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Italians are a people of poets, artists and saints, but also of navigators. Our country, located by 

geography in the middle of the Mediterranean and with about 8,000 km of coastline, has developed 

a close relationship with the sea. From the horizon, over the centuries, dangers and opportunities have 

come, as well as goods and armies, threatening gunboats and fabulous wealth.  It is therefore not 

surprising that, since ancient times, the people of the Belpaese have given life to a maritime tradition 

unique in the world. To sail the seas, however, ships are needed . And in order to have them, you 

need the shipyards. Venice could hardly have boasted for so long the title of "queen of the Adriatic" 

if it had not built its arsenal. And the same goes for the other maritime Republics that, with their 

merchant and military fleets, have written glorious pages of Italian history, in an interweaving of 

politics, economy and culture, stretched from Gibraltar to the Black Sea1. 

 
1 For a detailed history of the Mediterranean, cfr. David Abulafia, The Great Sea, Mondadori, 2016. 

“In 2019, the Italian shipbuilding turnover had reached 10 billion euros, making Italy the fifth 

world player and the second European, immediately after Germany.  

 

In 2020, the turnover exceeded euro 11 billion, and with exports that, only in the nautical sector, 

have exceeded the value of 2 billion euros, second only to that achieved by the Dutch.” 
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More recently, all the plans to make a united Italy a power capable of competing with the other great 

European countries, have passed through the shipyards. It is in fact on the seas that, in the Crispina 

and Giolittian ages and during the twenty years of Mussolini's dictatorship, Rome tried to realize its 

ambitions2. Beyond the unrealistic character of so many dreams of  geopolitical grandeur, the fact 

remains that our country cannot ignore the link with the sea, both in its aspects of international politics 

and at the economic level. The exports of Made in Italy goes within the waves, as well as the imports 

of raw materials essential for the functioning of our manufacturing system, second in Europe only to 

the German one. In addition, our seas are a privileged destination for impressive tourist flows, which 

the Covid-19 pandemic has reduced, without however losing the attractiveness of the Italian coasts 

as sought-after holiday destinations.  

Therefore, around the sea revolves a substantial part of the national economy, including sectors that 

are also very different from each other, but united by the relationship with the waves and mentioned 

here only in a generic way. An important item of the Italian maritime economy is represented by 

shipbuilding and boating, which boasts a very ancient tradition and shows, as a whole, to have taken 

up the challenges of innovation, quality and competitiveness.  The ongoing pandemic has highlighted 

the resilience of the sector. It was above all the small and medium-sized enterprises of the highest-

end pleasure boating that best resisted the economic repercussions of Covid-19, because they were 

able to best combine technological development with that artisan dimension of shipwrights, handed 

down from father to son and envied in the world. 

The first Italian shipyard organized in the modern sense, that is conceived as a factory of ships able 

to exploit the advantages of mass production and division of labor, was that of Castellammare di 

Stabia. In 1783, the prime minister of Ferdinand IV of Naples, Giovanni Edoardo Acton, inaugurated 

the Royal Arsenal in the city, a few kilometers from the Neapolitan capital to respond to the need to 

strengthen the Bourbon military fleet.  These were the years in which the industrial revolution had 

recently begun to reshape the English production system with the use of the steam engine in the textile 

and metallurgical sectors. These innovations would have arrived with difficulty in the Italian 

Peninsula, still very backward in terms of technology, albeit with some rare exceptions. The 

 
2 The systematic treatment of these two phases of Rome's international action is contained in Joseph Mammarella and 
Paolo Cacace, Italy's foreign policy. From the unitary state to the present day., Laterza Editors, 2010; Liliana Saiu, Italian 
foreign policy from unity to today, Editori Laterza, 2006. 
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theoretical and philosophical principles behind it, however, already circulated in the pre-unification 

states, finding a first application in the Gulf of Naples3. 

Here, on the beach of Vigliena, the Ferdinand I was also built which, in September 1818, was the 

first steamer to sail the Mediterranean. Since then, many things have changed. During the nineteenth 

century, the spread of steam navigation and the replacement of wood with iron and steel as the main 

materials of the naval industry, pushed the Italian states to accelerate the development of shipbuilding. 

