
Luxury Yacht building in Western Europe 
… versus China  
Western European luxury monohull yacht brands and shipyards face unique 
challenges that can lead to financial instability or bankruptcy as has been the 
case recently with Sunseeker and Fairline yachts UK announced January 2025.  

Despite being home to some of the most prestigious names in the yachting 
industry, various economic, operational, and market factors causes has and will 
likely always cause financial strain.  

Historically the famous British and European brands that have been in operation for 
some decades chose originally to set up operations in Western Europe because 
the sector was targeted very much and almost solely at the super wealthy only. In 
addition, there has been pressure and support from governments.  

 

UK luxury yacht (10-20 metre size yachts) shipyard in the UK (Fairline Yachts). 

Power Catamarans however on the other hand are relative newcomers to the 
scene only really getting traction in the last decade or so, The most famous luxury 
brands such as Aquila (seller of the largest number of power catamarans each 
year)and Horizon, both American owned, chose to set up operations in China, and 
top brands such as Sunreef and Moon chose Poland. Prestige, Fountaine Pagot and 
Lagoon chose France and Italy but are part of large corporations and as such are 
in  abetter position to fund losses. 



For EkoKat Yachts International given their decision to commence 2025 made the 
obvious clear choice of China and estimate their yachts can be built ready for 
delivery for 1/3 of the price were they to be based in the UK, inclusive of using 
western branded key parts and components. 

This is one of the main reasons EkoKat can half the price of their main competitors, 
however this is not all. It also enables them to withstand global economical 
downturns and other conditions/variations over forthcoming years/decades that 
could lead to as downturn in demand of luxury yachts. 

Ekokat Yachts International, Guangzhou, China 

 
One of EkoKats many missions is that of price disrupter and with a build cost in 
China of just circa USD1.5million, to maintain its 50% reduction in selling price from 
its lead competitor (selling at USD2.69-2.98m versus competition at circa USD6 
million) this still allows for a hugely generous USD1 million profit margin (USD1.5 
million if sold direct without agents). This allows for huge reductions in price if ever 
necessary.  

EkoKat also does not carry the weight of the factory leasing costs and labour, this 
is via contractual agreement with the factory build facility itself, leaving EkoKat 
Yachts International robust and highly resilient to an unprecedented level.  

 

 



 

Western Europe 

1. High Fixed Costs 

• Labor-Intensive Operations: Luxury yacht construction requires skilled labor, 
and Western Europe has some of the highest labor costs in the world. 

• State-of-the-Art Facilities: Maintaining advanced shipyards and equipment 
incurs significant ongoing expenses. 

• Inventory Management: Shipyards often carry substantial costs in materials, 
parts, and unfinished projects 

• The cost of leasing facilities, sourcing materials, and managing the 
production process in Europe plays a massive role in why Western European 
luxury yacht brands and shipyards often face financial instability. 

 

1. High Factory Lease and Operational Costs 

• Expensive Real Estate: Shipyards are typically located near coastlines or 
ports, where land is highly sought after and expensive. Leasing or owning 
large factory spaces in these prime locations comes with high costs. 

• Large Facilities Needed: Yacht manufacturing requires vast, specialized 
facilities with large workshops, dry docks, and storage for materials. The 
sheer scale of these facilities makes their leasing, maintenance, and utility 
costs significant. 

• Regulatory Compliance Costs: European shipyards must adhere to stringent 
health, safety, and environmental standards, which add costs for 
infrastructure upgrades, certifications, and inspections. 

 

2. Cost of Materials 

• Premium Materials: Luxury yachts require top-tier materials like high-grade 
steel, aluminum, fiberglass, carbon composites, and exotic woods (e.g., 
teak). These materials are often sourced from high-cost suppliers in Europe. 

• Specialized Components: Yacht production involves precision-engineered 
components like engines, stabilizers, propulsion systems, and navigation 
equipment, which are typically imported from niche suppliers (often also 
based in Europe) at high costs. 



• Rising Material Prices: Global material costs, especially for metals and 
composites, have surged due to supply chain disruptions and inflation. 
European shipyards, which rely on these premium materials, are particularly 
affected. 

