
of newbuilds. Currently, India’s shipping companies tend to prefer
second-hand foreign vessels, primarily due to cost considerations and

delivery lead times.

A fourth crucial measure is to create a robust and transparent regulatory
framework to attract global customers and boost international
competitiveness.

Q! What are the key challenges that private shipbuilders in India face
when competing with global players?

Indian private shipbuilders operate in a very competitive global
landscape with established players from China, South Korea, and Japan.
One of the most significant challenges is financing. Shipbuilding is a
capital-intensive sector, yet Indian firms struggle with high interest
rates, while their global counterparts secure funding at far more
competitive rates. This financial challenge limits investments in modern

infrastructure, advanced technologies, and innovation.

Another key challenge is supply-chain vulnerabilities due to high
dependency on imports. Further, the industry faces a shortage of skilled

labor and limited research and development (R&D) facilities.

The government has seen how important the shipbuilding industry is and
has taken big steps to unlock its potential. Several policy measures have
been undertaken, including the revamp of Shipbuilding Financial
Assistance Policy (SBFAP); the launch of the 225,000 Cr Maritime
Development Fund; revisions in the Right of First Refusal (RoFR)
standardization; and inclusion of large ships above a specified size in the
infrastructure harmonized master list (HML). Such policy impetus clearly
outlines the commitment of the Government of India towards the

shipbuilding industry.

0! Modern shipbuilding requires massive capital investment in
infrastructure. What measures should the government take to support
private shipyards in capacity expansion?

Building a globally competitive shipbuilding infrastructure requires
strategic and long-term government support. For private shipyards to
scale effectively, the foremost priority must be access to affordable
financing. Cost competitiveness is also a key challenge that needs to be
addressed.

The government has already begun to take steps in this direction.
Initiatives such as the Maritime Development Fund, the "Make in India’
push, and broader efforts to strengthen the regulatory ecosystem are
beginning to create a more enabling environment. These efforts show
that India is realizing how impeortant shipbuilding is to its economy. With

continued progress, we can unlock the sector’s true potential.

Q: India has the potential to become a global leader in shipbuilding,
‘What policy or regulatory changes are needed to make this vision a
reality?

India needs a multi-pronged policy approach to become a global leader
in shipbuilding. Simplifving regulatory processes, strengthening the
supply chain, and improving access to finance are critical to fast-track
growth. Policy measures that aid fast regulatory approval and spur
investments into research and development centres for innovation are

equally important.



For instance, the Shipbuilding Financial Assistance Policy, with an outlay
of INR 18,090 crore, will provide a subsidy of up to 30% based on the
type of vessel built, as well as a 40% credit note for use by Indian
shipyards for domestic recycling of ships. However, further clarity on the
applicability of the subsidies will be crucial for private shipbuilders to

plan and implement expansion strategies.

Additionally, enabling access to low-cost financing for shipbuilding,
enhancing export credit guarantees, and negotiating favorable trade
agreements can boost competitiveness of the Indian shipbuilding

ecosystem in international markets.

Q: The Indian government has been aggressively promoting
Atmanirbhar Bharat in defence manufacturing, What policy changes
have had the most significant impact on the private sector?

The Atmanirbhar Bharat initiative has been a game-changer for India’s
defence manufacturing ecosystem, particularly in shipbuilding and ship
repair. A major policy shift has been the push for an allocation of 75% of

the defence modernization budget for procurement domestically.

The introduction of positive indigenization lists, which restrict the
import of key naval equipment, has further accelerated the sector’s
growth. This has pushed private players to enhanced capabilities in ship
design, manufacturing, and maintenance. It has led to increased
investments in R&D, dry docks, and repair infrastructure, improving self-

reliance in warship and submarine maintenance.

Q: Defence exports from India have been rising. What steps should
Indian companies take to become more competitive in the global

defence manufacturing space?

India’s defence exports have witnessed unprecedented growth,
surpassing 21,000 crore last year. To sustain this momentum and emerge
as a formidable player, Indian companies must focus on three critical
areas: innovation, global partnerships, and regulatory ease. They must
invest in cutting-edge R&D facilities to lead in next-generation
technologies such as Al-driven surveillance, autonomous platforms, and
advanced propulsion. Additionally, pursue strategic partnerships with key
global player like U.S., Europe, and Israel to enable technology transfer &
global supply chain integration. A transparent regulatory and
procurement framework, too, will boost private sector participation and

scale exports.

Q: With rising geopolitical tensions and an increasing focus on
maritime security, how do you see the demand for naval and defence

vessels evolving in the coming years?

The evolving geopolitical landscapes and heightened maritime security
concemns are fueling a significant surge in demand for advanced naval
and defence vessels. Nations across the globe are investing heavily to
modernize their fleets to secure territorial waters, safeguard critical
trade routes, and assert strategic dominance in key maritime corridors.
This shift presents a strategic opportunity. India’s defence shipbuilding
market is estimated at $15 billion over the next 10-15 years, backed by
government's push for Atmanirbhar Bharat. Indian shipyards are
increasingly capable of executing complex naval projects, from stealth

warships to unmanned vessels.



