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Naval/Maritime Industrial-Technological Cluster
the royal Netherlands Navy (rNLN) has been a blue water navy 

for centuries. Its ships include frigates, submarines, minehunters and 
minesweepers, supply ships, and amphibian vessels. all these ships have 
been built on Dutch shipyards. the Navy has maintained long-lasting ties 
with a limited number of Dutch shipyards for building its surface vessels. 
though officially the Ministry of Defence and parliament decide on defence 
acquisitions, the royal Netherlands Navy has managed to keep a rela-
tive autonomy on naval ship procurement through the years. as concerns 
shipbuilding, the rNLN differs in at least one respect from other navies. 
the rNLN has its own design department that designs the new ships for 
the Navy, which are then built on Dutch shipyards. the Navy also designs 
itself the required Sensor, Weapon, and control Systems (SeWacO). Much 
expertise on naval technology is therefore located within the Navy’s own 
design office. Whereas the Netherlands has been self-sufficient in naval 
shipbuilding, this is not the case for the weaponry aboard the ships, most 
of which has been imported.

a tight naval/maritime industrial-technological cluster of companies 
is connected to the royal Netherlands Navy. the heart of this cluster cur-
rently comprises the Navy; Damen Schelde Naval Shipbuilding; the naval 
defence electronics company thales Netherlands, which has traditionally 
supplied the Navy with military radar and electronics; and Imtech Marine 
and Offshore,1 which has supplied almost all Dutch naval ships with “civil” 
electrical installations and electronic systems for platform control and 
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monitoring. the two r&D institutes, MarIN and tNO Defence research, 
provide a supporting research infrastructure for maritime research and naval 
technology development. traditional second-tier suppliers in the cluster 
are Wärtsilä Netherland2 for engines, Wärtsilä propulsion Netherlands3 for 
screw propellers, and rolls royce for gas turbines. additional second-tier 
companies are rohde & Schwarz (telecommunication), hertel Machine 
Services (firewall and accommodation), rexroth hydraudine (hydraulic 
cylinders), exendis (energy conversion), and Loggers (shock and vibration 
protection).

the rNLN, being at the centre of this cluster, acts as the orchestrator 
of virtually all naval shipbuilding in the Netherlands. In order to keep this 
cluster alive in hard times, the Navy (or, formally, the Ministries of Defence 
and of economic affairs) has supported the shipyards financially, or has al-
lowed shipyards to sell naval ships already under construction for the rNLN 
to a foreign navy—the Dutch ships then being delivered at a later stage.

Short History of Dutch Naval Shipbuilding Industry
the Netherlands has a long-standing tradition, of several centuries, in 

building its own warships. It belongs to a handful of traditional european 
naval shipbuilders, including the United Kingdom, France, Germany, and 
russia. Until the beginning of the twentieth century the Dutch State itself op-
erated several shipyards (Rijkswerven) that built large warships.  Nowadays, 
the Dutch Navy owns one shipyard, at its naval base in Den helder, which 
is mainly involved in ship maintenance but has also built a number of small 
landing craft. the Dutch shipyards that built naval vessels after World War 
II were also strongly involved in commercial shipbuilding, until the 1970s.

In the 1960s hard times set in for the Dutch and, more generally, 
for the european (civil) shipbuilding industry due to heavy international 
competition, in particular from countries in the Far east. countries such as 
Japan and South Korea became the centres of gravity for building large oil 
tankers and bulk carriers. employment at the large Dutch shipyards and 
at the yards involved in naval shipbuilding, including De Schelde, rotter-
damse  Droogdok Maatschappij (rDM), and Wilton Fijenoord, decreased.4 
the decline in orders, combined with the high investments in large docks 
required to stay in business, forced the large shipyards to cooperate in order 
to reduce costs. In 1966 the shipyards rDM and De Schelde merged into the 
rijn-Schelde organization with 11,000 personnel, and in 1968 rijn-Schelde 
took over the Wilton Fijenoord shipyard.
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From the 1950s through the 1980s, the main shipyards active in naval 
shipbuilding were

• De Schelde in Vlissingen, building most of the Dutch frigates;
• the rotterdamse Droogdok Maatschappij (rDM), building most 

of the Dutch submarines;
• Wilton Fijenoord in Schiedam and rotterdam, which has built two 

frigates and four submarines (of which two were exported to taiwan 
in the 1980s);

• Van der Giessen de Noord in rotterdam, building minesweepers 
and minehunters; and

• the Nederlandse Scheepsbouw Maatschappij in amsterdam, which 
was involved in building three frigates (until the mid-1960s).