 

3. Dependency on European Supply Chains 

• Local Sourcing Costs: While sourcing locally in Europe can ensure high-
quality components, it also means higher costs due to expensive labor and 
manufacturing processes within the region. 

• Supply Chain Vulnerabilities: European shipyards often depend on 
specialized suppliers for critical parts, such as engines (MTU, Caterpillar), 
navigation systems, and luxury interior fittings. Delays or shortages from 
these suppliers can halt production and increase costs. 

• Eco-Friendly Materials: With rising demand for sustainable yachts, shipyards 
are investing in eco-friendly materials, such as recycled composites or 
sustainably sourced wood, which are more expensive than traditional 
materials. 

 

4. High Labor Costs 

• Skilled Workforce: Luxury yacht building requires highly specialized labor, 
including naval architects, engineers, interior designers, and skilled 
tradespeople (e.g., welders, carpenters, and electricians). Western Europe 
has some of the highest labor costs globally, particularly in countries like 
Germany, Italy, and the Netherlands. 

• Labor-Intensive Craftsmanship: Unlike mass-produced vessels, luxury yachts 
involve meticulous craftsmanship, custom designs, and high levels of 
manual labor, further increasing costs. 

• Unionized Workforces: In some countries, unionized labor adds another layer 
of expense through higher wages, benefits, and rigid work hour regulations. 

 
 
 

 



5. Overheads and Fixed Costs 

• Utilities: Operating large shipyards requires enormous amounts of energy for 
powering tools, machinery, and climate-controlled facilities. Rising energy 
prices in Europe (especially during recent energy crises) have increased 
these costs further. 

• Insurance: Building luxury yachts involves high-risk operations, which require 
expensive insurance policies for the facilities, employees, and in-progress 
vessels. 

• Equipment Maintenance: Advanced manufacturing tools, CNC machines, 
and robotic systems used in modern yacht building require regular 
maintenance and upgrades, adding significant ongoing costs. 

 

6. Taxes and Regulations 

• High Tax Burden: Western European countries often have high corporate 
taxes, VAT (Value Added Tax), and import/export duties, which can squeeze 
profit margins. 

• Environmental Compliance: Stricter regulations around emissions (IMO Tier III 
compliance), waste management, and sustainability practices force 
shipyards to invest heavily in eco-friendly designs and production methods. 

o Example: Adding hybrid propulsion systems or solar panels can 
significantly increase the cost of building a yacht. 

• Customs and Import Duties: Shipyards importing specialized parts from 
outside Europe may face high import tariffs, further raising costs. 

 

7. Competition from Lower-Cost Regions 

• Turkey and Eastern Europe: Countries like Turkey, Poland, and Croatia 
produce high-quality yachts at significantly lower costs due to cheaper 
labor and materials, often competing directly with Western European brands. 

• Asian Manufacturers: Builders in China and other parts of Asia are also 
entering the luxury yacht market, leveraging economies of scale and lower 
production costs to undercut European prices. 

 

 



8. Overambitious Projects and Speculative Builds 

• Long Production Timelines: Large luxury yachts, especially custom-built 
models, can take years to complete. During this time, fixed costs (lease, 
labor, etc.) accumulate, and the shipyard might not see revenue until 
delivery. 

• Speculative Risks: Many shipyards build yachts "on spec" without confirmed 
buyers. If these yachts remain unsold, they tie up capital and resources, 
creating financial strain. 

• Warranty Costs: Luxury yacht owners expect impeccable quality, and 
shipyards often face warranty claims that require costly repairs or 
modifications after delivery. 

 

9. Limited Financing Options 

• Capital-Intensive Industry: Yacht building requires significant upfront 
investment, and securing financing for these projects can be challenging, 
especially for smaller or independent shipyards. 

• Reliance on Pre-Sales: Many shipyards rely on milestone payments from 
buyers to fund construction. Delayed payments or canceled orders can 
create cash flow problems. 

• High Interest Rates: Rising interest rates in Europe have made borrowing 
more expensive, adding another burden for shipyards reliant on loans. 

 

10. Niche Market with High Expectations 

• Ultra-High-End Market: The luxury yacht market caters to a small, ultra-
wealthy clientele with extremely high expectations for customization, 
innovation, and quality. Any failure to deliver can damage a brand’s 
reputation and lead to lawsuits or financial losses. 

