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Introduction 
Before U.S. and Israeli military operations began against Iran on February 28, 2026, the average 

number of ships from various countries transiting through the Strait of Hormuz (the Strait) was 

about 130 each day.1 As of April 7, 2026, only a handful of ships have risked the transit each day 

since the start of the operations for fear of attack by Iranian forces, which are reportedly 

negotiating with and permitting selected ships to pass through the Strait. Before the conflict 

began, the Strait was open to ship navigation without constraint as per long-standing international 

law,2 but since the conflict began, Iran has asserted control over the Strait. The U.K. Maritime 

Trade Operations center has recorded 17 attacks on vessels since March 1, 2026, with several 

crew members killed or seriously injured.3 An estimated 1,000 ships are in a holding pattern in 

the Persian Gulf region: 800 ships in the Persian Gulf inside the Strait waiting to transit eastbound 

and 200 ships outside the Strait waiting to transit westbound.4 The announcement of a two-week 

ceasefire on April 7, 2026, to allow these ships to pass through the Strait without being fired upon 

does not appear to require Iran to give up its control over the Strait.5  

While much attention has focused on the decrease in non-Iranian oil and gas shipments, some 

other commodities and products are affected, and U.S. shippers and ports may face cascading 

effects.6 Passage through the Strait may be constrained and entail risks even if active military 

exchanges end.7 The situation has also affected five U.S.-flagged ships in the Persian Gulf and 

U.S.-flagged ships sailing between domestic ports with the Trump Administration’s issuance of a 

Jones Act waiver, which allows foreign-flagged ships to carry certain products between U.S. 

ports.  

At issue for Congress is Iran’s attempt at controlling the Strait, the commodities in addition to oil 

that cannot be shipped to or from Persian Gulf ports, and the safety of U.S.-flag ships that may be 

in the region. This report first briefly describes the status of the Strait as of the publication date of 

this report, then identifies non-oil products that are significant to seaborne trade between the 

Persian Gulf and the United States, and lastly discusses the Iran conflict’s effect on U.S.-flag 

shipowners.  

 
1 United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), “Strait of Hormuz Disruptions: Implications for 

Global Trade and Development,” March 10, 2026, https://unctad.org/publication/strait-hormuz-disruptions-

implications-global-trade-and-development.  

2 Robert Beckman et al., “Possible Actions by Coastal States to Protect Their Marine Environment from Oil Tankers in 

the Dark Fleet,” International Journal of Marine and Coastal Law, vol. 40 (2025). 

3 United Kingdom Maritime Trade Operations (UKMTO) Centre, “Recent Incidents,” https://www.ukmto.org/recent-

incidents.  

4 Weilun Soon, “Shipowners Eye Hormuz Truce with 800 Vessels Still Trapped,” gCaptain.com, April 8, 2026, 

https://gcaptain.com/shipowners-eye-hormuz-truce-with-800-vessels-still-trapped/. 

5 Maritime Executive, “Iran Confirms Two-Week Ceasefire and a Limited Reopening of Strait of Hormuz,” April 7, 

2026, https://maritime-executive.com/article/iran-confirms-two-week-ceasefire-and-a-limited-reopening-of-hormuz. 

6 CRS Report R45281, Iran Conflict and the Strait of Hormuz: Impacts on Oil, Gas, and Other Commodities, 

coordinated by Michael Ratner. 

7 CRS Report R48887, U.S. Conflict with Iran, coordinated by Clayton Thomas. 
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Control of the Strait 
An issue for Congress is a potential change in the status of the Strait from its norm, long 

established by international law,8 as an open waterway free to navigation and unencumbered by 

any coastal state to one in which Iran seeks to maintain its present control over transit passage 

through the waterway. Reportedly Iran, but more specifically the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 

Corps, is charging tolls for ships to pass through, although it is disputed whether shipowners are 

actually paying the tolls.9 Iran has moved the shipping lanes much closer to its coastline under an 

unsubstantiated premise that harbor mines10 have been placed in the normal designated shipping 

lanes.11 These developments may inform congressional consideration of legislative and oversight 

options regarding the effects of the Iran conflict on U.S. shippers and non-oil shipments in the 

area.  