In the 1980s, Damen Shipyards, which specialized in smaller ships, started 
building fast patrol and attack craft, mainly for the export market.

a further decline in large merchant ship orders to the Dutch shipyards 
caused the yards that were traditionally involved in both commercial and 
naval shipbuilding, such as De Schelde and rDM, to increasingly specialize 
in naval shipbuilding in their struggle for survival. Moreover, their lack of 
success in the naval export market meant that these shipyards became even 
more dependent upon orders from the Dutch Navy. For example, between 
1975 and the 1990s, De Schelde shipyard built only warships and no com-
mercial ships. attempts by the yard to re-enter the commercial market in 
the 1990s were not very successful.

the rijn-Schelde-Verolme (rSV) organization, a mega-merger in 1971 
resulting from governmental intervention and involving all large shipyards 
(except Van der Giessen de Noord), turned into a real disaster. rSV went 
bankrupt and was dissolved in 1983, after more than ten years during which 
the Dutch government had pumped €1 billion into the concern to keep large 
shipbuilding in the Netherlands alive. the only shipbuilding activity within 
rSV that remained profitable was naval shipbuilding by the shipyards De 
Schelde, Wilton Fijenoord, and rDM. this profit was the result of support 
from the Dutch Navy. Not only did the naval contracts contain “cost-plus” 
in terms of a fixed profit percentage but the Navy and Ministry of Defence 
sometimes brought orders forward, commissioning the building of new 
ships earlier than originally planned. this was the case, for instance, with 
some S-Frigates in the mid-1970s (De Schelde) and, in the mid-1980s, 
with some M-Frigates (De Schelde) and the Walrus submarines (rDM). 
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 Moreover, in 1980 the Dutch Navy permitted De Schelde to sell two S-
Frigates under construction for the Navy to Greece, at a loss to the Navy 
of several hundred million euro.

after the breakup of rSV in 1983, the two shipyards De Schelde and 
rDM, both involved in building new ships for the Dutch Navy at the time, 
were saved and received considerable governmental support.5 Both yards 
acquired a privileged position regarding naval shipbuilding. De Schelde 
became the Navy’s partner for building frigates and rDM for submarines. 
Wilton Fijenoord, at the time still involved in building two submarines for 
taiwan, was left to fend for itself. By the mid-1990s Wilton Fijenoord had 
limited its activities to ship repair and maintenance. rDM fell into decline 
in the early 1990s, after the completion of the four Walrus class submarines 
for the rNLN, and no new orders were received. It went bankrupt in 2004.

the other shipyard that had traditionally been involved in naval ship-
building, especially minesweepers, was Van der Giessen de Noord. the 
yard was awarded the order for building 15 alkmaar class minehunters 
between 1979 and 1989, and an additional two for Indonesia. In contrast to 
De Schelde, Van der Giessen de Noord successfully shifted its emphasis to 
the civilian market for technologically advanced ships for some years. at 
the same time, the yard tried to retain its naval expertise, hoping to receive 
the order for the troika minesweeper system. however, the Dutch Ministry 
of Defence endlessly postponed and finally abandoned the project. after 
having been taken over by Ihc-caland in 1997, Van der Giessen de Noord 
shipyard was closed down in 2003 due to lack of orders.

