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Opportunity (p. 35): Leveraging Legacy Shipbuilding Industries 

Introduction (p. 43-46)

Rooted in the Delaware and Maurice Rivers, South Jersey’s shipbuilding legacy positions the 

region to capitalize on a national moment of maritime reinvestment driven by federal policy and 

private sector growth. The shipbuilding sector remains a foundational element of the marine 

industry, supporting port operations, repairs, and industrial activity related to national defense. 

This historic industrial capacity represents a strategic opportunity to secure federal maritime and 

transportation grant funding – including programs from MARAD, USDOT, and DOD – while 

attracting private investment to revitalize decommissioned shipyard sites into modern marine 

manufacturing hubs. By leveraging South Jersey’s deep shipbuilding heritage and existing 

waterfront infrastructure, the region can position itself as a competitive bidder for upcoming 

federal maritime infrastructure projects and create a pipeline of workforce development 

opportunities in skilled marine trades.

Brief History (Section 3)

Shipbuilding has a rich history in the South Jersey region and has made a significant contribution 

to the region’s maritime industry legacy. The sector peaked in the 19 

th century, with many of the 

shipyards in areas such as Mays Landing in Atlantic County and Millville in Cumberland County 

dedicated to constructing boats for the fishing and oystering industries, as well as small yachts 

and coasting schooners for pleasure-seekers. Other shipyards saw success building ships for 

World War II along the Delaware and Maurice Rivers, where maritime manufacturing was the 

principal industry. According to the Census of 1840, Atlantic County shipyards produced more 

than all of the other coastal counties in the State, with ships and vessels produced in Atlantic 

County that year valued at $104,000 ($3,872,960 in 2026 dollars), while Cape May’s production 

sat at $39,000 ($1,452,360) and Cumberland’s production was valued at $44,000 ($1,638,560). 
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While Salem County’s numbers aren’t as well documented, in 1846, the County is noted as 

having built a total of 24 vessels of 650 tons or less. 
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By the early 20 

th century, the sector’s decline was swift, with the transition from wood as a 

depleted building source to steam and steel. The once largely decentralized and localized 

industry sector began to concentrate its activities along the Delaware River, where the deep-
water ports could support rapid industrialization. Today, shipyards such as the Delaware Bay 

Shipbuilding Co. continue the legacy of the Delaware Bay shipyards by specializing in the 

construction of research, government, and commercial fishing vessels. The sector is far from its

1 https://www.atlanticcountynj.gov/government/government-information/history-of-atlantic-
county/shipbuilding-in-atlantic-county 

2 https://westjersey.org/sjh/sjh_chap_10.htm
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localized shipbuilding peak; however, it continues to reliably provide essential support for port 

infrastructure and industrial waterfront assets.

Industry Context (Section 3)

Traditional shipbuilding operations have evolved into supporting the expansion of port 

infrastructure, marine cargo handling, small-boat services, ship repairs, and maritime logistics. 

Salem County remains the strongest county in the District in terms of historical trade 

preservation, along with the increasing investment in operations for the New Jersey Wind Port. 

The shipbuilding sector has a modest labor pool of nearly 2,500 skilled laborers statewide. The 

sector’s job opportunities are projected to grow as the regional leaders in the broader maritime 

industry continue to invest in resources to address obstacles that threaten the sector’s expansion.

The region’s shipbuilding industry faces challenges of aging infrastructure, limited yard capacity, 

fierce competition for skilled laborers, and high capital costs for modernization. This pressure is 

intensified by leading national shipbuilders increasingly relying on modular construction, 

automation, and more efficient yard layouts. The sector is further constrained by the region’s 

broader maritime industry need for infrastructural improvements to prepare for increased cargo 

demands and the next wave of emerging industries. Although sector struggles persist, region-
wide improvements are being executed to increase port efficiency and operational capacity.

As the maritime industry prepares for the future, ports across the region plan to implement 

infrastructure modernization to improve dock conditions, increase berth capacity, and optimize 

material handling systems. The South Jersey Port Corporation (SJPC), located in the former New 

York Shipbuilding Co. facility, has already begun implementing upgrades to its rail and terminal 

entrances, including a $28M investment from the State’s Rail Freight Assistance Program over 

the past five years. Efforts such as these will ultimately enhance the resilience of the region’s 

ports while bolstering the operations of shipbuilders that specialize in vessel repairs. These 

regional efforts are aligned with the national priority to revitalize the shipbuilding sector.

Industry Potential (Section 3)

The South Jersey shipbuilding sector is strategically positioned to benefit from new federal 

investment and collaborative efforts. The recent Maritime Action Plan (MAP) prioritizes 

rebuilding the nation’s shipbuilding capacity, along with reforming workforce education, 

protecting the maritime industrial base, and enhancing national security and industrial resilience. 

Annual funds have also been allocated to the Small Shipyard Program to revitalize shipyards and 

enhance maritime operations.

Plans to modernize the region’s key ports by 2029, along with active reductions in maritime 

carbon emissions, further position the industry to compete in the national markets. Entities 

throughout the region have dedicated themselves to aggressively pursuing this funding, along 

with more strategic collaborations with state and local agencies. These initiatives aim to leverage 

waterfront infrastructure while expanding and modernizing industrial sites. The recruitment and



retention of skilled trades tied to marine industries, such as welders, metal workers, electricians, 

software and computer technology professionals, are also crucial elements in increasing the 

sector’s resilience.