Inbound and Outbound Ships 
Jebel Ali in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) is the leading container port hub in the region, and 

the world’s ninth largest port in terms of number of containers handled.12 About 65% of the port’s 

container volume is transshipped onto feeder vessels for other ports in the Persian Gulf. Re-

routing by truck is severely constrained and expensive, and air freight is economical only for 

products with exceptionally high value-to-weight ratios, which generally do not include foods.13 

Ocean containers carry the same wide variety of goods that trucks typically carry. In addition to 

food, they carry clothing and household goods as well as equipment and parts for manufacturing 

facilities. Thus, the blockage of the Strait has wide-ranging effects for the economies in the 

region, beyond those from not being able to export petroleum. 

Food and Animal Feed 

Persian Gulf nations are dependent on ships for bringing in much of their food and other 

necessities. This includes dry bulk ships carrying corn, rice, soybeans, and wheat in unpackaged, 

bulk form for processing at grain mills. According to one report shortly after the start of the 

conflict, there were 280 dry bulk ships held up inside the Strait.14 Brazil and Argentina are 

leading sources for some of these commodities but so too is the United States. For instance, the 

 
8 U.S. Navy et al., The Commander’s Handbook on the Law of Naval Operations, March 2022, pp. 2-8 to 2-9, 

https://www.marines.mil/Portals/1/Publications/MCTP%2011-10B.pdf?ver=9Qihccgl32_Cwik1rnU0oQ%3D%3D; 

Alexander Lott and Shin Kawagishi, “The Legal Regime of the Strait of Hormuz and Attacks Against Oil Tankers: 

Law of the Sea and Law on the Use of Force Perspectives,” Ocean Development & International Law, vol. 53, no. 2-3 

(July 20, 2022), https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00908320.2022.2096158#abstract. 

9 Maritime Executive, “Shipping Faces Tough Choices on Whether to Pay for Access to Hormuz,” April 8, 2006, 

https://maritime-executive.com/article/shipping-faces-tough-choices-on-whether-to-pay-for-access-to-hormuz. 

10 Harbor mines are devices that explode if struck by a vessel hull. 

11 Maritime Executive, “Iran Publishes Redrawn Traffic Scheme for Strait of Hormuz,” April 8, 2026, https://maritime-

executive.com/article/iran-publishes-redrawn-traffic-scheme-for-strait-of-hormuz. 

12 World Shipping Council, “The Top 50 Container Ports,” https://www.worldshipping.org/top-50-container-ports?rq=

top%2050%20container%20ports. 

13 Stuart Chirls, “Why Strait of Hormuz Maritime Access Is Also Its Biggest Weakness,” FreightWaves, March 13, 

2026, https://www.freightwaves.com/news/why-strait-of-hormuz-maritime-access-is-also-its-biggest-weakness.  

14 Alexis Ellender, “How the Strait of Hormuz Shutdown Is Disrupting Dry Bulk, LNG Freight and Trade 

Compliance,” kpler, March 5, 2026, https://www.kpler.com/blog/how-the-strait-of-hormuz-shutdown-is-disrupting-

dry-bulk-lng-freight-and-trade-compliance.  
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United States is the top supplier of soybeans to the region.15 New Orleans, Portland, San 

Francisco, Houston, and Norfolk are the leading U.S. ports exporting these products to the 

region.16 Other items carried in dry bulk ships include sugar from Brazil and salt from India. 