In the late 1990s, De Schelde, while still building the four air Defence 
and command frigates for the rNLN, nearly went bankrupt. It was saved 
through a takeover by Damen Shipyards in 2000, with substantial financial 
support from the Dutch government. Since then all new naval ships for the 
rNLN have been built by Damen Schelde Naval Shipbuilding.6

Dutch Naval Exports in Recent Decades
In the second half of the twentieth century, the Dutch yards involved in 

naval shipbuilding were not very successful in their export attempts. NatO 
countries usually protect their own domestic naval shipbuilding capacity. On 
the highly political international naval ship market, shipyards are strongly 
dependent upon promotional activities by their own government and navy. 
In many cases the Dutch yards involved in naval shipbuilding did not 
receive the level of support that competing foreign (european) shipyards 
received from their respective governments.7 Moreover, the technologically 
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advanced Dutch frigates and submarines were in the high-price class and 
therefore often not affordable to emerging or less advanced naval countries. 
Still, as the royal Netherlands Navy had a clear interest in securing a strong 
financial position for the yards, it has on several occasions delayed its own 
procurement schedule on behalf of quick deliveries to foreign navies.8

Because the level of domestic naval orders has been limited, exports 
were necessary for Dutch naval shipyards to maintain the existing capac-
ity. however, the lack of success for substantial exports made the yards 
even more dependent upon the (limited) royal Netherlands Navy’s orders, 
implying a rather precarious position.

the Netherlands was more successful at selling used frigates and 
minesweepers. One route for gaining access to potential foreign markets 
is to start by offering used (cheap) warships to establish relations. Unfor-
tunately for the Dutch shipyards, follow-on contracts for supplying new 
warships were realized only occasionally. More often, the transfer of used 
ships has been accompanied or followed by refitting programs. Next to the 
shipyards, the Dutch naval electronic company thales Netherlands has 
often been involved in modernizing the radar and fire control equipment. 
however, only two countries, peru and Indonesia, are outstanding as cus-
tomers of second-hand Dutch warships. Of these, only Indonesia has also 
bought newly built naval vessels from Dutch shipyards: two minehunters 
at the end of the 1980s, and more recently four SIGMa-class corvettes for 
the Indonesian Navy (tNI-aL), built by Damen Schelde Naval Shipbuild-
ing between 2005 and 2009.

export opportunities have also been plagued by political factors, either 
at home or in the customer country. In the mid-1960s, the weapon embargo 
against South africa prevented the delivery of submarines to South africa. 
the Iranian revolution blocked a possible order for eight frigates at the end 
of the 1970s. a follow-on contract to build two or more submarines for 
taiwan in the 1980s was refused by the Dutch government after a political 
crisis between the Netherlands and the people’s republic of china.

rumours in 1999 about rDM Submarines hoping to conclude a contract 
with egypt to build two submarines of a new type—the Moray submarine, 
which existed only on the drawing board—did not substantiate. another 
glimmer of hope was Malaysia’s reported interest in buying two second-hand 
submarines from rDM Submarines, possibly followed by the construction 
of two new Moray submarines. Because export orders were vital to rDM 
Submarines and none of these projects materialized, the business of building 
submarines in the Netherlands has now disappeared.
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By contrast, Damen Shipyards has been successful in exporting Fast 
attack craft and patrol vessels for navy or customs and coast guard, for 
example to Malaysia, Sudan, hong Kong, and Guernsey.

the Netherlands has been successful in the export of radar and fire 
control equipment for naval combat systems. the Dutch company thales 
Netherlands (part of the French defence-electronic giant thales, since 1990) 
is a world player, having supplied equipment for more than 80 fast patrol 
boats, 40 corvettes, 120 frigates, and 45 other major vessels, either in new 
or in refitting programs.

Exports of Naval Vessels Since 2000
Since De Schelde was taken over by Damen Shipyards in 2000, export 

prospects have increased. Damen’s policy is to build less costly warships, 
such as patrol vessels and corvettes; moreover, its ship designs are more 
flexible and thus more adaptable to the customer’s specific wishes. In 
particular, Damen’s SIGMa concept uses a modular design in many areas, 
which offers the user greater flexibility at reduced costs.9 Between 2005 and 
2009, four corvettes using the SIGMa design were built for the Indonesian 
Navy (tNI-aL). In 2009 Damen Schelde Naval Shipbuilding started the 
construction of three SIGMa “multi-mission frigates” (corvettes) for the 
royal Moroccan Navy, to be delivered in 2012. their design was based 
on the corvettes built for Indonesia, but enlarged using the modular-hull 
design. Damen Schelde has also built a hydrographic Survey Vessel for the 
royal thai Navy (delivered in 2008) 10 and has received a Swedish order for 
three multi-purpose coast guard vessels, the first being delivered in 2009.11

related to the reduction in size of the rNLN’s fleet in the past decade, 
a number of used warships have been sold. Five frigates were sold to chile 
between 2005 and 2007, two frigates to Belgium in 2007 and 2008, and 
two frigates to portugal in 2009. Five minehunters were sold to Latvia in 
2005 (and delivered between 2007 and 2009).