However, it was only with the achievement of national unity4 that the construction of increasingly 

large and modern ships became the object of systematic attention by the Savoy State and by 

entrepreneurs, attracted by the remuneration of capital deriving from an increasingly strategic sector. 

The achievement of national unity occurred while the cutting of the Suez Isthmus was underway, 

which would be completed in 1867. The artificial canal, inaugurated two years later, made it possible 

to connect the Mediterranean to the Red Sea, saving weeks of navigation for the boats that, by 

doubling the Cape of Good Hope, were headed for India and the Far East. 

The newborn Kingdom of Italy, which did not hide its Mediterranean and colonial ambitions, aimed 

to insert itself into the game of the other great European powers, which were dividing Africa, and to 

strengthen its weak metallurgical industry. The internal difficulties and the scarce availability of 

capital delayed the development of shipbuilding, limited to a few sites, such as Sestri Ponente, 

Ancona and Castellammare di Stabia, inherited from the pre-unification states and now obsolete.  On 

the Adriatic side, Venice was still missing, which, with its ancient arsenal, would remain under 

Austrian control until the third war of independence in 1866. 

It was only with the end of the century that shipbuilding activity received considerable impetus, 

thanks to the phase of economic growth that, interspersed only with brief phases of recession, would 

continue until the First World War. In those years, next to the ancient Bourbon arsenal, the Palermo 

plants were born, by the will of the entrepreneur Ignazio Florio, former shareholder of the Italian 

General Navigation, born in 1881 from the merger of the homonymous company, founded by the 

founder Vincenzo, and of the Rubattino of Genoa. In the same period, the construction of the Riva 

Trigoso shipyard, in Sestri Levante, began on the initiative of Erasmo Piaggio, son of the shipowner 

Rocco and founder of an industrial group, destined to be the only major private competitor of IRI, 

 
3 The history of this shipbuilding site is well told in Catello Vanacore, Bianca D'Antonio, The shipyard of Castellammare 
di Stabia, Eidos, 1995. 
4 For a systematic treatment, see. Paolo Fragiacomo, Industry as a continuation of politics. Italian shipbuilding (1861 – 
2011), Franco Angeli, 2012. 
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institute for Industrial Reconstruction established in 1933 as a public body with industrial policy 

functions.  Along the Ligurian coast was born the third shipbuilding center, which flanked the 

Genoese plants and those of Muggiano, near La Spezia, already wanted by the Count of Cavour, but 

built only from 1883, thanks to the investments of the Swiss tycoon Rodolfo Hofer, already a member 

of the board of directors of the Italian General Navigation. 

Therefore, the development of Italian shipbuilding, at the turn of the two centuries, did not follow a 

path defined by a strategic vision of the political decision-maker, but was the result of the investments 

of large entrepreneurs, eager to invest a part of the proceeds of complementary sectors, such as 

metallurgy and mechanics, in a sector in strong growth. However, this resulted in considerable 

fragmentation, which made it difficult to achieve economies of scale and withstand competition from 

large French, English and German groups.  A partial simplification came in 1906, with the birth of 

the company Cantieri Navali Riuniti, in which the companies of Ancona, Muggiano and Palermo 

merged, with connections with the Genoa plants, controlled by the entrepreneur Attilio Odero. 

The absence of references to Trieste and the Friulian coast, today a fundamental district of Italian 

shipbuilding and boating, is not accidental. The city came under the sovereignty of Italy only at the 

end of the First World War, with the defeat of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, of which it represented, 

together with Rijeka, the main commercial and military port.  The rest of the Adriatic coast controlled 

by Vienna did not have the morphological characteristics for the construction of large ports of call 

and was far from the economic heart of the country. 