Recognizing the potential vulnerability of the Strait, some Persian Gulf nations have built large 

storage facilities at their ports to store food commodities in bulk.17  

Persian Gulf nations are also highly dependent on container ships to bring in packaged food, such 

as frozen chicken, for which South America and the United States, through the Port of Savannah, 

are leading suppliers.18 Persian Gulf nations are the destination for roughly 10% of the frozen 

chicken exported through the Port of Savannah. Fruits and nuts, fresh and chilled vegetables, and 

dairy products are other food categories relying heavily on container ships for delivery. The 

United States is a top supplier of these products from the ports of San Francisco (Oakland) and 

Seattle.19 Nearly all the corn oil exported from the ports of New Orleans and Savannah is destined 

for either Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, or Qatar.20 Persian Gulf countries account for nearly 20% of U.S. 

exports by ship of condiments and sauces, such as ketchup and mustard.21 The top U.S. ports 

loading these products to the region are New York, Savannah, Norfolk, and New Orleans. Also 

shipped in containers are forage products (hay, clover, vetches) for animal feed, for which the 

United States (via the Port of Los Angeles) is the top supplier.22 

Steel and Construction Materials 

Aluminum and steel manufacturing are two industries that may be significantly affected by the 

blockage of the Strait. Persian Gulf aluminum plants rely on ship delivery of alumina (the raw 

material for manufacturing aluminum) from Guinea, India, and Australia, among other sources. 

The Persian Gulf produces about 8% of the world’s aluminum, including about 40% of the United 

States’ waterborne aluminum imports.23 The region accounts for almost all of the aluminum the 

ports of New York and Houston import by ship and nearly half of the aluminum received at the 

Port of Baltimore. The region’s steel products represent a small share of total U.S. steel imports. 

Nevertheless, the supply of flat-rolled steel and steel beams, which are the primary steel articles 

that the United States imports from the region, may be affected by the blockage of the Strait.24 

 
15 Trade Data Monitor LLC; commodity 1201, https://tradedatamonitor.com/

?gad_campaignid=19556349769&gbraid=0AAAAABZq0N2faTktsM9kaoFayPtVKCgUD&gad_source=1.  

16 U.S. Census Bureau, USA Trade Online, HS Port-Level Data, https://usatrade.census.gov/. 

17 Government of the Netherlands, Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries, Food Security and Nature, “Impact of the Middle 

East War on Food Systems in the GCC: An Overview,” April 1, 2026, https://www.agroberichtenbuitenland.nl/

actueel/nieuws/2026/03/31/impact-of-the-middle-east-war-on-food-systems-in-the-gcc.  

18 U.S. Census Bureau, USA Trade Online, HS Port-Level Data, https://usatrade.census.gov/. 

19 U.S. Census Bureau, USA Trade Online, HS Port-Level Data, commodity 020714, https://usatrade.census.gov/. 

20 U.S. Census Bureau, USA Trade Online, HS Port-Level Data, commodities 151529 and 151521, 

https://usatrade.census.gov/. From New Orleans, the corn oil appears to be carried in liquid bulk form in edible oil 

tankers, while from Savannah it is carried by containerships. 

21 U.S. Census Bureau, USA Trade Online, HS Port-Level Data, commodity 2103, https://usatrade.census.gov/. 

22 U.S. Census Bureau, USA Trade Online, HS Port-Level Data, commodity 1214, https://usatrade.census.gov/. Trade 

Data Monitor, commodity code 1214. 

23 Mohammed Omar, “Hormuz Cut Off More than Just Oil,” House of Saud, March 16, 2026, https://houseofsaud.com/

hormuz-metals-copper-aluminum-supply-crisis-beyond-oil/; U.S. Census Bureau, USA Trade Online, HS Port-Level 

Data, Unwrought aluminum, 760110 and 760120, https://usatrade.census.gov/. 