Dutch International Collaboration
Dutch shipyards have been involved in a few international collaborative 

naval projects. these include the trilateral Frigate program, a rather loose 
collaboration (from the mid-1990s to 2004) between Germany, Spain, and 
the Netherlands (each designing and building its own frigates); a collabora-
tion with Spain in the mid-1990s on a Landing platform Dock (amphibious 
transport Ship); the tripartite coastal minehunter (eridan), a collaboration 
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between France, Belgium, and the Netherlands (1974–1985); and the troika 
minesweeper system in cooperation with Germany.12 In 1990 the shipyard 
Van der Giessen de Noord signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the 
Belgian shipyard Beliard polyship—its partner in the successful tripartite 
minehunter project of the 1980s—to design and build 14 new inshore mine-
sweepers for the Dutch (8 vessels) and Belgian navies (6 vessels). In 1991 
portugal joined the project. however, following the collapse of the Warsaw 
pact, the Dutch Ministry of Defence cancelled this minesweeper project.

Prospects for Dutch Naval Shipbuilding
the size of the traditional Dutch naval shipbuilding industry has been 

reduced substantially. In fact, Damen Schelde Shipyards, having a privileged 
position, is currently the only shipyard that builds naval vessels for the royal 
Netherlands Navy. Damen Schelde has a close working relationship with 
the Damen-owned Galati shipyard in Galatz, romania. For instance, the 
aft and forward sections of the Landing platform Dock Johan de Witt were 
built in Galatz, while the mid-section including the engine room was built 
at the Schelde yard. Likewise, whereas the first two Ocean patrol Vessels 
for the rNLN are being built at the Schelde yard, the other two will be built 
at the Galati shipyard in romania, thus lowering the price. engineering 
and installation of the SeWacO systems occurs in the Netherlands. as 
mentioned, Damen Shipyards also has good export prospects for its small 
civilian and naval ships (Fast attack craft, corvettes, and patrol vessels).

the Dutch capacity for building the rNLN’s advanced submarines 
has disappeared, probably forever. there is only one Dutch shipbuilding 
company left that still wants to compete with Damen Shipyards to build 
naval ships—Ihc Merwede. Next to its commercial shipbuilding activities, 
it focuses on design and construction of auxiliary and support vessels for 
the Navy, such as amphibious transport Vessels, Landing platform Docks, 
and auxiliary Oil replenishment vessels. Ihc Merwede was engaged by 
the australian defence and technology contractor tenix Defence pty Ltd. 
to construct the multi-role ship hMNZS canterbury for the New Zealand 
Navy.13 however, it lacks broad experience in naval shipbuilding. therefore, 
its chances for receiving a contract for the rNLN’s new Joint Supply Ship 
(JSS) were poor. the contract for the construction of the JSS went to Da-
men Shipyards and was signed in December 2009. about 60 percent (work 
hours) of the JSS’s construction will be carried out at Damen’s shipyard 
in romania.14

the long relationship of mutual trust that has existed between the royal 
Netherlands Navy and its traditional prime contractors in shipbuilding (three 
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to four shipyards in the past decades—now reduced to one, Damen Schelde), 
in radar and fire control (thales Netherlands), and in platform control and 
monitor systems (Imtech) implies a comfortable position for the Navy. the 
rNLN has always preferred relationships of mutual trust with its suppli-
ers rather than putting them in competition with other potential suppliers.