The shipbuilding sector of Trieste had experienced rapid development since the mid-nineteenth 

century, thanks to the entrepreneurs Gaspare Tonello and Georg Strudthoff, who started the 

development of the San Marco and San Rocco canteri respectively. The latter would take over the 

activities of the former, giving rise to one of the largest industrial groups in Austria-Hungary, which 

received substantial public funding until the outbreak of the conflict. To supplement Vienna's 

shipbuilding capacity, starting in 1907, the Cosulich family designed and financed the construction 

of the Monfalcone plant5, carried out by reclaiming the Marshes of Panzano. These shipyards, today 

among the largest and most modern plants in Europe, were almost completely abandoned during the 

First World War due to their proximity to the front line, which reached the sea at the mouths of the 

 
5 Cf. Paolo Valenti, History of the Shipyard of Monfalcone. 1908 – 2008 centenary, July, 2007. 
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Isonzo and Tagliamento. With the victory over the Austrians, the Friulian plants increase the strength 

of the Italian shipbuilding industry. 

However, these were difficult years, marked by the serious political and social consequences that the 

conflict had bequeathed. The production slowly restarted between alternating events, destined to mark 

the years between the two world wars. On the one hand, steam navigation gives way to technological 

progress with the launch of the first motor ships and Italian ocean liners, such as the Rex and the 

Count of Savoy, become synonymous with elegance and progress; on the other hand, the demand for 

large ships for the transport of emigrants to the Americas decreases as a result of the restrictions on 

expatriation wanted by fascism. The need to address these problems and to make Italian shipbuilding 

competitive encourages new mergers. 

In 1925, the Cantieri Navali Riuniti and the Riva Trigoso plant gave life to the Cantieri Navali del 

Tirreno, while in 1929 the Odero-Terni-Orlando was born, which brought together the shipbuilding 

realities of Genoa and Livorno with the Umbrian steel pole. The picture is completed by the Cantieri 

Riuniti dell'Adriatico, which united the trieste, muggia and Monfalcone plants. These mergers, 

however, proved unable to withstand the impact of the Great Depression, which followed the crisis 

of 1929. That is why, at the end of the thirties, IRI intervened6, acquiring control of all the large 

shipbuilding groups through Fincantieri7, created as an ad hoc state financial  for the sector. 

Italy's entry into the war and the destruction of the conflict deeply marked the shipbuilding sector, 

with heavy bombing by both the German and the Allies on all the plants. 

But this painful page was soon followed by the hopes of the post-war period and reconstruction. The 

country, deeply marked by destruction and mourning, tried to turn the page, to get back on its feet. 

The peace treaty of 1947 had introduced severe limitations on the fleet, both military and merchant, 

in terms of tonnage. Nevertheless, the divisions of the Cold War, which broke the war alliance 

between the American and Soviet superpowers, and the position of Italy in the Western camp, made 

clearer by the result of the elections of April 18, 1948, almost immediately exceeded the limits of 

these clauses. In 1951, just six years after the end of the war, the Giulio Cesare, the first Italian post-

war ocean liner, was launched in Monfalcone. 

However, the inexorable decline of passenger navigation on ocean routes had begun, replaced by air 

transport, and cruising, understood as a ship trip for tourist purposes, would remain for many years a 

 
6 Cf. Valerio Castronovo (ed.), History of IRI. From the origins to the post-war period, Editori Laterza, 2012. 
7 Cf. Alessandra Fava, Men and ships. Fincantieri, history of a state-owned company, Ediesse, 2013. 
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way of taking a holiday reserved for the wealthiest social classes and in any case far from the tastes 

of the general public . At the same time, the production of merchant ships began to move to the Far 

East, where shipowners still manage to get ships at unsustainable prices for European shipyards. 

In 19668, the Italian government proceeded to reorganize the management of the country's 

shipbuilding sites and decided to bring together in Italcantieri, an operating company controlled by 

Fincantieri, the most solid plants in Sestri Ponente, Monfalcone and Castellammare di Stabia. 

Subsequently, the sites of Riva Trigoso, Palermo, Ancona and Marghera were added. In 1984, 

Fincantieri was transformed from a financial holding company of state holdings into an operating 

company, taking full and direct control of the companies it previously controlled. Years of 

reorganization followed, following the profound changes in the world economic system at the turn of 

the millennium. The definitive shift in the construction of merchant ships to Asia, especially in South 

Korea and China, has required European shipyards to invest in research and development, focusing 

on products with high added value and technological intensity. This is the case of cruise ships, which 

shipowners want to be increasingly advanced in safety devices and with a decreasing environmental 

impact. And this is the case with military ships and submarines, ferries and offshore installations. 