24 U.S. Census Bureau, USA Trade Online, HS Port-Level Data, commodities 721049 and 721633, 

https://usatrade.census.gov/. 
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The UAE and Saudi Arabia export large amounts of cement. These two countries account for 

about 16% of the total amount of cement imported at the ports of Houston and Savannah.25 The 

Persian Gulf also exports large amounts of gypsum and limestone, which are also often used in 

construction projects, but is not a significant supplier to the United States. 

Automobiles 

Car carriers are another type of ship normally transiting the Strait to make deliveries in the 

Persian Gulf region. The UAE, in particular, is a major importer of passenger cars and appears to 

be the region’s import distribution hub. The leading U.S. ports exporting cars to the region are 

New York, Savannah, and Houston.26 In 2025, measured by weight of vehicles, the Persian Gulf 

countries accounted for over 20% of the United States’ waterborne exports of passenger cars and 

15% of trucks.27 

Oil and Gas Byproducts 

In addition to oil and gas, byproducts of their production are also critical to the rest of the world. 

Qatar accounts for about 30% of the world’s helium production capacity, most of which is a 

byproduct of its natural gas processing.28 Among other uses, helium is used in semiconductor 

manufacturing, magnetic resonance imaging machines, and a range of research applications. It is 

shipped in large quantities by container ships in specially designed insulated and pressurized 

containers that keep the helium in liquid form at minus 452 degrees Fahrenheit for up to 45 days. 

Other byproducts of the oil and gas refining process are ethylene, methanol, and naphtha—the 

building blocks of plastics. Charleston, SC, in particular is reliant on paraxylene, a chemical used 

to manufacture plastic containers. About half of its waterborne imports are from Saudi Arabia.29  

The Strait carries about one-third of the world’s seaborne trade in fertilizer inputs.30 Many of 

these commodities are related to the region’s oil and gas development. Natural gas is the building 

block for producing nitrogen fertilizer in the form of ammonia. Thus, the Persian Gulf is one of 

the world’s major sources for this kind of fertilizer. Ammonia is shipped in liquid form in 

liquefied petroleum gas tankers, but ammonia is also used to produce urea, a solid, granular form 

of fertilizer shipped in dry bulk ships. The Persian Gulf countries account for nearly 40% of U.S. 

waterborne imports of Urea, which is mostly handled at the ports of New Orleans, LA; Portland, 

OR; Houston, TX; and Wilmington, NC.31  

The oil refining process produces sulfur as a byproduct. Sulfur is used as both a fertilizer and to 

produce sulfuric acid that Africa, in particular, relies upon to leach out critical minerals in its 

mining operations. Saudi Arabia is an important source of phosphate fertilizer.  

 
25 U.S. Census Bureau, USA Trade Online, HS Port-Level Data, commodity 2523, https://usatrade.census.gov/. 

26 U.S. Census Bureau, USA Trade Online, HS Port-Level Data, https://usatrade.census.gov/. 

27 U.S. Census Bureau, USA Trade Online, HS Port-Level Data, commodities 8703 and 8704, 

https://usatrade.census.gov/. 

28 Phil Kornbluth, “Attacks on Iran Threaten Helium Supply,” Gasworld, March 2, 2026, https://www.gasworld.com/

story/attacks-on-iran-threaten-helium-supply/2173766.article/.  

29 U.S. Census Bureau, USA Trade Online, HS Port-Level Data, commodity 290243, https://usatrade.census.gov/. 

30 UNCTAD, p. 7, https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/osgttinf2026d1_en.pdf.  

31 U.S. Census Bureau, USA Trade Online, HS Port-Level Data, commodity 310210, https://usatrade.census.gov/. 
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Jones Act Waiver 
On March 17, 2026, the Trump Administration waived the Jones Act for 60 days—through May 

17, 2026—in an attempt to facilitate transportation of commodities normally exported through the 

Strait, such as petroleum and fertilizers, and possibly dampen the price effects on those products 

in the United States.32 The Jones Act (Section 27 of the Merchant Marine Act of 1920, P.L. 66-

261) restricts vessels transporting cargo between U.S. ports to those that are U.S.-built, owned, 

and crewed. This restriction significantly affects the availability and price of domestic coastal 

shipping. Under the waiver, the much larger fleet of foreign-built and flagged vessels is available 

to carry products listed in the waiver between U.S. ports. 