the Navy’s role as designer of naval ships was accepted as a matter of 
course by the shipyards. this situation will change if and when the Navy 
has to turn to foreign shipyards to build its ships—a rather unattractive 
prospect to the Navy compared with its present position. In this sense the 
Navy is, in turn, dependent upon the Dutch shipyards and it is in the Navy’s 
interest to sustain at least a minimum domestic naval shipbuilding capacity. 
this explains why the Navy has been so supportive of the shipyards, both 
through financial and other arrangements and by promoting and supporting 
the shipyards’ export efforts. It also explains the rNLN’s commitment to 
Damen Shipyards when it took over the yard De Schelde in 2000, and the 
Navy’s recent willingness for an early procurement of four Ocean patrol 
Vessels to prevent a large time gap between Damen’s finishing the construc-
tion of four air Defence and command frigates in 2005 and receiving the 
commission of new frigates or patrol vessels.

the dominant position of the rNLN as a “leader firm” within the Dutch 
naval industrial-technological cluster may also have its drawbacks when it 
comes down to exports. Whereas in naval exports the Navy plays a crucial 
role as a launch customer, the rNLN, by designing its own ships tailored 
to its own specific wishes, may “force” the shipyards to build ships of a 
less flexible design—ships that are less adaptable to the specific wishes of 
other navies, and thus harder to export. the rNLN’s wish list may result 
not only in technologically advanced but also in expensive warships, which 
makes them attractive to other navies only as second-hand vessels after 
having been used by the rNLN for a number of years, as is evident from 
past experience. thus, the challenge for Damen Schelde Naval Shipbuilding 
is how to serve both the rNLN and foreign navies. as for patrol vessels, 
the rNLN’s specific requirements may turn out to be favourable to Damen 
Schelde, because the company can now offer two types of patrol vessels 
on the international market—the SIGMa-design and the rNLN-design 
patrol vessels.

International Context in Naval Shipbuilding
In contrast to the defence aerospace and electronics industries, 

which have strong transnational links, naval shipbuilding is still nationally 
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oriented. One factor accounting for this difference is that the defence aero-
space and electronics industries have a large overlap with the transnational 
civil aerospace and electronics industries. a second factor is the traditional 
close relationship between navies and shipyards, which caused navies to 
procure primarily from domestic shipyards. a third factor is that in contrast 
to the large number of orders placed for fighter aircraft, warships (cruisers, 
carriers, frigates, submarines) are built in relatively small numbers.

Most naval shipyards are strongly dependent upon orders from 
their national navy.

Only a few yards are successful in exporting naval ships. this is cer-
tainly true for Dutch naval shipbuilding, though the position of the yard De 
Schelde has improved since it was taken over in 2000 by Damen Shipyards, 
which is successful in exporting patrol vessels.

In europe, the main exception is Germany, where naval shipyards are 
also involved in civil shipbuilding, allowing them to fill naval gaps with civil 
orders. the German yards also have a strong export position, for instance 
as to frigates, corvettes, and submarines.

Consolidation of European naval shipbuilding is occurring on  
a national scale.

the steady increase in unit costs of naval ships, against a background 
in the 1990s of decreasing naval budgets, caused difficulties for traditional 
naval shipyards. Financial pressures led to rationalization of the industry, 
as a number of (national) mergers and acquisitions took place and some 
shipyards closed. the consolidation process was not a new phenomenon 
in shipbuilding: in Western countries, national-level rationalization and 
consolidation in the naval shipbuilding industry has been underway since 
1945. this process accelerated during the 1960s and 1970s when civil ship-
building faced fierce competition from the Far east. In the United States, for 
instance, the number of private suppliers to the US Navy decreased from 
175 (operating 200 yards) in World War II to basically 6 naval shipbuilding 
yards today. Similarly, in the United Kingdom, the number of naval ship-
building companies fell from 42 (46 yards) during WW II to 2 companies 
running 4 yards in 2000.

In the Netherlands, Damen Schelde Naval Shipbuilding is currently the 
only supplier to the rNLN, though Ihc Merwede is trying to re-enter the 
market. to date only two transnational mergers have occurred: the takeover 
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by the German yard hDW of the Swedish naval shipyard Kockums in 1999, 
and of the Greece hellenic Shipyards in 2002. today, while transnational 
mergers are less likely, intensified transnational cooperation is more likely. 
thus, further collaboration may occur between the German thyssenKrupp 
Marine Systems (including Blohm + Voss, thyssen Nordseewerke, and 
hDW) and the Italian yard Ficantieri, which are already collaborating on 
the building of submarines for the Italian navy.