Fincantieri is today the largest naval group in Europe, listed on the stock exchange since 2014 and 

controlled by CdP Industria, financial of the Cassa Depositi e Prestiti, with direct stakes in about 

twenty companies in Italy and other European countries, active not only in shipbuilding, but also in 

research and development, in the management of dry docks and in military and civil logistics. 

But Fincantieri, its subsidiaries and related companies do not exhaust the panorama of Italian 

shipbuilding alone. The nautical sector, which manufactures motor and sailing boats for pleasure, 

represents an important voice of the national economy linked to the sea, with a strong vocation for 

export, which makes Italy a great power, holder of numerous records worldwide and at European 

level. The main districts of shipbuilding are located in the Ligurian Levant, in Tuscany, between 

Massa and Livorno, in the Marche and in the Gulf of Naples.  On closer inspection, these are the 

same areas where the main shipyards are located, testifying to the spillover of knowledge in those 

territories with an ancient tradition of shipbuilding and artisan knowledge of shipwrights and 

cabinetmakers. 

 
8 See Franco Amatori (ed.), History of IRI. The "economic miracle" and the role of IRI, Editori Laterza, 2013. 
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In the sector there are about 1,300 companies, especially small and medium-sized, which produce 

accessories for boating and boats of all kinds, from boats with outboard or inboard engines to 

sailboats, up to large yachts over 24 meters in length. In 2019, so before the pandemic, their turnover 

had reached 10 billion euros9, making Italy the fifth world player and the second European, 

immediately after Germany. 2020, marked by the closures related to Covid-19, had raised fears of a 

13 % drop in turnover. Ma forecasts have been happily denied, with a turnover that has exceeded 11 

billion euros, with a growth of 9.9% on an annual basis and with exports that, only in the nautical 

sector, have exceeded the value of euro 2 billion (the entire sector has recorded sales abroad for 

almost 5 billion), second only to that achieved by the Dutch10. 

Nautical companies have shown great resilience, reaping the benefits of past investments in research 

and development, internationalization and attention to short supply chains for the supply of raw 

materials and components. And in the year just ended, things went even better, leaving room for rosy 

forecasts for 202211. Pending the final statistics, the data updated to 31 August 2021 indicate a growth 

in the turnover of the nautical sector of 23.8 %, which should therefore be between 5.5 and 6 billion 

euros. If the information on the third quarter of 2021 confirms the trend just indicated, the sector 

should have recovered all the ground lost by the global economic crisis of 2007-2008. Some shipyards 

are booked for the next three years, as is the case with the production sites of large yachts. According 

to the data anticipated last December of the Global Order Book 202212, the ranking drawn up every 

year by the prestigious Boat International magazine on the state of health of shipyards that build 

luxury boats with a length of more than 24 meters, the Italians is confirmed as the first country in the 

world for number of orders and tonnage. 

 

In conclusion, the Italian shipbuilding and boating sector presents itself as an indispensable pillar of 

activities related to the sea. It is at the center of the entire national economic system, as an engine of 

growth, capable of employing almost 200 thousand people and preserving an  ancient know-how, but 

open to innovation and development. Companies of all sizes, which make the territories where they 

 
9 Source: Istat, 2019. 
10 The data were collected and processed by the study office of Confindustria Nautica and presented in occasion of the 
convention Satec 2021. 
11 The data were presented by Confindustria Nautica on the occasion of the Genoa Boat Show 2021. 
12 The Global Order Book is drawn up on an annual basis by Boat International magazine and photographs the state of 
health of orders and shipyards specialized in the production of yachts with a length equal to or greater than 24 meters. 
In 2021, seven of the top seventeen plants in the world were located in Italy. 
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are settled, often for centuries, proud, providing the sector with a strategic value with countless 

national records. That is why Italy cannot ignore the sea and the activities that take place on the sea 

and near it, if it does not want to accept being put on the sidelines of the great political and economic 

games, which is precisely on the waves that finds their ideal playing field. 

 