• Economic Sensitivity: This niche market is highly sensitive to global economic 
shifts, such as recessions or stock market downturns, which can significantly 
reduce demand for luxury yachts. 

 

 



Conclusion for building in Western Europe  

Western European luxury yacht brands and shipyards face financial challenges 
due to the region's high cost of doing business, dependence on expensive 
materials and labour, and intense competition from lower-cost regions. These 
factors, combined with the capital-intensive nature of the industry and fluctuating 
global demand, make it difficult for shipyards to maintain financial stability. While 
European shipyards remain leaders in quality and innovation, their financial 
vulnerabilities are inherent to the high-end, bespoke nature of their products. 

 

China 
Comparing the challenges faced by Western European yacht and shipyards with 
similar operations in China highlights key differences in cost structures, market 
dynamics, and operational advantages. China has emerged as a growing player 
in the yacht-building market, especially for mid-tier yachts, leveraging its 
competitive advantages in production costs and scalability. Here's a detailed 
comparison: 

 

1. Cost of Facilities (Shipyards/Factories) 

Western Europe: 

• High Costs: Shipyards in Western Europe are often located in prime coastal 
areas where real estate and leasing costs are extremely high. 

• Strict Regulations: Shipyards must comply with local zoning, environmental, 
and operational regulations, which increase facility setup and maintenance 
costs. 

• Space Limitations: Expanding or modernizing shipyards is challenging due to 
space constraints and bureaucratic red tape. 

China: 

• Low Facility Costs: Industrial land in China is significantly cheaper, especially 
in emerging coastal regions. Local governments often subsidize industrial 
development, further reducing costs. 



• Easier Expansion: Chinese shipyards have access to large, undeveloped 
tracts of land for expansions or new builds. 

• Government Incentives: Regional governments often provide tax breaks and 
favourable leasing terms to shipbuilding companies. 

 

2. Cost of Labour 

Western Europe: 

• Expensive Skilled Labor: Labor costs are among the highest in the world, 
particularly in Italy, Germany, and the Netherlands. Skilled workers such as 
naval architects, engineers, and craftsmen command premium salaries. 

• Unionized Workforces: Labor unions in Europe increase costs through 
collective bargaining agreements for higher wages, benefits, and overtime 
restrictions. 

• Labor Shortages: There's a growing shortage of young, skilled tradespeople 
in Europe, further driving up labor costs. 

China: 

• Affordable Workforce: Labor costs are significantly lower, allowing Chinese 
shipyards to employ large teams at a fraction of the cost in Europe. 

• Non-Unionized Labor: The absence of strong labor unions keeps wages and 
benefits lower than in Western Europe. 

• Growing Expertise: China has rapidly developed a skilled workforce, 
particularly for production-focused roles, though it still lags in some high-
end craftsmanship. 

 

3. Material and Component Costs 

Western Europe: 

• Premium Materials: European shipyards prioritize the highest-quality 
materials, such as advanced composites, exotic woods, and luxury fittings, 
sourced from within Europe or other high-cost regions. 

• Sustainable Sourcing: Environmental regulations require sustainable and 
traceable materials, which are often more expensive. 



• Dependence on European Suppliers: Many critical components, like engines 
(MTU, MAN), stabilizers, and high-end interiors, are sourced from expensive 
European suppliers. 

 
 
China: 

• Lower Material Costs: Many materials, including steel, aluminum, and 
fiberglass, are produced domestically at lower costs. 

• Localized Supply Chain: Chinese shipyards benefit from proximity to local 
suppliers for components, significantly reducing shipping costs. 

• Tradeoffs in Quality: While material costs are lower, Chinese suppliers often 
produce components that may not meet the same luxury or bespoke 
standards as European counterparts. 

 

4. Energy and Utility Costs 

Western Europe: 

• High Energy Costs: Electricity and fuel costs in Europe are among the highest 
globally, driven by environmental taxes and reliance on imported energy. 

• Energy Crisis Impact: Recent increases in energy prices due to geopolitical 
factors (e.g., Russia-Ukraine conflict) have further strained shipyard 
budgets. 