Emerging naval countries seek their own domestic naval 
shipbuilding capabilities.

the total number of countries throughout the world capable of building 
large warships has increased from 10 in the early 1950s to about 40 today. 
although initially importing and building under licence, the emerging naval 
countries have emulated the traditional ones in building up their domestic 
naval shipbuilding capability. the current export pattern of traditional 
european naval shipbuilding countries is one of export of lead-ships plus 
technology transfer; that is, one or two lead ships are built in the exporting 
countries, with the follow-on ships being built, under licence, in the yards 
of the recipient country (e.g., French submarines to pakistan and frigates 
to Singapore, German corvettes to Singapore and frigates to turkey and 
Greece, and Spanish frigates to Norway). this is a policy that the Dutch 
Damen Shipyards will also follow when appropriate. currently, however, 
Damen is focusing on cooperating with shipyards and building new yards 
in low-wage countries, for instance in the Far east and eastern europe.

A shift in predominance may occur from naval yards to system 
integrators.

the most valuable parts of naval ships are the weapons and electron-
ics systems. Weapons and defence electronics companies may increasingly 
take a predominant role as system integrators in naval shipbuilding. this is 
already the case in the United Kingdom, where Bae Systems now owns the 
major naval shipbuilding yards. In the United States, the “Big Six” shipyards 
are now owned by only two (defence) companies, General Dynamics and 
Northrop Grumman. In France, the prime naval shipyard for the French 
Navy, DcNS, has a close relationship with the defence electronics company 
thales. In such cases, a system integrator could eventually own yards in 
a number of different countries; that is, a virtual transnational merger of 
such yards might occur.
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NOteS
1 Formerly rietschoten & houwens (r&h), supplier to the rNLN since 1890.
2 Formerly Stork Dieselmotoren.
3 Formerly Lips Scheepsschroeven.
4 For instance, employment at Wilton Fijenoord dropped dramatically from 

8,400 in 1967 to 4,100 in 1971, 3,300 in 1977, and 700 in 1988. employment at 
the yard De Schelde had dropped to about 700 by 2004.

5 De Schelde had only two shareholders: the Dutch State (90 percent) and the 
province of Zeeland (10 percent).

6 according to the director of the yard Ihc Merwede, it was agreed that, for a 
period of five years, other shipyards would not compete with Damen Schelde. this 
arrangement resulted, inter alia, in the Navy commissioning two hydrographical 
survey vessels with the Damen Schelde yard in 2000, followed by the rNLN’s 
second Landing platform Dock (LpD), Johan de Witt, in 2002. the LpD was 
completed in 2006.

7 For instance, in 1984, after ten years of negotiations, perspectives for build-
ing S-Frigates for portugal were nullified by a German offer.

8 For instance, the export of two S-Frigates to Greece in 1981–1982, and of 
two minehunters to Indonesia in 1985.

9 the SIGMa design (Ship Integrated Geometric Modular Design approach) 
uses standard, 7.2-meter-long (24-foot) sections separated by bulkheads with water-
tight doors throughout the ship. By varying the number of sections, a ship can be 
stretched or shortened. the Indonesian corvettes, for example, have 12 sections, 
two of the Moroccan ships have 13, and the third Moroccan ship has 14 sections.

10 the project was carried out by a joint venture of Damen and Unithai Ship-
yard, in which design and engineering, purchasing, and project management were 
handled through Damen Schelde Naval Shipbuilding and the building of the vessel 
itself was carried out by Unithai Shipyard in thailand.

11 Design and engineering, purchasing, and project management were handled 
through Damen Schelde Naval Shipbuilding, while the building of the first vessel 
was carried out at Damen Shipyards Galati in romania.

12 the troika minesweeper system included a guidance ship that remotely 
controls the minesweeping troika-drones. the Dutch troika project was postponed 
several times and eventually never substantiated.

13 the vessel was delivered to tenix Defence pty in 2006, after which tenix 
completed the military outfitting at its facilities in australia.

14 the total costs for the Dutch JSS project are about €365 million.
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