National Security Fleets 
The U.S. Maritime Administration (MARAD), part of the U.S. Department of Transportation, 

administers several programs to establish and sustain a fleet of active ships that are privately 

owned, commercially viable, and militarily useful to meet national defense and other emergency 

sealift requirements. Carriers receive fixed annual retainer payments in return for agreeing to 

register ships under the U.S. flag and to make them available upon request by the Secretary of 

Defense33 during times of war or national emergency.34 Under the Maritime Security Program 

(MSP), first established in the Maritime Security Act of 1996, up to 60 cargo ships engaged in 

foreign commerce are eligible to receive annual stipends from MARAD.35 Under the similar 

Tanker Security Program (TSP) established by the FY2021 National Defense Authorization Act, 

up to 20 U.S.-flagged tankers engaged in foreign commerce are eligible to participate, though 

Congress has not provided funding for more than 10 vessels in any given year.36  

As of January 5, 2026, 60 vessels were enrolled in the MSP, and 9 were enrolled in the TSP.37 

Five of these vessels—vehicle carrier Alliance Fairfax, container ships APL Eagle and Maersk 

Yorktown in the MSP fleet, and tankers CS Anthem and Stena Imperative in the TSP fleet—were 

located in the Persian Gulf in February 2026 and had not departed as of April 1.38 A prolonged 

closure of the Strait to commercial traffic could reduce the effectiveness of the MSP and TSP if 

participating vessels are prevented from assisting the Department of Defense.39 The TSP is not at 

full enrollment, which could indicate that finding vessels to replace the two unable to leave the 

 
32 U.S. Customs and Border Protection, “Updated Guidance: Implementation of Jones Act Waiver Issued to the 

Department of War, dated March 17, 2026,” CSMS # 68180454, March 17, 2026, https://content.govdelivery.com/

bulletins/gd/USDHSCBP-41059e6?wgt_ref=USDHSCBP_WIDGET_2. 

33 The Secretary of Defense is using “Secretary of War” as a “secondary title” under Executive Order 14347 dated 

September 5, 2025.  

34 CRS Report R46654, U.S. Maritime Administration (MARAD) Shipping and Shipbuilding Support Programs, by Ben 

Goldman. 

35 46 U.S.C. §53103(d). 

36 P.L. 116-283, §3511; 46 U.S.C. §53403(c). 

37 U.S. Department of Transportation, MARAD, United States-Flag Privately-Owned Merchant Fleet Report, January 

5, 2026, p. 9, https://www.maritime.dot.gov/sites/marad.dot.gov/files/2026-02/DS_USFlag-Fleet_2025_DEC.pdf.  

38 CRS analysis of data from Global Fishing Watch Vessel Viewer, https://globalfishingwatch.org/map/vessel-search; 

see also Mike Schuler, “U.S.-Flagged Ships Stuck in Persian Gulf as Senator Demands Action for American Crews,” 

gCaptain.com, March 21, 2026, https://gcaptain.com/u-s-flagged-ships-stuck-in-persian-gulf-as-senator-demands-

action-for-american-crews/.  

39 The Department of Defense is “using a secondary Department of War designation” under Executive Order 14347 

dated September 5, 2025. 
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Persian Gulf may prove difficult. One such vessel, the CS Anthem, recently joined the TSP to 

replace another tanker that was damaged in a collision with a container ship in 2025.40 
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40 Crowley, “Crowley-Managed CS Anthem Joins Tanker Security Program,” press release, August 28, 2025, 

https://www.crowley.com/news-and-media/press-releases/crowley-managed-cs-anthem-joins-tanker-security-program/. 
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