China: 

• Subsidized Energy Costs: Energy costs are often subsidized by the 
government, especially for industrial sectors. 

• Cheaper Fuel: Lower fuel and energy prices reduce the overall operational 
costs of shipyards. 

 

 

 



5. Regulatory Environment 

Western Europe: 

• Stringent Regulations: Compliance with IMO Tier III emissions, environmental 
sustainability, and worker safety adds significant costs. 

• Taxes and Duties: High corporate taxes, VAT, and import/export duties 
increase overall costs. 

• Bureaucratic Delays: Permitting and compliance procedures can be slow 
and expensive. 

China: 

• Lenient Regulations: Environmental and safety regulations, while improving, 
are less strict than in Europe, reducing compliance costs. 

• Fewer Taxes: Lower corporate taxes and favorable policies for manufacturers 
provide significant cost savings. 

• Government Support: The government actively supports industrial growth, 
with subsidies and streamlined regulations for export-oriented industries. 

 

6. Market and Customer Dynamics 

Western Europe: 

• Exclusive, Luxury Market: European shipyards primarily target ultra-high-net-
worth individuals (UHNWI) and custom yacht buyers. These clients demand 
unparalleled craftsmanship and innovation, leading to higher production 
costs. 

• Limited Scalability: The focus on custom yachts limits the ability to mass-
produce or benefit from economies of scale. 

• Brand Legacy: European brands rely heavily on their heritage, which attracts 
high-end clients but also demands maintaining premium quality standards. 

China: 

• Growing Middle-Class Market: Chinese shipyards increasingly target the 
growing middle-class and emerging wealth in Asia, producing yachts that 
are more affordable and practical than ultra-luxury. 



• Mass Production: Chinese shipyards can scale production to cater to 
broader markets, such as mid-tier and production yachts, leveraging 
economies of scale. 

• Luxury Segment Growth: While still developing in the ultra-luxury space, 
Chinese brands are rapidly improving and beginning to compete with 
established European brands, with factories associated with Western brands 
already achieving this, 

 

7. Innovation and Technology 

Western Europe: 

• R&D Investments: European shipyards invest heavily in R&D for eco-friendly 
propulsion (hybrid/electric), advanced materials, and innovative design. 

• Sustainability Leadership: European shipyards lead in integrating sustainable 
practices, which, while forward-thinking, increases costs. 

China: 

• Adoption Over Innovation: Chinese shipyards tend to adopt and adapt 
proven technologies rather than investing heavily in R&D. 

• Cost-Focused Designs: Designs prioritize functionality and affordability over 
cutting-edge innovation. 

 

8. Financial Resilience 

Western Europe: 

• Capital-Intensive Business: Long production timelines and reliance on 
milestone payments from customers can strain cash flow. 

• Higher Risk of Bankruptcy: Smaller shipyards often lack financial flexibility to 
weather economic downturns or project delays. 

China: 

• Government-Backed Stability: Chinese shipyards often receive financial 
support or bailouts from the government to remain operational during crises. 



• Export-Oriented Financing: Favorable export policies and access to cheap 
credit allow shipyards to offer competitive pricing globally. 

 

 

Overall Cost Comparison 

Category Western Europe China 
Facility Costs High Low 
Labor Costs Very High Low 
Material Costs High Moderate/Low 
Energy Costs High Low 
Regulatory Compliance High Moderate/Low 

Innovation/R&D High Moderate 

 

Conclusion 

Western Europe excels in producing ultra-luxury yachts with unmatched 
craftsmanship, cutting-edge technology, and sustainability, but at a significantly 
higher cost due to expensive labor, materials, and facilities.  

On the other hand, China focuses on affordability, scalability, and growing market 
share in the mid-tier and production yacht sectors, leveraging lower costs and 
government support.  

China is also now very familiarised in western build quality requirements and many 
factories associated with western brands have taken steps to achieve these 
standards. Stawad Yachts was chosen specifically for this reason with the EkoKat 
project director Alex Ai having been a past international Bering Yachts project 
director https://beringyachts.com/ 

It is considered EkoKat yachts overall can be built in China for 
1/3rd the overall cost of western Europe whilst also featuring 
western brand main components.  

 

https://beringyachts.com/

